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Once upon a time, a merchant had three daughters, and none of them with the same mother—rather, he had two daughters and a granddaughter, and all three hated and feared him.
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ONCE UPON A TIME, A MERCHANT HAD three daughters, and none of them with the same mother.

Rather, the merchant had two daughters and a granddaughter, but the daughters weren’t married—and what the merchant sold were ale and rights to his younger daughter’s bed, which was how that daughter had the baby to begin with.

The elder daughter, born Briar, had realized early what awaited her if she stayed pretty and taken a knife to her face before she had her first moontime. Her father kept Briar as a maid in his tavern. He called her his Rosie and enjoyed men’s revulsion when they realized what a maimed little thing his Rosie was.

He learned from his Rosie-Briar, and he kept Belladonna both trapped in her room and drugged enough that she couldn’t protest her nightly visitors. The men he sent into her weren’t interested in her for her conversation, anyway. They called her their Beauty, and Belladonna in her drugged haze couldn’t correct them even had she cared to.

Sometimes a good man would hear about Beauty, object, and go to the authorities, only to learn that the magistrate liked his pleasures, too. As for Rosie—well, gossip called her so wicked that she had seduced her father and borne her baby sister.

Rosie bore her defamation in silence. None cared to know the truth of the matter. The scars that had saved her from Beauty’s fate also condemned her to a life bound to a father who wouldn’t mind scarring her further. No man would want to rescue her.

By daylight, Rosie took tasks like mending to her sister’s room and kept her company. From Rosie, Beauty learned her letters, memorized stories of princesses and heroes she could sluggishly recite to herself as men had their way with her at night.

Rosie brought the baby with her until Candra started calling Rosie her ma. Rosie thought it best to spare Beauty that indignity.

Beauty, at least, had a nice enough face that she might attract a man interested in keeping her to himself. The smart good men would pay their father’s price for Beauty and let her rest. After Beauty’s months of ‘illness’ while expecting Candra, their father wouldn’t refuse a man willing to pay Beauty’s price.

But the nature of good men made them generous in their giving, so they had other charities they helped with and couldn’t often afford her. Beauty sometimes went weeks without reprieve.

It was something of a right of passage, among the young men of that township and others, to buy a night with Beauty, and fights broke out over what her beauty was. Was she slender, was she curvaceous; was she blonde, brown-haired, redheaded? Between the dim candlelight in her room and how long her body had been sold, all might’ve been correct, at one point. Or none. But even men who had her on the same night would disagree about her. The only thing everyone agreed on was that she had hair on her head and nowhere else.

“Never sick,” Beauty whispered one day, her voice rough. Rosie worked the mending. “Why am I never sick?”

“You were sick with Candra.”

Beauty shook her head. “No.”

Rosie paused, then patted her sister’s arm. She didn’t say anything. A lie wouldn’t help Beauty any.

Another time, a sunset when Rosie checked the room to make sure it was clean and Beauty was beautiful before the night began, Beauty stared out the window at the blood-red roses that grew wild out back. “Not human,” she whispered.

“Hm?”

“My ma wasn’t human, was she?”

Rosie scowled, though that might’ve just been her scars pulling on her lips. “What else could she have been?”

Beauty traced the line of one climbing rose outside with a finger on the pane of glass. “Magic,” she may have murmured, but she’d already drunk her draught, so it likely didn’t escape her mind.
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Candra was five years old the first time the stranger came.

Rosie always thought of him as that, the stranger, though the tavern certainly got its share of them, and the stranger wasn’t the only one who kept himself hidden in his cloak, to avoid sullying his reputation. But he came to the tavern without having heard of Beauty, and he didn’t immediately inquire to the price after he heard of her.

Rosie knew that because he came while she was cleaning, sat at a nearby table, and ordered an ale of her. Rosie didn’t serve drinks, not with her face. Men didn’t care for service from an ugly woman thought to be her father’s lover.

The stranger didn’t seem to mind. His hood hid his face, but he didn’t recoil when she accidentally bumped his arm, and she didn’t feel him staring at her like so many men did. Rosie fetched his ale.

The stranger accepted it with gloved hands, which Rosie found a bit strange with the summer-warm night. “Thank you.” It was a low voice, a rumbly voice. Soothing, calming. He didn’t sound like someone she’d need to watch so she could hide the baby from fits of temper.

When Rosie finished cleaning those tables and moved on, letting the wenches take over serving that section, the stranger followed her to keep her as his server. Busy night that it was, nobody noticed. He tipped her well enough for Rosie to get a new dress and apron for both Candra and herself, and a book with more fairy tales to distract Beauty.
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The stranger visited next when Candra was eight, and the tavern wasn’t nearly as busy. He sought her out where she scrubbed the side entryway that lead to the outhouse. “Ale,” he ordered, though he had to stand; there wasn’t a table nearby. Rosie rubbed her hands on her skirt and fetched it, then returned to her work.

He loitered, watching the rest of the tavern more than he watched her. “Do you miss your old face?”

Rosie started and stared at him for a long moment before she remembered that she had to get the floor done before the magistrate came, else Beauty would pay for it. “My body is my own, with this one.”

The stranger’s hood turned to look at Candra, proving he knew the rumors about who bore her. The girl huddled out of the way where Rosie could keep an eye on her. Candra had learned early that crying and movement only brought pain, so she stayed still and quiet, except when she had to scuttle out of someone’s way.
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