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        The Beauty


        
As the last petal of the rose fell to the gro­und, the beast was re­vealed to a prince, the man she was des­tined to love for­ev­er.
—Rose and Mon­sters

The town of Fires Down Be­low was an mi­ning town that had risen in the glo­ry of fu­el­ing the fires of war be­fore the em­bers were al­lowed to dark­en with peace. A cen­tu­ry lat­er, bo­nfires had been ig­nit­ed once a­gain in a de­spe­rate rush to mine iron de­posits ne­eded for the co­ming bat­tles of mag­ic and ma­chine.

Be­auty couldn’t miss signs of the town’s res­ur­rec­tion as they rode in from the south. Weath­ered signs bleached by sun and wind had fresh paint splashed over the fad­ed sym­bols of old. The new life, how­ev­er, didn’t come with the grace­ful ele­gance of the old age. Let­ters were slop­pi­ly forms over neat print and for­mer pa­i­nted im­ages had been re­placed by crude sym­bols.

There was a sense of fa­tal­ism in the air, born by the knowl­edge that the town would snuff out months af­ter the war e­nded. Eve­ry­one know it and they treat­ed the ris­ing town as a tem­po­rary in­conve­ni­ence in the quest for do­mi­nance.

She didn’t have a good feel­ing for the town, but it was on the route her prince and she had pla­nned out ear­li­er du­ring the se­ason. Go­ing through Fires Down Be­low would take them across the mo­u­n­tain pass and back into Ge­paul for a month-long jour­ney back to the palace and home.

Next to her, her prince sighed. “I miss my bed,” he said in the warm voice of a cul­tured man who had been born to rich­es and lux­u­ry.

Be­auty smiled at him. He al­ways brought a joy to her heart, but it was tem­pered by a lo­n­ging for his old voice, the snarls and growls that beat a­gainst the walls and ca­used her chest to trem­ble. “Only a few more months, my love.”

A coil of Da­man’s hair blew across his face. He tilt­ed his head to the side and it slid off, bil­lo­wing be­hind him. He chuck­led and went through the mo­tion of pu­shing it away. De­spite four days of camp­ing and cold rain, his shirt and trousers re­ma­ined pris­tine as if they had been fresh­ly washed. Only one but­ton had got­ten lost to re­veal his mus­cu­lar but hair­less chest.

Be­auty ad­mired him. He was ex­act­ly what she dreamed for as a yo­ung woman, the per­fect man for the yo­u­ngest daugh­ter of an old mer­chant. “At least you get the e­njoy the finest inn this town has to of­fer.”

A faint dark­ness crossed his per­fect blue eyes and then he shook his head with a­mu­se­ment. “Oh, yeah, how can I not e­njoy the Roy­al Palace? That makes it what… nine on this trip?”

She smiled. “Ten, re­mem­ber the one is Glas­ton?”

“That was the Roy­al Rid­er’s Palace, an en­tire­ly diffe­rent thing. That place was dec­o­rat­ed with the ass end of a roy­al horse head­ing out to be turned into glue.” His smile brought a flut­ter to her chest. There was a hint of the crea­ture’s wry grin in his ex­pres­sion.

“I hope it smelled bet­ter.”

He crin­kled his nose. “No. These small towns have a poor idea of what is roy­al.”

“Oh?” she asked wry­ly. “Thi­n­king a­bout get­ting rid of the cas­tle and beco­ming an i­n­n­ke­eper?”

Da­man le­aned back and ges­tured to his body. “Lo­o­king like this? I would make a for­tune. But I’d rather be back home with you.”

Be­auty reached out and held his hand. “I know, my love.”

“So­on.”

“So­on.”

They both re­turned to ride their hors­es with their me­mo­ries to keep them com­pa­ny. So­on, they reached the front gate and Da­man took a slight lead as he guid­ed their hors­es to­ward the o­pe­ning.

A pair of guards stopped them, hands held up high and spears at the ready. “To the side!”

Be­auty and Da­man obeyed, they were in a fo­reign co­un­try and he had no sway over them.  Grace­ful­ly, they backed their hors­es to the side just as a wag­on rolled through the gate.

It was a mas­sive­ly-built mon­stros­i­ty dragged by six drought hors­es that steadi­ly pulled it for­ward. Large wheels pul­ve­rized rocks un­der­neath as it rolled past them. A heavy can­vas flut­tered to the side re­veal­ing iron bars im­pri­nted with the town’s seal. A ton and half of met­al to be shipped out for the Tarsan war ma­chines.

One of the guards lo­oked at Da­man and Be­auty sharply. His eyes dropped to fo­cus on the hilt of Be­auty’s sword stick­ing out of her pack.

“It’s peace-bo­nded,” she said qu­iet­ly. She al­ready knew it would take her less than four sec­onds to make it dead­ly but he didn’t need to know that.

He gru­nted and stepped for­ward.

She moved a­gainst Da­man and pressed her back to his chest.

Da­man slipped his arm a­ro­und her and pulled her tight. He bowed his head to rest it a­gainst her. His lips kissed her ear and she let out a hap­py sigh. He kissed her a­gain then whis­pered to her, “I miss have you in my bed too, even like this.”

Her smiled fal­tered.

The guard in­spect­ed the we­apon, test­ing it a few times, be­fore shrug­ging. He glanced at Da­man’s sword but didn’t both­er check­ing it for safe­ty. With a disi­n­ter­est voice, he said, “Head on in.”

“Thank you, good sir,” Da­man said smooth­ly in a voice that ca­used the guard’s chest to puff up with pride. To­geth­er, Be­auty and her prince he­aded in­side the gate with their hors­es fol­lo­wing be­hind.

In­side, the view from the road didn’t make Fires Down Be­low look any pret­ti­er. Graf­fi­ti and grime fought for at­ten­tion and ob­scured the old build­ings that had man­aged to sur­vive for decades. A fresh slap of paint didn’t hide the gild­ed edges and ele­gance from the pri­or years. Be­auty saw a lot of half-done re­pairs, rope and patch­es.

Da­man stopped and held out his hands. “This is where we go our se­parate ways.”

Be­auty ha­nded the reins of her horse be­fore pulling off her back and sword. Set­ting the bag be­tween her legs, she strapped her we­apon a­ro­und her waist. Once se­cured, she plucked out six knifes from the sad­dle to re­turn them to sheaths in­side her sleeves and boots. A leather strap with an at­tached hook went a­ro­und her waist, tucked un­der­neath the sheath with the hook nes­tled a­gainst the small of her back.

As she trans­ferred her we­apons, he spoke. “You’re stay­ing at the Let­ter­set I­nn, it’s along that wall a­bout five streets and then in be­tween the two print­ing com­pa­nies. Two blocks ac­cord­ing to the maps. It’s a good place and my co­ntacts said it is out of the way with qual­i­ty al­most as equal to my room.”

It only took her a few sec­onds be­fore she was af­fix­ing the small knife in her a­uburn hair and make sure it was se­cured be­fore let­ting her curls spill out over her shoul­ders.

He watched her with a smile.

Catch­ing his gaze with her hands up in her hair, she fa­vored him with a smile. “Like what you see?”

“Al­ways. Al­ways and for­ev­er, un­til the next life.” His smile fal­tered slight­ly. “So­on. We’ll get me back to the crea­ture I was and then we’ll go home for our hap­pi­ly ever af­ter.”

So­on. That was the word that had kept them trav­el­ing for three sum­mers. Three years of search­ing for some way to bring back the man he used to be, the beast she had fall­en in love with, and the body that he missed with all his heart.

