
  
    [image: Braids and the Beast]
  


  
    
      BRAIDS AND THE BEAST

      A RAPUNZEL MEETS THE BEAST FRACTURED FAIRY TALE

      
        FUMBLED FAIRY TALES

        BOOK TWO

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

    
      
        AMANDA TORREY

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Pink Elephant Press]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2026 by Amanda Torrey

      

      All rights reserved. This book or any portion thereof may not be reproduced or used in any manner whatsoever without the express written permission of the publisher except for the use of brief quotations in a book review. This book is a work of fiction. Any references to historical events, real people, or real locales are used fictitiously. Other names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination, and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

      Thank you for supporting the rights of creators.

      
        
          [image: Fumbled Fairy Tales series logo—gold font with books flying into the air as if being fumbled]
        

      

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Formatted with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      To all the dreamers who imagined the stories they read as children ending differently… this one is for you. Never stop imagining.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ABOUT THIS BOOK

          

        

      

    

    
      One cosmic stumble. One wrong tower. One very fumbled fate.

      

      When the master book of fairy tales is shaken, the stories unravel—and Rapunzel is dropped into a tower and a tale that was never meant to be hers.

      For her entire life, Rapunzel has lived by Dame Gothel’s rules: stay in the tower, keep her eyes closed, and never question the world beyond.

      But Rapunzel has never been one to simply wait. She paints, she studies, and secretly funds a village she’s never been allowed to see—until a twist of fate rips her from her tower and drops her into a cold, unfamiliar prison.

      Gruff, cursed, and wholly unprepared for a barefoot woman who escapes his prison tower and doesn’t have the good sense to fear him, Sébastien has spent years convinced his beastly exterior is the least monstrous thing about him.

      But Rapunzel fills his crumbling castle with warmth, curiosity, and the intoxicating scent of crushed herbs—and in her light, something in him shifts.

      As Rapunzel adapts to a world beyond the only life she’s ever known, long-buried truths begin to surface. For the first time, she must decide what freedom truly means. And whether love can exist without it.

      But Sébastien knows what she won’t admit. A heart that has never been free cannot truly choose… and loving her might mean letting her go.

      

      Braids and the Beast is a cozy, whimsical, slow-burn, forced proximity, no-spice romance about a sheltered dreamer and a cursed prince who must learn that love is not possession, but choice.

      

      If you love grumpy/sunshine dynamics, cottagecore/hopecore vibes, and a heroine who finds beauty in the torn pages of a broken story, you'll love this "fumbled" Rapunzel/Beast retelling.

      

      THE FUMBLED FAIRY TALES SERIES is a collection of reimagined stories by authors who turn fairy tales on their heads to deliver stories that speak to the heart. Inside, you'll discover bold heroines and unforgettable characters who refuse to wait for rescue, choosing instead to find their own way to a well-deserved Happy Ever After.

      

      Book One: Bella and the Bullfrog: A Beauty Meets the Frog Prince Fractured Fairy Tale by Dorothy Callahan

      Book Two: Braids and the Beast: A Rapunzel Meets the Beast Fractured Fairy Tale by Amanda Torrey

      Book Three: Ruby and the Royal: A Red Riding Hood Meets Prince Charming Fractured Fairy Tale by Christine DePetrillo

      ...And more to come! :)

      (Books can be read out of order.)
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      In the Realm of Fairy Tales, a great Tome held every beloved story ever told.

      This important book was protected by ancient spells, guarded by an elder fairy librarian, and left unchanged for hundreds of years.

      Until an outsider—a half human teen—was brought to the Realm. This misguided youth stunned the librarian with her opinions that fairy tales were "so last gen"  with their damsels and nameless princes and girls who couldn't fight their way out of a cardboard box. And then when she picked up the sacred book and declared that what these tales needed was a good shaking up…

      The guardian librarian couldn’t flutter her wings fast enough to stop the child.

      She shook. The tales fumbled. And the characters landed in stories that were never meant to be theirs.