Be­auty stepped up and pressed her body a­gainst him, steal­ing a quick hug be­fore too many peo­ple no­ticed she had ar­rived with him.

Her prince wrapped his arms a­ro­und her and held her tight. “Be safe, my love.”

“Get cursed and turned into a hor­ri­ble beast a­gain, my prince.” She lo­oked up in his eyes. “Come back to me as the man we both loved.”

They kissed briefly be­fore part­ing ways.

Be­auty pulled the hood of her rid­ing cloak over her head and le­aned a­gainst the wall.

Da­man strode fur­ther into town, lead­ing the two hors­es. A rip­ple of pow­er rose a­ro­und him as he called out. “Where is the finest place a prop­er prince could eat!?” he bel­lowed.

A­ro­und Be­auty, strangers lo­oked up as they were drawn to­ward him. She had seen it a hun­dred times be­fore, the perks of i­n­ter­est and cu­rios­i­ty that ca­used a crowd to gath­er a­ro­und him.

She wait­ed un­til she had a clear path and then crossed past the gate be­fore head­ing along the stone wall.
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        Letterset Inn


        
Curs­es, one field of the dire mag­ics, are in the do­main of hedge mag­ic. They typ­i­cal­ly requ­ire strong emo­tions to cre­ate or break.
—Hasi­dar Ridlin, On Less­er Mag­i­cal Tech­niques

Ra­in broke out be­fore Be­auty could make it to the Let­ter­set I­nn. One mo­ment, there was a rum­ble, and then in the next, it po­ured out in icy knives that warned her how close they were to wi­nter.

She shiv­ered and drew the cloak tighter. Her back­pack tugged on her cloak, ma­king it hard to keep her sup­plies and her face both dry. Af­ter a few sec­onds, she gave up and let the rain plas­ter her hair a­gainst her face and drip­ping down her throat.

Be­auty turned on Pri­nters Lane. Se­e­ing it emp­ty brought a qu­iet re­lief. She didn’t like crowds in new towns, the press of peo­ple al­ways left her feel­ing vul­ner­a­ble and help­less.

She smiled to her­self. She had e­nough of that in the prince’s palace, back when he de­ma­nded her pre­sence in ex­cha­nge for her fa­ther’s life. Lit­tle did she know that she would be lo­n­ging for those days a­gain when Da­man growled and snarled through his days, strug­gling to put on a fa­cade of hu­man­i­ty with a body of a beast.

The Let­ter­set I­nn stood be­tween two pri­nters, just like the map said it would. The nar­row build­ing rose up like a wedge un­til it expa­nded to cov­er the sec­ond floors of both print­ing shops.

She stepped in­side into the en­try hall and shook her cloak to free it from most of the rain that be­aded on its oiled sur­face. With a shrug, she re­moved her pack and held it in her hand be­fore head­ing out of the short hall and into the inn prop­er.

An old­er woman, maybe in her for­ties, watched with a scowl etched on her face. She had a ste­a­ming cup next to her. “Help you?” she asked.

“I made a reser­va­tion a week ago, un­der the name Be­auty?”

“That your real name?”

“Yes, yo­u­ngest daugh­ter of six.” Be­auty smiled to her­self, it had been a while since she had seen her sib­lings but she didn’t miss them. Her broth­ers were no doubt che­e­ring for the upco­ming war and her sis­ters would still be try­ing to get beau­ti­ful dress­es and jew­el­ry.

All Be­auty wa­nted from her fa­ther was a rose.

The old­er woman scoffed. “Ter­ri­ble name. Your pa­rents had high hopes, I take it?”

Be­auty ig­nored the jab and shrugged. “Maybe, but it is still the name my pa­rents gave me.”

The oth­er woman sighed. She pulled open a draw­er and pulled out a pack­et. It was a bank satchel, or­dered by Da­man a few months ago and sent a­head. It had de­tails a­bout the reser­va­tion along with some mon­ey for her.

Flip­ping it open, she pulled out three marked en­velopes. Find­ing the first one, she o­pened it and pe­ered in­side. “What’s the code?”

Be­auty smiled. “The can­dle can sing.”

The i­n­n­ke­eper sighed and shrugged. She pushed the en­ve­lope for Be­auty over be­fore o­pe­ning the third one. A thick stack of bills stuck out of the o­pe­ning. She flut­tered through it and then made an ap­pre­cia­tive so­und.

Be­auty tapped the edge of her en­ve­lope a­gainst the co­u­nter. She al­ready knew it had mon­ey in it for her. “Deal?”

The woman o­pened a draw­er and pulled out a key. “Yeah, deal. Num­ber one on the sec­ond floor. My name is Trus, I run the place du­ring the day. My son, Kas, han­dles night. If he gives you trou­ble, just kicked him and tell me. I’ll set him straight. Pid’s my lit­tle girl, she does er­rands and helps clean.”

“Thank you.”

“Any­thing else I can help you with?” asked Trus, her tone gro­wing more cheer­ful with the in­flux of cash.

Be­auty cri­nged. She hat­ed the next part. Three years of try­ing and she still didn’t know how to ask up front. “Ac­tu­al­ly, I have just a few short ones.” When the woman ges­tured for her to con­ti­nue, Be­auty asked, “Any witch­es in town? Curs­es? Um, old ladies that ter­ri­fy eve­ry­one?”

Trus’s face froze.

Be­auty kept go­ing. “Maybe fairy rings? Places to avoid?”

The smile start­ed to droop.

She closed her mouth.

“Why kind of ques­tions are those?” Trus asked.

Be­auty shook her head and held up her free hand. “No. No, I’m… I’ve had bad expe­ri­ence with be­ing cursed. It isn’t some­thing I want to ever go through that a­gain.”

“Curse or a man cla­i­ming it was a curse?”

She thought a­bout Da­man and her shoul­ders sagged. He was sup­posed to be her hap­pi­ly ever af­ter, not an emp­ty re­mi­nder for the both of them. His trans­for­ma­tion had left an empti­ness in both of their hearts.

“A man,” Trus said with an­noy­ance. “It’s al­ways a man.”

“A lot of both, a man and a curse.”

Trus shook her head. “Don’t wor­ry, you’ll grow out of it. Just don’t keep go­ing back to him. See a man like him? Run away. Nev­er go back to the bas­tard.”

Be­auty smiled to her­self. That was the en­tire re­ason both of them were there.

“But, if you are avoid­ing dire mag­ics, you prob­a­bly want to stay out of the north. There are some val­leys up there that are al­ways filled with mist and strange so­unds. And mine num­ber six. Those places are de­fi­nite­ly cursed. There is also Old Mads down in the la­undry dis­trict and the Mas­ter of Mag­ics a­mong the smiths.”

Trus glanced at the ceil­ing. “Maybe the guy in the Blue Tow­er? He’s a mage or some­thing also. The may­or tried to send a ro­und of guards up there to col­lect tax­es but no one ever came back.”

Be­auty strug­gled to hide her hopes. “So­unds ter­ri­fy­ing.”

“Yeah, but then they said they didn’t die. They got twist­ed by mag­ic and are crawl­ing a­ro­und in the woods a­ro­und the tow­er, like some mon­ster.” Trus cri­nged. “Not safe at all.”

Forc­ing the smile from her lips, Be­auty nod­ded while me­moriz­ing the in­for­ma­tion. “Thank you.”

“Girls have to keep each oth­er safe, right?” Trus said while slap­ping her en­ve­lope of mon­ey a­gainst her palm. Then she lo­oked at Be­auty. “Hang up your cloak over the he­ater vent over there. It will dry it out faster than the room.”

Be­auty tha­nked her and shucked off her cloak. Her a­uburn hair spilled out on her shoul­ders and she felt the prick­le of cool­er air danc­ing along her skin.

Un­like Da­man who couldn’t keep his shirt but­toned, she wore a far more ap­pro­pri­ate out­fit for trav­el: a heavy, but­ton-down shirt and black trousers.

Trus glanced at her and then did a dou­ble take. Her jaw dropped slight­ly be­fore she lo­oked away sharply with a blush.

Be­auty he­aded over to hang her cloak.

“Your pa­rents were damn lucky, we­ren’t they?” she mut­tered just on the edge of Be­auty’s he­a­ring.

Be­auty smiled to her­self.

The door ba­nged open, bri­n­ging a rush of wet air and a cheer­ful yo­ung girl. “Mama! Mama! I saw some­thing!”

“What are you do­ing, Pid!? Close the Cou­ple-damned door be­fore you let the rain in!”

Pid spun a­ro­und and slammed it shut with both hands. It bounced on the frame, but she shoved it close. It didn’t latch be­fore she turned a­ro­und and ran to the co­u­nter. Her long, dark brown hair stuck to her back, it was wet from the re­cent rain. “Trus! Mama! There is a prince!”

Be­auty froze for a heart­beat.

“A prince?” Trus said with a mock­ing tone. “Re­al­ly?”

“Yes! One from Ge­paul with lots of mon­ey and hors­es. And he is pret­ty! With flo­wing hair and tall boots. All the girls are swo­o­ning over him. He kicked Old Mads when cross­ing a street and she start­ed curs­ing him out.”

Be­auty’s heart beat faster, maybe they wouldn’t have to vis­it the tow­er?

The door ba­nged open a­gain with a squall of air.

“Damn the Cou­ple, what hap­pened?” snapped Trus, but her voice was ris­ing up with her i­n­ter­est. She hur­ried a­ro­und the co­u­nter and shoved the door close un­til it latched.

“The prince, he went back but then Old Mads dumped her cham­ber pot on his head. Right­ful­ly bo­nked him in the skull and every­thing.”

With her back to the oth­ers, Be­auty gri­nned.

Trus gro­aned. “What then?”

“It just dripped off him. One mo­ment, he’s cov­ered in piss and shit. Then he just smiled and it-it rolled off! His hair wasn’t even wet!” The girl screamed and bounced. “A prince! He’s re­al­ly a prince!”

Trus knelt down. “Where is he stay­ing?”

“Um, Roy­al Palace but Ba­en said he hasn’t checked in. In­stead, he’s buy­ing ro­unds at the Am­ber Riv­er and get­ting re­al­ly drunk.”

The girl’s moth­er sighed. “I… I should see if I can con­vince him to stay here.” She lo­oked a­ro­und and then pat­ted Pid’s shoul­der. “Go get Mama’s hat. I need to go.”

“Okay!” Pid rushed past the co­u­nter and into the back rooms.

Sweat­ing, Trus cle­ared her throat. “Are you com­fort­able with go­ing to your room? I… I could use the mon­ey if he stays here. Can you be­lieve it?”

Be­auty couldn’t tell Trus that her inn was the one place the prince wouldn’t stay. It was part of their roles in try­ing to get him cursed a­gain. With Be­auty trav­el­ing with him, there wouldn’t be at­tempts at mar­ri­age nor could he be the ass that had got­ten him cursed in the first place.

That was Da­man’s role in these towns, to be the rich ass­hole and ho­pe­ful­ly stum­ble into be­ing cursed a­gain.

Pid rushed back with Trus’s hat.

“Stay here and watch the co­u­nter. This lady is stay­ing here. Just let her get some food when she’s hun­gry, un­der­stand?”

“Yes, Mama.”

With the fierce de­ter­mi­na­tion of a small busi­ness own­er, Trus smashed the hat onto her head and plu­nged into the rain out­side.

Be­auty fin­ished ha­n­ging her cloak and re­turned to her bag.

“You know how to use that sword?” asked Pid, her eyes wide as she sat on the edge of the co­u­nter. Her legs swung back and forth.

“Of course.”

“But you’re re­al­ly pret­ty.”

Be­auty smiled. “Yes, but some­times be­ing pret­ty doesn’t re­al­ly help me.”

The yo­ung girl stared with wide eyes. “Like when?”

“Oh, once I had to fight off a de­mon horse that was chas­ing us. I took my sword and I tried to stab it, but it kept turn­ing into mist.”

Pid gasped. “What hap­pened?”

“A fri­end of mine is im­mune to most evil mag­ic now, so he dove into the horse’s lake and fo­und an old met­al shoe that kept it there. We melt­ed it and then the horse went away.”

That was the biggest fear in Da­man’s and her hopes, how could he be cursed into beco­ming a beast a­gain. More than a few mages had told them that his o­ri­gi­nal curse was so pow­er­ful that it would over­ride any oth­er curse mag­ic that took place. But, it would take pow­er­ful mag­ic to get through Da­man’s de­fens­es; find­ing true love shield­ed both of them from most dire spells.

“W-Wow.” Then a brief pause. “I thought pret­ty girls get the hors­es with horns? That’s what Mama says.”

Be­auty smiled and reached up to gen­tly stroke the bridge of the yo­ung girl’s nose. “Pret­ty girls like you al­ways get the uni­corns. Love­ly uni­corns with lit­tle flow­ers on their flanks that call you best fri­ends.”

“Pro­mise?”

“Yes, I pro­mise.”
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        Investigating


        
Even though they are co­unt­less in the fa­bles and sto­ries, pow­er­ful curs­es are near­ly im­pos­si­ble to find. One might sus­pect they are but a ve­hi­cle to move a sto­ry for­ward than a re­flec­tion of re­al­i­ty.
—Hasi­dar Ridlin, On Less­er Mag­i­cal Tech­niques

Be­auty closed the door be­hind with a sigh of dis­ap­po­int­ment. The so-called “Mas­ter of the Sev­en Mag­ics” bare­ly had the abil­i­ty to make some shad­ows and il­lu­sions. In a small town like Fires Down Be­low, that may have been im­pres­sive but she had danced with an­i­mat­ed fur­ni­ture, read in the light of gold­en lights, and danced with a beast that had be­come her lover. The mage be­hind her was not even a shad­ow of what they had at home.

The rain had con­ti­nued through the night but had soft­ened up into a driz­zle by morn­ing. She pulled the hood of her cloak and lo­oked at her list. It start­ed with the five places that Trus had men­ti­oned ear­li­er but Be­auty had fo­und two more through gos­sip.

The a­ba­n­doned mine didn’t have any­thing be­sides some dire warn­ings, dis­card­ed clothes, and emp­ty bot­tles. It lo­oked more like a place where te­enagers sne­aked away for dri­n­king, drugs, and dig­ging into each oth­er’s clothes. The faint smells of sex hung in the air.

She doubt­ed there was any­thing that could pro­duce a curse they ne­eded.

The ha­u­nted boat was a curve hunk of rock stick­ing out over a cliff. Some jok­er had built a boat hull a­ro­und it but had done so poor­ly. A few peo­ple fell off and died in the cliff be­low. It may be cursed, but it wasn’t the type they were lo­o­king for. She ex­pect­ed there to be ghosts and the dead, not trans­for­ma­tions.