      This is one of those tales.

      

      To read the full introduction short story: An Introduction to Chaos

      (Full introduction can also be found at the beginning of Bella and the Bullfrog by Dorothy Callahan)
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      Rapunzel may have spent her life hidden from the world, but the world could not hide from her.

      She stood at her easel by the tower's sunniest window, bare feet cool against the stone floor, and dragged her brush through a streak of warm colors. Below, the forest she used as muse stretched toward the horizon.

      Someday she’d wander through that pine-scented heaven to the village full of people she’d never met, but whom she vowed to help in any way she could. Someday.

      Sighing, she painted first one deer, then another. No need to create loneliness in a make-believe world.

      "Happy twentieth birthday to me," she sang, adding twenty songbirds to the canvas to mark the day. “Thank you for joining me for this celebration.”

      She cleaned her new birthday brush in the jar of murky water on the windowsill and leaned out to peer below. The prince wouldn't come until sunset, as she’d warned him her guardian wouldn’t approve of her speaking to someone from the outside world, and Dame Gothel never visited once the sun descended.

      And though Dame Gothel could never know she’d befriended the prince, Rapunzel trusted him. Besides, it wasn’t as though she’d ever let her hair down for him. She wasn’t naïve.

      But it was nice to have a friend.

      Rapunzel clutched the locket she only wore when Dame Gothel wasn’t present. She’d found it tangled in her hair long, long ago, after Dame Gothel had climbed down from the tower. Though the correct thing to do would have been to give it back, as it had obviously slipped from her pocket, Rapunzel couldn’t give it up. Not after opening it and seeing the faces of two people who felt like people she should know.

      So even though it made her dishonest and possibly criminal, she slipped it off every time Dame Gothel called out the words that summoned Rapunzel to the window. Rapunzel, Rapunzel, let down your golden hair!

      “Away with you, pesky thoughts!” She waved her hands in the air as if to cast all negativity out the window. “‘Tis a day for celebration!”

      A whistle floated up from below.

      Rapunzel twirled in her pretty pink birthday dress all the way to the window and peered down, down, down. Past the tower's mossy stones, past the ivy that clung to the mortar, to where a familiar figure stood at the base with his hands cupped around his mouth.

      "Happy birthday, Rapunzel!"

      "Alden! You remembered."

      "Of course I remembered." The prince swept into an elaborate bow, one leg extended and both arms flung wide, as if performing for an audience of thousands. His dark hair fell across his forehead when he straightened. "I come with news of your continued success."

      He shook a leather pouch, grinning as the coins clinked. "Sold to a merchant’s wife who cried and said it reminded her of her childhood home. She paid extra when she heard who would benefit from the coin."

      "How tremendous!" Rapunzel exclaimed, imagining how much ease this boon would bring to her targeted family this week. She'd been running this system for two years now, thanks to the prince’s partnership. She’d paint a scene, lower it on her braid to the prince so he could sell the art, then funnel the money to the nearby village where poverty ran rampant. Of course, Dame Gothel didn't know. Couldn’t ever know. Rapunzel knew Dame Gothel to be a kind, giving woman, but perhaps not generous to those outside her inner circle.

      “Have you news of Jory? I pray his fever has broken.”

      “I wanted to see you before bringing the funds to his parents.” He shook the pouch once again, a giant smile lifting his cheeks. “This will provide the new roof for their cottage and plenty of meals while they focus on healing Jory.”

      Rapunzel clasped her hands over her heart. “Marta and Felix will be so grateful, Alden.”

      “I only wish I could tell them who the blessing was from.”

      “You mustn’t ever do that.” Anonymity was necessary if they were to continue, though Alden often expressed his dismay. “Give me one minute, if you would. I’ll retrieve today’s painting.”

      "Take your time." The prince settled himself on the base of the tower, chewing on a mint leaf he’d plucked.