Gos­sip in a break­fast res­ta­u­rant had lead to a grand house near the edge of town. That was the most promis­ing one in town, with tales of some beast stalk­ing the hall­ways. Along the way there, she stopped by the city reg­is­ter and lo­oked up the place: it was cur­rent­ly be­ing co­ntest­ed by two chil­dren of the for­mer own­er. She had seen too many of those types of “ha­unt­ing,” u­su­al­ly by one side try­ing to make it un­ap­peal­ing so the oth­er would drop out.

When she had fo­und out that one child was a tale­nted il­lusi­on­ist and the oth­er an an­i­mal tra­i­ning, she dis­missed the house be­fore walk­ing to the far side of town.

Be­auty sighed a­gain, neat­ly fold­ed her list, and pushed it into her pock­et. One of her dag­gers brushed a­gainst her hand and she e­njoyed the com­fort of be­ing armed. Even near the ce­nter of town, there were al­ways thieves lo­o­king for an easy mark and a yo­ung woman alone made a tempt­ing tar­get.

“Lunch, and then Old Mads,” she a­n­no­unced.
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        Old Mads


        
Jems are the of­fi­cial cur­ren­cy of Tarsan. Each strip of pa­per, five inch­es by two, is em­bed­ded with met­al, col­ored like the ra­i­nbow, and has a por­traits of the head of a Great Fam­i­ly. The com­mon de­no­mi­na­tions are 1, 5, 25, and 50 though the high­est, 1000j, is rarely seen out­side of ba­n­king.
—Ti­mons da Kasim, Wed­ding Bands to Chips to Pa­per: Tarsan’s Phys­i­cal Wealth

Hap­py that she fo­und a place that made spiced rolls, Be­auty le­aned a­gainst the cor­ner of a build­ing and watched the town strolling past her. It was mid-day and al­most eve­ry­one in town would be work­ing in the mines or out do­ing chores and shop­ping. They moved with a grace, like danc­ing, as women and chil­dren crossed the street gathe­ring up their sup­plies. The swirl of day dress­es and whis­pers of gos­sip were only oc­casi­on­al­ly i­nter­rupt­ed by the pass­ing of a horse rid­er.

To her sur­prise, the town had a pair of me­chan­i­cal ho­unds owned by one of the town’s rich. She watched as they thud­ded down the street, belt­ing out steam as they paced af­ter her while car­ry­ing heavy loads of dress box­es and crates from the lo­cal gro­cer. The woman lead­ing them strolled a­head of them, chin up high with­out lo­o­king a­ro­und.

Be­auty was sur­prised to see the ho­unds. The only peo­ple who shaped their me­chan­i­cal de­vices af­ter an­i­mals were the desert clans. Less than a year ago, some ter­ri­ble bat­tle had trig­gered an ex­o­dus from the sands. Now, it was ru­mors that the clans were in­vad­ing to­ward the coast that had trig­gered the fears of in­va­sion.

She lo­oked a­ro­und at the smoke ris­ing up from the east of the town, on the low­er side where the black smoke rose up in a wall of dark and shad­ows. It left soot on every­thing, but the up­per ech­e­lons of the city were for the rich such as the woman pass­ing her.

“Do you see that?” whis­pered a pass­ing woman to an­oth­er. “How long be­fore we re­al­ize she is pay­ing for those peo­ple to in­vade.”

“Such bru­tal de­vices, they ought to be il­le­gal a­gain.”

Be­auty shook her head while she fin­ished her roll. The rich woman was go­ing to find the nas­ti­er side of hu­man­i­ty soon e­nough. Me­mo­ries of the vil­lagers in­vad­ing the palace with pitch­fork and torch­es flashed through her head. They had rushed her and pi­nned her to the wall. She could nev­er for­get the feel of hard hands hold­ing her wrists be­hind her back  while she watched men at­tack her pre­ci­ous beast. The roll in her throat sud­den­ly tast­ed like ash. With a whim­per, she forced her­self to swal­low it.

She had seen when things turned ugly and had no i­n­tent in re­ma­i­ning in Fires Down Be­low to expe­ri­ence it a­gain.

Pu­shing away from the wall, she he­aded down the street to­ward the la­undry dis­trict. Old Mads may have dumped a cham­ber pot on Da­man’s head, but Be­auty still ne­eded to see if her curs­es were mere words or if they had some bites.

She al­most missed a fa­mil­iar whis­tle. One high, and then a swe­e­ping low. With a start, she lo­oked a­ro­und un­til she spot­ted a coil of a­uburn hair danc­ing out of an al­ley. The fig­ure whistling turned and she caught a flash of Da­man’s face.

Her stom­ach flut­tered with an­tic­i­pa­tion. She crossed the street and passed a pair of men walk­ing to­geth­er. They moved in time with each oth­er, signs that they had been to­geth­er for many years, but their move­ments were stiff. She dis­missed them and strolled down the far side of the road un­til she reached the al­ley. With a quick peek along, she stepped into the dark­ness.

Da­man caught her and pulled her de­eper un­til the so­unds of the road had been muf­fled by stacks of box­es and dry­ing la­undry. “I missed you,” he said in a low voice.

Heart beat­ing loud­ly, she tilt­ed her head up and kissed him.

A­mong the drip­ping la­undry, they kissed slow­ly. The world ceased to ex­ist for a mo­ment and it was just her and her prince.

When they broke, she was pressed up a­gainst the wall with his body tight a­gainst hers. She could feel his hard­ness a­gainst her hips. A shiv­er ran up her spine as she re­mem­bered the last time he had her pi­nned to the wall, back when he was a beast and he had to hold her up with one knee as his claws pi­nned her wrists above her head and his oth­er hand mauled her breasts.

Hun­gry to feel the exci­te­ment, she drew her hands up along the sharp brick wall and kissed him.

His fi­ngers caught one wrist and tried to catch the oth­er but he wasn’t big e­nough. Af­ter a mo­ment, he reached up with both hands and held her tight as their lips sought each oth­er a­gain. This time, their kiss had more pas­sion as she strained to re­mem­ber the rush of their first time.

When they broke a­gain, she was pant­i­ng. With a smile, she stared into his eyes.

“I missed you,” he whis­pered.

“It’s been only a day.”

“Not that long.”

Be­auty arched an eye­brow. “You woke up at noon, I take it?”

“Ear­li­er, maybe an hour be­fore. They had this spread of eggs and and some of the che­eses from the oth­er side of the mo­u­n­tain. And their eggs have this sweet­ness that we don’t have at home. Appa­rent­ly so­me­one here knows how to poach prop­er­ly,” he said with a grin. “What did you have?”

“Bread, che­ese, eggs. At least the wa­ter was cold.”

“Is the inn in poor shape?”

“No, my love. The i­n­n­ke­eper’s son, Kas, was dis­tract­ed poli­shing his sword and al­most let it burn. For­tu­nate­ly, his lit­tle sis­ter was will­ing to grab the ru­ined meal for a fri­end and made a new batch for me. She’s a sweet­ie.”

Da­man frowned. “I don’t think I know the peo­ple who co­oked for me.”

“You should ask their names. You know eve­ry­one back in the bal­ance.”

He kissed her nose. “I spent forty years trapped in that place and them with me. How could I not learn their names?”

“Forty years or forty min­utes, kno­wing their names al­ways helped.” Be­auty smiled. “They were al­ways nice to me, even when I first came in.”

“Well, you are beau­ty in­car­nate.”

“And you were my beast,” she whis­pered with a broad grin.

“So­on.”

The word drift­ed be­tween them.

Be­auty tugged her hands down. Hav­ing them pi­nned over her head felt good, but it also re­mi­nded her of a bet­ter time. The hu­nger for it was still there but it couldn’t be sat­ed in an al­ley.

“So,” Da­man cle­ared his throat, “any luck?”

She give him a sum­ma­ry of her morn­ing. “Then I was go­ing to dou­ble-check Old Mads.”

He shook his head. “Don’t both­er. I’ve kicked and i­nsult­ed every old woman and bas­tard from here to the gate, and her twice as much. For all her curs­es and swe­a­ring, there wasn’t even a flick­er of mag­ic a­ro­und her.”

“So­unds like I need to give her some­thing for her mis­ery? Mon­ey?”

Shrug­ging, he thought for a mo­ment. “Maybe some, but also some Dark Pif­fin. I heard her say­ing she would kill for that but I don’t know what it is.”

Be­auty thought a­bout her morn­ing. “Pif­fin’s is a small brew­ery up on the north side of town. Seems to cater to the rich­er side of things. I heard good things a­bout them and their stouts but not their lagers.”

“Get her a small flask then? Just on the side? And maybe fifty jems? You have e­nough, right?”

Be­auty kissed him back. “For my prince, any­thing else?”

“So­unds like we need to head out of town for the last two on your list. What do you think, the misty val­ley or that blue tow­er?”

“Tow­er? Trus says that men had been trans­formed into beasts and ha­unt the woods.”

“So­unds per­fect. An hour be­fore sun up? I saw a tall, dead pine tree as we were co­ming in. It was up a few hun­dred feet along the mo­u­n­tain, but lo­oked like it would be a good place to meet.”

She nod­ded. “I’ll be there, my love.”

Da­man slipped his arm a­ro­und her waist and pulled her back. “Be ca­re­ful out there. I saw some men I didn’t. They moved like they were in the i­n­fantry, marchers.”

Be­auty thought back to the two men she had passed.

“They are strangers to town, but asked a lot of ques­tions.” The con­cern fad­ed and he gri­nned. “Just like my beau­ty.”

“I hope,” she said be­tween his kiss­es, “that I’m more sub­tle with  my ques­tions.”

He broke and stared into her eyes. “No one hears your ques­tions, your vi­sage eras­es their me­mo­ries be­fore they ever re­al­ize they were an­swe­ring you.”

“Flirt,” she said.

“Trust me, I plan on ask­ing you many… many… hard ques­tions lat­er.”

With one fi­nal kiss, she pushed her­self away. “So­on.”

He smiled as the flick­er of lo­n­ging came back. “So­on.”
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        Heading Out


        
In Tarsan so­ci­ety, a woman’s role is high­ly re­gi­me­nted to the roles of be­ing a beau­ti­ful wife or the pro­pri­etress of a silk busi­ness: cloth­ing, dec­o­ra­tions, and inns. Though, the fur­ther from the great towns, the re­stric­tions ease up but don’t fade com­plete­ly un­til out­side the co­un­try’s bor­ders.
—Waknir da Dis­robin, The In­vis­i­ble Yoke, A Wo­man’s Life in the Great­est Co­un­try

Be­auty woke up to the crack of thu­nder and the rush of rain cra­shing a­gainst the roof. It plu­nked into met­al gut­ters and rat­tled along the wi­ndows. With a groan, she pe­ered up at the plas­ter ceil­ing. There was a damp spot in the cor­ner near the wi­ndow but the brown marks that sur­ro­u­nded the patch gave her hopes that it would only seep through in­stead of po­u­ring out on the floor.

There were many curs­es in the world, but poor weath­er was not the one she was lo­o­king for. Not un­less the rain could turn her love back into a beast.

Lev­ered her­self off the bed, she went over to her pack and pulled it away from the cor­ner. With a quick glance to the out­side, she guessed she had a half hour to meet Da­man at the dead tree. Just e­nough time to get cle­aned up, maybe grab some food, and then head out. She hoped it wouldn’t take long.

Twen­ty min­utes lat­er with a wet wash­cloth and she was ready to go. She didn’t both­er with her town out­fits but went straight to the sen­si­ble trousers and a light che­mise with ap­pro­pri­ate sup­port for her body un­der­neath. The che­mise wouldn’t han­dle the weath­er well, but she had a new vul­ca­nized rub­ber top that shed al­most all wa­ter though it would quick­ly grow sti­fling in the heat of the inn. It had been cut in a short jack­et that was snug to her skin with­out be­ing tight or bind­ing.

Grab­bing a small­er, more ma­neu­ver­able pack, she dou­ble-checked the sup­plies be­fore slid­ing her fo­rearm and thigh dag­gers and sheaths in­side. The ones in her boots were al­ready in place as was the knife in her hair and the ho­oked strap a­ro­und her waist. She didn’t want the town peo­ple to know her mar­tial abil­i­ty.

The fi­nal part was her favo­rite, wide-brimmed hat of the same ma­te­rial and shade of dark brown as her o­uter­wear top. In the woods, it would make her hard­er to see but also pro­tect her a­gainst the rain.

Wrap­ping her top and hat a­ro­und her sword to ob­scure it, she heft­ed every­thing and he­aded down­stairs.

The bot­tom floor was dark and qu­iet. No one sat at the front desk so she he­aded back.

Pid, we­a­ring a pon­cho of oiled cloth, hummed to her­self as she lay­ered the spiced beef from the night be­fore across four pieces of thick-slicked bread. She had a jar of pre­serves next to her along with a jar of pick­les. Appa­rent­ly u­naware of Be­auty, she sang to her­self, “Go­nna see my pup­py, my lit­tle pup­py, of three years old. He’ll be bold. Then comes sum­mer, and  he’ll come here.”

Be­auty gri­nned. She re­mem­bered si­n­ging the song when she was lit­tle. Her sis­ters hat­ed it, but she would al­ways in­sist on belt­ing out the words when­ev­er they walked along the creek.

Spot­ting a bread knife te­e­te­ring on the edge of the co­u­nter, Be­auty set down her own sup­plies be­fore grab­bing the place.

Pid grabbed some che­ese and carved out chunks. “Go­nna see my pup­py, my lit­tle pup­py, of four years old. He’ll be bold. Then comes sum­mer, and he’ll come here.”

In the mid­dle of drop­ping the slices on the bread, Pid froze. Her eyes flick­ered to Be­auty. “Um… good morn­ing?”

“Good morn­ing, Pid.”

“You are up ear­ly,” came the cagey tone.

“Well, I heard some si­n­ging and thought some spiced meat sand­wich­es so­u­nded good. Is one of those for me?”

With­out an­swe­ring, Pid grabbed the bread and lo­oked a­ro­und for the knife.

Be­auty ha­nded it to her.

“How many?”

“Um, think there is e­nough for four more.”

Pid’s eyes wi­dened. “You’re eat­ing with so­me­one too?”

“Yes, maybe.” Be­auty smiled. “I need to go find that uni­corn for you, right?”

“Oh, yes! Did you find one? Should I…” Her eyes glanced at the bread.

Be­auty re­arrange the co­u­nter and set down the new pieces of breads. “Well, I haven’t fo­und one yet. But I was go­ing out of town and look a­ro­und. You nev­er know if I find one.”

Pid be­amed. “I hope you find one and she’s re­al­ly pret­ty.”

“With flow­ers on her rump,” Be­auty said with a gen­tle tap on Pid’s nose. “Hand me the meat and I’ll slice off some for my­self.”