      “I hope this one fares well in the market! I’m also sending down yarrow and angelica to help with Jory’s illness. Please add some mint to the pouch.” She rolled the canvas, wrapped it carefully in cloth, tied it to the end of her braid, added a pouch of herbs from her window garden, and lowered her bundles through the window. The braid unspooled, and she braced herself against the sill as the weight shifted.

      “Your kindness knows no bounds.” The prince caught the bundle and unrolled the cloth while holding the pouch under his arm.

      He was quiet for a moment as he studied her work. She chewed on the side of her fingernail.

      “Marvelous, Rapunzel. I feel as though I’m walking along the shore.”

      “Truly? I’ve never seen the ocean, of course, but sometimes I swear I can hear the crash of the waves. And some nights the scent of salty air drifts through my window and awakens me from my slumber as if I’d fallen asleep on a bed of driftwood.” She rested her elbows on the sill and her chin on her hands, sighing dreamily.

      He gave a gentle tug on the end of her braid, sending tender sensations to her scalp. “You have a rare talent. Thus, the ease in finding buyers.”

      “Thank you for keeping my secrets, Alden.”

      Alden stared up at her, his brow furrowed. "Rapunzel, can I say something? About your birthday?"

      She smiled to reassure him. “You may always be free with your words, Alden. Are we not best of friends?”

      He nodded, but his eyes were more somber than usual. "You're twenty years of age today."

      "Why, yes, that’s true! And I shall eat twenty pastries to celebrate. I’ve already baked several, and have the dough prepared for several more. Oh! I’ve been remiss! I’ll pass you some for your travels!"

      Before he could respond, she bolted to her kitchen to wrap apple pastries in a cloth. She lowered them in her hair, and he accepted with gratitude.

      "Rapunzel, your heart is as fair as the rest of you. But I’m saddened you've yet to venture from this tower."

      "I know my circumstances seem strange, but this is for the best."

      His smile was meant to reassure her, but at the moment she felt judged.

      "Don't you think the best gift Dame Gothel could give you would be your freedom?"

      Rapunzel straightened. The stone sill pressed into her ribs, solid and familiar. "I could leave this tower if I wanted, Alden. I’m not a prisoner. She keeps me here because the world is dangerous for me. You know this."

      "The world is a lot of things."

      "You speak as a man who can wander to and fro with little threat." She kept her voice light, but her breath hitched. "Gothel saved me from abandonment as an infant. She provides all I need. I’m content, Alden, I swear it."

      The words hung in the air between them, and she didn’t like the tension. They’d never quarreled.

      Why wouldn’t he respond?

      “If you could see all I have here, you wouldn’t pity me so. So many fine books to learn from, quality supplies for my art, seeds for sowing in my window boxes… and I wonder if your palace has as comfortable a bed as mine? Or a tub that fills with rose-scented water through enchanted pipes my devoted guardian installed?” She closed her eyes and inhaled. “Heavenly.”

      His voice was wry when he replied, “Imagine if she were as generous with the villagers in her kingdom.”

      Rapunzel stiffened. “Alden, you mustn’t speak ill of Dame Gothel. I fear she doesn’t know how to extend her generosity to those outside ‌her inner circle, but that doesn’t make her evil. She’s…complex.”

      Alden held up both hands and smiled, but this time pity contorted his face. "Forget I said anything. Happy birthday, truly. The painting is extraordinary, as always. And these pastries will carry me through the long journey home."

      “Thank you.” If only the strain behind her ribs would ease.

      He tucked the painting under his arm. "Same time next week?"

      Don’t go yet. If only she could be brave enough to let him climb her hair and join her for tea. To spend more than a few minutes between enchanted sentry rounds once a week.

      That was not the life she was granted, and she’d never risk Dame Gothel, powerful fairy of the forest, punishing him for simply being her friend.

      She plastered on her brightest grin and threw a kiss out the window. "I shall count the sunsets, my friend."

      He disappeared into the trees, his dark coat swallowed by the shadows. The forest closed behind him, and the heavy weight of solitude returned.