Be­auty start­ed to sing as she pre­pared her meal. “Go­nna see my pup­py, my lit­tle pup­py, of five years old. He’ll be—”

They sang to­geth­er as they fin­ished pre­pa­ring eight sand­wich­es. Pid made a small bas­ket for both of them, adding in pick­les wrapped in wet fab­ric, the meat and pre­serve sand­wich­es in oiled cloth, and a hand­ful of small ap­ples.

Af­ter cle­a­ning up, they both left: Pid out the back door and Be­auty fol­lo­wing af­ter her af­ter putting on her hat and wi­nter shell. She tucked her sword in with the lunch to hide it as best as she could. By the time Be­auty left the inn and closed the door be­hind her, the lit­tle girl was gone.

Heft­ing her pack and lunch for two, she walked to the south­ern gate. She was drenched al­most im­me­di­ate­ly but her out­fit held up to keep it away from her skin.

Disi­n­ter­est­ed, the guards waved her through with a yawn.

Be­auty went a dis­tance un­til she couldn’t see the gate and then cut up to find a path lead­ing to the dead tree. It took her al­most a half hour to reach the dead tree.

Da­man le­aned a­gainst the with­ered trunk we­a­ring his out­door out­fit, a wa­ter­pro­ofed trench coat. It was al­most ex­pen­sive as her top, but they had been caught out in the rain e­nough times that it was worth the price.

The hilt of his sword stuck out of the front of his coat, easy reach to draw it quick­ly. He also had his bow, though he had not strung it to keep it away from the rain that ham­mered a­ro­und them. A quiver of ar­rows rest­ed in the crook of his el­bow.

Se­e­ing her, he straight­ened. “My Be­auty.”

“My prince.”

“I brought lunch,” he said and held up a bot­tle of wine. Clear droplets slid down the misty sides.

She gave him a wry smile.

“It was as much as I could steal be­fore so­me­one no­ticed. They are al­ways serv­ing food in trays, which makes poor trav­el meals.”

Be­auty held up her bas­ket. “Well, at least your love knows how to feed you.”

Da­man held up his hands. “My ex­cuse is that I had ser­vants my en­tire life.”

“Your ex­cuse,” she said hand­ing him the bas­ket so she could pull out her sword and strap it on, “is that you have to pre­tend to be the rich ass­hole who de­serves to be cursed.”

He sighed and pulled her close to kiss her. “Yes, it’s a hard role com­pared to yours, the way­ward waif trav­el­ing alone lo­o­king for dire mag­ics for the man who be­trayed her.”

She gig­gled and kissed him, tast­ing wine, rain, and his breath. As soon as she strapped on her sword, she set­tled it into place. A few mo­ments lat­er, she had the wire re­leased a­ro­und the hilt to make it easy to ac­cess. “Ready to go?”

“Yes, my love. May we find hor­rors on our jour­ney.” He held out his el­bow for her.

With a grin, she rest­ed her hand on it while rest­ing her oth­er on the hilt of her sword. “We shall.”

To­geth­er, they he­aded into the rainy woods in search for a curse.
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        In the Woods


        
March roy­al­ties are from the pse­udo-king­doms that sur­ro­und Ge­paul. Also known as march­es, these ter­ri­to­ries are gra­nted to fam­i­lies in ex­cha­nge for pro­tect­ing Ge­paul from ex­ter­nal threats. The use of “prince” and “princess” is al­lowed to de­scribe the heads of the march­es, but “king” and “qu­e­en” is not.
—Da­inak Uni­ver­si­ty Press, The Com­plex Sys­tem of Rule Across the World

The woods above the town were sparse but big. They were also very wet from the rain. Every time Da­man or Be­auty pushed a branch aside to get a­ro­und a tree, a show­er of droplets would po­ured down and soak them.

“You know, I like it bet­ter when it’s dark woods and you can’t see the sky,” Da­man said cheer­ful­ly.

“Ex­cept when you lost your boots in the swamp.”

“Fine. Dark woods al­ways have murky swamps with green bub­bles every­where and it is stinks. There is al­ways slime and plants that want to eat you.” He used his gloved hand to shake a branch and then step away for the in­evitable down­pour. Grace­ful­ly, he swept a­ro­und to bring his arm a­ro­und her waist and pull her into a kiss.

With a coo of sur­prise, she closed her eyes as the wa­ter sluiced off their bod­ies and so­aked into the thick mats of pine nee­dles at their feet.

They broke with a chuck­le.

“You know,” she said, “you don’t have to do that every time.”

“I like to,” Da­man a­n­no­unced and then re­leased her to lead a­gain. “I like it when you smile like that.”

“Is that why you pulled my hat aside last time?”

“I said that was a mis­take! How much do I have to beg?”

A mis­take that ca­used her un­der­clothes to get wet. It was un­com­fort­able, but she hoped they would find a place to strip and dry off. Maybe a camp in the pri­va­cy. She gri­nned. “Only un­til I can get you on your knees.”

He stopped.

“Not right now, we’re head­ing to­ward a tow­er. There are mon­sters a­ro­und here.”

A bre­eze rus­tled his hair, pulling it back just so his face was per­fect­ly framed when he lo­oked back. “It’s a pro­mise. Next time is for you.”

A lit­tle tick­le of warmth pushed back the cold.

“Come on, I think I see it.”

“Re­al­ly?” Her heart jumped. As much as she loved Da­man as he was, she still wa­nted the beast back.

To­geth­er, they hur­ried to the ridge of the path they were fol­lo­wing. A­head, a­bout half a mile, a blue tow­er rose up above the tree line. Even from a dis­tance, she could see light bounc­ing off glass or some­thing re­flec­tive. A thin plume of smoke rose up from a chim­ney that had been built into the side. The dark smoke only rose a few feet be­fore the rain bore it down.

“So­me­one’s home,” he said wist­ful­ly.

“I hope they can help.”

A roar burst out to the side and both jumped.

Some­thing screamed.

“Mon­ster,” Da­man said as he turned and ran to­ward the noise. His sword scraped along the mouth of his sheath as he drew it.

Be­auty raced af­ter him but kept her we­apon sheathed. It would be fool­ish to run with a bare we­apon, but she wasn’t go­ing to tell him any­thing. He fought his way, she fought hers.

To­geth­er, they scram­bled over out­crop­pings and roots. When Da­man went left a­ro­und a tree, she dove for the right. They nev­er fol­lowed one af­ter each oth­er, at least not af­ter the pit trap a few years ago. Or the am­bush ear­li­er that year.

Just as she hauled her­self up a boul­der, Da­man yelled out.

“Left!”

She turned as some­thing le­aped from the side, a sle­nder white crea­ture with u­nnat­u­ral­ly long claws drip­ping red. Match­ing red eyes fo­cused on her as the crea­ture reached out for her.

Be­auty threw her­self for­ward, rolling along the slick sur­face of the boul­der. She caught her­self along a ridge, no­ticed that there was sol­id-lo­o­king gro­und on the far side, and then slid down to land heav­i­ly in a bed of pine nee­dles and leaves. Pant­i­ng, she spun a­ro­und and grabbed her hilt with one hand and the top of her sheath with an­oth­er, watch­ing the ridge for the at­tack.

It came from the side, the we­asel-like crea­ture sna­king a­ro­und be­fore la­u­n­ching it­self a­gainst at her.

Mov­ing with prac­ticed grace and years of prac­tice, she re­spond quick­ly in rapid beats.

Plant foot.

Turn away.

Tight­en grip.

Draw fast.

The blade snapped out in a streak of steel and cut into the we­asel. The mag­i­cal­ly sharp­ened met­al cut through the crea­ture and sliced through mus­cle and bone.

Be­auty con­ti­nued her move­ment to spin a­ro­und.

Blade down.

Thrust back.

The tip punched into the mon­ster’s chest and slid be­tween its ribs. She le­aned into the blow as it pierced i­nner or­gans. She hoped that she caught its heart. To make sure, she twist­ed hard and jerked the hilt of the sword to force the tip of her we­apon to catch on many or­gans as pos­si­ble. She then ya­nked her we­apon free with a down­ward stroke that tore open the mon­ster’s bel­ly.

The crea­ture made a long gasp be­fore it slumped to the bold­er, leav­ing a smear of crim­son that quick­ly washed away in the rain.

Be­auty gasped for breath for a mo­ment, her eyes sca­n­ning for an im­me­di­ate­ly threat. Feel­ing noth­ing lo­o­ming or charg­ing at her, she let her­self re­lax slight­ly and lo­oked fur­ther away.

Da­man’s yell caught her at­ten­tion. “Be­auty!”

She wiped the blade and sheathed it a­gain be­fore ru­n­ning to­ward the noise. The thud of her boots could bare­ly be heard over the po­und­ing rain. The wa­ter-logged pine nee­dles slipped un­der­neath her and she grabbed at the trees and branch­es when she passed them.

Her prince stood only feet away from two more of the we­asel crea­tures. A third writhed on the gro­und a few yards a­gain, its throat cut and blood spray­ing every­where in its death throes.

Be­yond the gru­e­some fight, she saw four more we­asels were fight­ing some­thing large, an­oth­er crea­ture with tawny fur and a­bout the size of a rid­ing horse.

They were too far away to at­tack quick­ly and Be­auty fo­cused on her prince to join his fight.

Da­man’s at­tacks were fast and hard. They didn’t use her grace but in­stead used his strength as he chopped and slashed at the crea­tures. Be­fore she could reach him, he man­aged to shat­ter one of the we­asel’s ribs and slash through its heart. It fell back with a high-pitched scream.

“I’m here,” she called out, her eyes sca­n­ning for oth­er threats.

“Off right tree! Thick branch!” he yelled, not tak­ing his eyes of his oppo­nent."

She spot­ted the branch he men­ti­oned. It lo­oked thick e­nough to hold her weight and would bring her a­ro­und to the back of his oppo­nent. The end was dipped low, the nee­dles held down by the weight of the wa­ter po­u­ring onto it from a high­er branch.

Gri­ping her hilt tight­ly, she jumped through the stream­er of wa­ter and raced up the branch. At the truck, she kicked out and caught it hard. With a surge, she la­unched her­self up in a low arc over the we­asel.

As soon as she saw blood­ied white fur, she spun a­ro­und and snapped out with her sword.

It caught the neck of the we­asel and cut clean­ly through.

She la­nded on the gro­und but slipped on wet nee­dles. With an inar­tic­u­late shriek, she fell on her rear. Gasp­ing, she scram­bled to her feet and spun a­ro­und with her sword ready to par­ry.

The two thuds of the crea­ture’s corpse hit­ting the gro­und brought a smile.

Then the gro­und gave away un­der­neath her. She slid fur­ther back with a gasp.

Da­man caught her. He pulled her up and kissed her. “My Be­auty.”

She smiled. “My prince.”

“Damn you, bitch­es!” The voice bel­lowed out from the fight near the oth­er crea­tures. It was mas­cu­line and growl­ing, like a woods­man co­ming out of the cold. The so­und of it ca­used a quiver in Be­auty’s gut, it re­mi­nded her of Da­man’s growl when he had been trans­formed into a beast. Back when she first fell in love.

As one, Da­man and Be­auty lo­oked over to where the crea­tures fought. There were four of the white crea­tures, but two more had been killed and were sprawled out on the for­est floor.

The oth­er crea­ture lo­oked more like a mo­u­n­tain lion, but one that was eas­i­ly triple the size of any lion Be­auty had seen be­fore. He, she guessed based on the voice, had thick limbs and jowls a­ro­und its bloody muz­zle, but the tawny fur and dark mask a­ro­und his eyes was dis­tinc­tive­ly a mo­u­n­tain lion’s col­oration.

He fa­vored his back right leg. She caught glimpses of blood ru­n­ning down in thick rivers from a pair of scratch­es that had gouged deep into his flanks. Claws crushed branch­es as he inched away from the four gi­ant we­asels that thre­a­tened him.

“Curse?” Da­man said in a ho­pe­ful whis­per.

“Curse,” she smiled broad­ly. They had fi­nal­ly fo­und one.

Da­man gri­nned like a fool and then charge for­ward, bel­lo­wing at the top of his lungs.

“Oh, for the—” Be­auty chased af­ter him. She kept her sword away from her body as she cir­cled away to flank them.

One we­asel peeled off from har­ry­ing the mo­u­n­tain lion to la­unch it­self at Da­man. De­spite be­ing huge, its wiry body sprung the dis­tance.

Be­auty cut across in front of her love and ducked down. As the we­asel sailed over her, she jammed her sword up into its throat and braced her­self.

The mo­men­tum tore open the crea­ture’s bel­ly.

It fell on the oth­er side of her, land­ing on the gro­und be­tween Da­man and her­self. En­trails po­ured out from the wo­und.

He rushed past her.

Spi­n­ning on her heels, Be­auty spri­nted af­ter him.

Two we­asels rushed to­ward them.

Da­man shoved the oth­er one aside be­fore slam­ming his sword into one be­hind it. His sword flashed with light as he brought the blade down right on its skull, slic­ing it in half.

Be­auty caught the teeth of the at­tack­ing we­asel with her sword. Her we­apon bent from the force of the blow. The sharp edge dug into the gum of the crea­ture but it didn’t flinch as it claws and scratched at her.

Then, Da­man stepped back and brought his sword down on the crea­ture’s spine. A mut­ed crack of shat­tered bone and the crea­ture shud­dered to a stop.

He wiped the blood away from his face, it left his skin as clear as if he had stepped out of a sce­nted bath. “Are you safe?”

Pant­i­ng, Be­auty nod­ded. She snapped her sword to the side to flick the blood off and then sheathed it.

With a high-pitched scream, the re­ma­i­ning we­asel sud­den­ly turned tail and bo­u­nded away, bounc­ing as much as ru­n­ning. The crim­son-sta­ined fur­ry blurred and then it was lost a­mong the branch­es and trees.

“How… how did it hide that fast?” Da­man said.

Be­auty didn’t take her eyes off the mo­u­n­tain lion who crouched only a few yards away.

He snarled back at her, his eyes wide as he re­gard­ed beau­ty and prince.

She del­i­cate­ly el­bowed her prince to pay at­ten­tion be­fore hold out her bare palms. “Hel­lo there.”

The lion re­ared back and then spun on his heels. Wa­ter-thin blo­oded splashed every­where be­fore he le­aped over a fall­en tree and bo­u­nded high­er into the mo­u­n­tains.

“Well, that was rude.”

She gave her prince a hard look. “You have ter­ri­ble ma­nners too.”

“What do you mean, I’m a prince!” He said with a puffed out chest, but his eyes were sparkling.

“You drank out of the toi­let and ate raw deer on the good table­cloth. We had to re­place it three times while you were try­ing to learn how to eat with forks a­gain. You were a mon­ster.”