      The silence vibrated in her temples, but being alone wasn't so bad. Filling her time was easy enough when she had so many interests to explore.

      Did she believe she had to remain sequestered in a tower to be safe? Well, no. Not really. She’d taught herself plenty of skills and was confident she could hold her own in the world, but she’d never betray Dame Gothel after she’d given Rapunzel this beautiful life.

      She had enough. She had more than enough.

      Rapunzel popped the last batch of pastries into the oven and set water on for tea, inviting her imaginary guests to please make themselves comfortable while she began her next project. She picked up her brush and swirled the tip in pink paint to match her dress while focusing her mind on what to paint next. Restlessness stirred in her until she channeled her feelings through the hand gripping the brush.

      The brush moved as if possessed. Green treetops. A mysterious river. A winding path trailed off the edge, disappearing to a place she’d never see. A foreboding castle, partially hidden behind fog, beckoned her closer…

      Adventure. Curiosity. Enchantment.

      She painted with a heavier hand, almost as if she were…angry? Had she ever experienced anger? Alden was wrong about her life, but he’d planted weeds in her carefully tended garden.

      She was so absorbed that when a tremor began, low and deep, she almost dismissed it as thunder. But thunder had never rumbled on her floor before.

      Glass jars rattled. Tiny ripples spread across the surface of her water. Rapunzel set down her brush and pressed her palm flat against the curved wall. The stone vibrated beneath her fingers like a plucked string. Energy spread through her, making the tiny hairs on her arms stiffen.

      “Odd.”

      Her hands flew to her ears when a loud boom resonated. Her knees shook and nearly buckled. Was Alden safe out there in the forest? Had Gothel discovered her deception and cast a curse?

      Before the whirling thoughts could take root, the floor buckled beneath her, dropping her into a freefall.

      “Oh!”

      Her belly dropped as she struggled to grab something, anything, but her hands passed through colorful clouds and shimmering mists. She spun in the air and expected to see the constellations she’d painted on her high ceiling, but the air rushed over her body, whipping her hair into a frenzy of escaped tendrils as her braid wrapped protectively around her. Everything was a blur, and when she expected to hit the ground, she didn’t. The rushing air made it impossible to drag air into her lungs, and she couldn’t even scream.

      Her muscles tensed, and her pulse raced. She became acutely aware of every rushing sound rampaging in her ears. Of the scents that transitioned from familiar to new, from her pastries baking to chimney smoke, and the coppery taste of blood where she must have bitten her tongue.

      Light flashed and sizzled as her fall continued. Was this a dream? An illness? A breakdown?

      Freedom?

      How far would she fall? Surely she should have reached the bottom by now.

      Peace settled over her, and terror left her body as quickly as it had come. She relaxed her muscles and surrendered to the weightlessness of floating through space and time and whatever magic had been inflicted upon her. Her body spun, her hair tangled, and her mind released any fear that would have made this harder.

      Cool stone floor rose to meet her cheek at last as a distant rumbling growl replaced the earlier tremor.

      And then, absolutely nothing.
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      Sébastien hadn't meant to be so rough with the girl.

      He paced the length of the great hall, his claws clicking on the stone floor in a rhythm he noticed again, thanks to his unwanted guest. The words replayed in his mind over and over again. He hadn't meant it. The way he'd grabbed her by the throat, thrown her father to the ground like a sack of rotted grain, hurled her into the cell and left her there on the straw with the rats and the cold and the dark…

      He stopped pacing.

      He had meant it. Every bit. That's what beasts did. She’d been terrified of him, and he’d exploited it. Whether it resulted from the pent-up shame or the rage at what he’d become, he didn’t know.

      Something about being able to take his anger and bitterness out on the beautiful trespasser and her father had made him feel powerful and in control of a situation he’d never asked for.

      Now the cruelty of his actions added a fresh scar to his battered soul. Remorse replaced rage.

      He’d apologize and release her from the dank cell. But first, he had to pull himself together.

      He gripped the pendant hanging from a chain around his neck. The gold was worn smooth from years of relying on this memento from his mother to help him remember his humanity. This was the one beautiful thing he'd kept when he'd stopped deserving beautiful things.

      He released it and resumed pacing.

      The girl—her father had called her something like Belle or Bella, maybe Bullfrog for all he cared—had been in the tower cell for half the day now. His closest servants had shifted into enchanted manacles, a broomstick, and a needle to interfere in what they thought was their chance to influence her into becoming the curse breaker. They were thorns in his shins, but their hearts were in the right place.

      Cursed into objects or not, they acted as though kindness was a currency that would buy them their freedom. It wouldn't. Nothing would. The enchantress had been abundantly clear when she’d issued her multi-tiered curse. And since no one in their right mind would love a beast, especially one who grabbed women by the throat, they might as well stop hoping. He sure had.

      Didn’t even matter what other conditions the enchantress demanded if there was no way to meet the first.

      He stopped pacing again.

      "Your Lordship."

      The voice came from the fireplace, where a broomstick leaned against the mantel.

      "I'm not in the mood, Mathilde."

      "I don't require you to be in the mood." The broomstick's bristles rustled. "We need to discuss the girl."

      "There's nothing to discuss. She offered herself in her father's stead. I accepted. The matter is settled."

      Gervais, having taken the form of manacles, clanked down the stairwell and came to rest at the entrance to the great hall. "With respect, sir, the matter is not settled. She's shivering in a cell that will breed resentment, not loyalty. If there's any chance she's the one who breaks the curse, this is precisely the wrong approach. That cell is fit for punishment, not habitation."

      "She is being punished."

      "For what crime?" Mathilde demanded, as if she had every right to do so.

      “She was so frightened, my lord.” Mrs. Loomis's tiny voice piped from somewhere near the windowsill. “But she didn't weep. Not once." Her voice wavered. "That poor, brave girl. Her father sought shelter from wolves and then picked a rose for his daughter. The girl came after him out of love. She offered herself to save his life.”

      Mathilde swept closer. “That's not a crime. That's courage.”

      Sébastien turned his back on all of them. The fire crackled low, painting orange shapes on the stone walls. He stared at the flames and hoped his silence would drive them away.

      Mathilde pressed on, and he could imagine her in her human form crossing stubborn arms across her chest. "Your mother would⁠—"

      "Do not."

      His sharp words cracked through the hall like a whip, and the fire shuddered, but Mathilde did not. Sébastien's claws curled into the stone, leaving pale scratches that would join the hundreds of others he'd carved into the castle during years of rage and guilt.

      Mathilde swept closer. "When everyone else fled, we stayed because your mother was the finest woman any of us had ever known, and she raised a good boy. We’ve watched you bury that boy under years of grief, and we’ve patiently waited for you to recover. But what you did today, sir, it was⁠—"

      "Your behavior was monstrous," Gervais finished. Once the most trusted advisor to Sébastien’s father, Gervais frequently made clear that he believed his opinions held weight in Sébastien’s court.

      Sébastien closed his eyes. The pendant pressed into him with each heavy breath.

      How far had he fallen?

      His mother would have loathed this version of him.

      "What would you have me do?" His voice came out rougher than intended. "Release her into the cold?"

      "Give her a proper room, a warm meal, and a reason to believe you're not the monster you resemble," Gervais said flatly. "You want to break this curse? You don't start by making the only candidate despise you."

      Mrs. Loomis hopped onto the floor. “Yes, we shouldn’t give her a reason to want to flee.”

      “I am a beast.” His roar bounced off the stone walls and echoed down the corridor. “My very existence is a reason to flee. What human woman would ever love this?”

      He waved his large, furry arms around his body for emphasis.

      "You weren't always a beast." Mathilde’s tone was reminiscent of the one she used to soothe him when he was a tantruming child.

      Mrs. Loomis added, "I think she has a good heart. I'd hate for her to never see yours."

      He turned from the fire and regarded his small, strange household. Though most of the staff that had once filled the estate had fled at the first hint of a curse settling over the castle, they, along with a few others who wouldn’t dare confront him like this, remained in the castle to serve. He'd repaid their loyalty by giving them nothing to believe in.

      "I'll move her to a proper room," he relented.

      "And?" Mathilde prompted.

      "And I will..." He searched for words that didn't come naturally. "Moderate my approach."

      "You'll be kind to her," Gervais translated.

      "I said moderate."

      "He means kind," Mrs. Loomis whispered to Mathilde.

      Sébastien let out a sound that was half growl, half sigh. "I also need you to stop this."

      "Stop what?" Mathilde asked.

      He gestured at them. "This. The enchanted-object theatrics. It's unsettling. If I'm to make any progress with the girl, she can't be surrounded by talking household items. You’re making a mockery ‌of a castle that already feels like a madhouse."

      "What would you have us do instead?" Gervais clanked. “We’re limited in our scope and certainly can’t return to our human selves.”

      "Make yourselves invisible. You can still perform your duties. But no more talking."

      "That's a waste of good intelligence," Gervais protested. "We can observe things you can't. We can report back. We can⁠—"

      "No. Meddling."

      "We were trying to comfort her!" Mrs. Loomis protested.

      "You were making it worse," he said flatly. "If she stays, you need to be out of sight and not meddling in my affairs. Can you manage that?"

      The manacles rattled. “I didn’t much care for the invisible years.”

      Mrs. Loomis straightened. “Nor I. We were quite delighted once we learned we could shift our appearance. But I must say, being carried by a magpie like a simple trinket was not the sort of adventure I’d dream about. And that cell!” She clinked against the wall. “Unbearable. That poor girl.”

      Sébastien tapped his foot on the floor and glared at each of them, waiting for them to cease the dramatics and pledge their commitment. They remained quiet for several heartbeats.

      Then Mathilde’s bristles…bristled. "If it helps break the curse, we'll do as you ask. But I want you to hear me clearly, Sébastien."

      His name landed like a slap.

      "That boy your mother raised is still in there. We didn't stay for the beast. We stayed for him. Don't make us regret it."

      He ignored her exasperated huff. "I don't know if I’ll be able to break the curse. But I mustn’t be annoyed by the lot of you while she remains in my custody. No interference."

      “Just remember, there are multiple parts to⁠—”

      “I said no interference!”

      He was about to dismiss them when the floor lurched beneath him.

      Sébastien staggered, his claws scrabbling on the stones. The walls groaned, a deep, structural sound he'd never heard in all his years in this castle. The fire in the great hall erupted upward before dying out, plunging the room into near darkness.

      "Oh my!" Mathilde exclaimed.

      A deep hum penetrated the room, throbbing in his sensitive ears. The floor trembled and everything shook. Mathilde tumbled into him, and he held her close, shielding her body from the debris falling from the ceiling.

      And then, as quick as it started, everything went still.

      Sébastien stood in the dark, his breath ragged, his temples throbbing.

      "Is everyone all right?" he asked. He propped Mathilde against the wall, holding her steady until her magic pulsed into his hand to let him know she was well.

      "That sure was something," Mathilde whispered.

      "Quite strange," Gervais rattled.

      "What was that?" Mrs. Loomis squeaked.

      "Bella." Sébastien turned toward the tower.

      He took the stairs three at a time. Upon arrival, the enchanted key’s magic faltered, so he fumbled to unlock the cell himself, his thick fingers clumsy with urgency.

      The door swung open, revealing an empty cell.

      How? He checked the bars on the window. They were intact and far too narrow for a human to squeeze through. There was no way out of this cell except the door he'd just unlocked.

      But Bella was gone.

      He couldn’t identify the feeling flooding through him. Panic? Relief?

      Could she have been the one?

      He descended the stairs slowly, his limbs growing heavier with every step.

      He’d never know.

      "The girl is gone."

      No one answered. The servants, it seemed, had already begun practicing their invisibility.
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