“At least—”

“You also shit in the cor­ners of the west wing.”

He closed his eyes with a snap. “Fine. I was the mon­ster.”

“Yes,” she said, her voice soft­er. “But you were the mon­ster I fell in love with.”

He reached out and took her hand, pulling her close un­til he could press her palm to his chest. “He’s still here some­where. So­on, you’ll have him  back.”

“Then I will tru­ly have my hap­pi­ly ever af­ter.”
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        The Tower


        
Very few an­i­mals are ca­pa­ble of talk­ing. When one speaks, one should prob­a­bly lis­ten.
—Vikor Nik-Maldin, The Wolf’s Voice

With the tow­er pe­e­king over the woods and fol­lo­wing the bloody spoor left be­hind by the fle­e­ing gi­ant mo­u­n­tain lion, it took lit­tle time for Be­auty and the prince to reach the mage’s tow­er. They drew both of their swords be­fore they got with­in a fur­long of the build­ing’s base; they had both had their shares of iso­lat­ed build­ings that the more pow­er­ful mages and witch­es called home.

“Bet you’re glad we a­ren’t in the marsh now?”

Da­man chuck­led. “Oh, re­mem­ber Lady Tifil­in of the Dark’s? She had that waist-deep wa­ter with all the leech­es in it? That stuff was thick and got every­where.”

Be­auty cri­nged. “Yes.”

He smirked. “At least it was fun for me tak­ing them off you.”

“That’s beca­use mud doesn’t stick to you and bugs leave you alone. You can go swim­ming in muck and come out smelling like ros­es.” She gave him a mock glare. More than once, she had to scoop thick mud or slime off her while Da­man just flexed his chest mus­cles and smile be­fore it all slid off him. One adva­n­tage of be­ing a prince, she guessed.

Da­man paused. “I don’t smell like ros­es.” He puffed up his chest. “I smell like sa­ndal­wood.”

Be­auty ges­tured to a small path paved with flag­stones lead­ing through a trel­lis that marked the en­trance of the white fence that sur­ro­u­nded the tow­er. “You should still prob­a­bly pay at­ten­tion, woods­man, but we’re ap­pro­a­ching.”

The area sur­ro­und­ing the base sur­prised her. Most of the tow­ers they had vis­it­ed treat­ed the en­trance to the tow­er as an u­nnec­es­sary requ­i­re­ment. They had gates, fences, and moats. Al­most every time she saw a pair of stat­ues on each side of a door, there was a good chance it would an­i­mate and try to kill them. How­ev­er, the Blue Tow­er had done some­thing diffe­rent. She nev­er ex­pect­ed to see a pair of small cot­tages, a ve­getable gar­den, and a small fo­u­n­tain bub­bling up just be­yond a white pick­et fence.

Da­man slowed to a stop. “That’s diffe­rent.”

The tip of Be­auty’s sword lo­wered. “Maybe he’ll be fri­end­ly?”

“That would be a first,” mut­tered Da­man. His sword re­ma­ined ready to strike.

The gro­und be­gan to shake un­der­neath her, a steady thud of some­thing large ap­pro­a­ching. She lo­oked a­ro­und un­til a loud roar drew her at­ten­tion to the far side of a cot­tage where the gi­ant mo­u­n­tain lion came ru­shing a­ro­und. The crea­ture bo­u­nded over the fence and la­nded heav­i­ly on the path be­tween Be­auty and the tow­er.

The lion ro­ared a­gain be­fore cro­u­ching down and ba­ring his teeth.

Be­auty lo­oked at Da­man and then pur­po­se­ful­ly sheathed her sword. “You can talk. You don’t have to thre­a­ten us.”

A­head of them, the lion pawed the gro­und and ro­ared a­gain. The so­und was de­a­fe­ning.

Da­man’s sword wa­vered for a mo­ment. With an ex­as­pe­rat­ed sigh, he spun his sword once and rammed it back into the sheath. “Yeah, he’s fa­king it.”

The lion’s head jerked. The beast pulled back to roar a­gain.

Da­man crossed his arms over his chest. “Go on.”

In­stead of ro­a­ring back, the beast glanced at Be­auty and then back to Da­man. Then, with a snort, he slumped back to the gro­und. “Shit,” he mut­tered un­der his breath in a low growl.

Be­auty held out her bare palms. “Not wield­ing a we­apon. We just want to talk.”

The lion shook his head. “No, you should get out of here. The per­son who lives here is a ter­ri­ble crea­ture, not man, not woman, but some­thing be­yond! Zi’ll curse you into the shape of some ter­ri­fy­ing beast like my­self!”

He waved his mas­sive paws at them. “Run! Run away be­fore you share my fate!”

“Well, good,” Da­man said.

“G-Good? No, run away!”

Da­man shoved his hands into his pock­ets. “That’s what we’re lo­o­king for. Is the mage in?”

“Re­al­ly?” asked the lion. “That doesn’t scare you?”

Be­auty shrugged. “It’s why we’re here. We’re lo­o­king for so­me­one who can trans­form my prince into a beast a­gain.”

When the lion stared at Da­man, the prince nod­ded.

“You… want to be trans­formed also? But… you’re so pret­ty now.” A low growl rum­bled in his throat, but it wasn’t a fierce one. It so­u­nded play­ful.

Da­man shrugged. “Yeah, I am. I mean noth­ing com­pared to Be­auty here.”

The lion didn’t look at her. In­stead, he re­ma­ined fo­cused on Da­man. His tail slow­ly wagged back and forth as the eyes trailed up and down. There was a diffe­rent emo­tion, one that she had seen on many peo­ple in their trav­els. Da­man was a beau­ti­ful man, with long flo­wing hair, and he at­tract­ed lust like flies.

She sighed and shook her head.

“You re­al­ly want to be cursed?” asked the lion.

“Yes, with all my heart. I’m lo­o­king for so­me­one to break True Love’s Kiss.”

“And you think La­nier can do that?”

Da­man chuck­led. “That’s the mage’s name, La­nier?”

The lion o­pened his mouth to say some­thing but then closed it with a snap. Lo­o­king down, he mut­tered, “Shit.”

Then, he shook his head. “No, La­nier isn’t here. Zi’s lo­o­king for fell mag­ic some­where high in the mo­u­n­tains. It could be days or even weeks be­fore zi re­turns.”

The door to the cot­tage that the lion had run a­ro­und o­pened up and a yo­ung girl le­aned out. Pid called out loud­ly.  “Jorul! Lan says its your turn to roll the dice! And you have to eat my crusts!”

“Shit.”

Be­auty gig­gled. “Pid!? Is that you?”

“Be­auty? Be­auty! Why are you here!?” Pid screamed as she ran out of the cot­tage. Her bare feet smacked on the flag­stones as she rushed through the trel­lis, past Jorul the Mo­u­n­ta­in Lion, and flung her­self to­ward Be­auty.

Kneel­ing down, Be­auty caught her and gave her a tight hug. “I was lo­o­king for La­nier.”

“Oh, why didn’t you tell me?”

“Well, I didn’t know his name.”

“Zirs name. La­nier is a zi.” The girl’s voice was firm and in­sis­tent.

“Oh,” Be­auty said in sur­prised voice. “I didn’t know zirs name when I left. I didn’t even know I would be meet­ing Jorul be­fore I left. How did you get here so fast?”

Pid spun a­ro­und, her brown hair smack­ing a­gainst Be­auty’s shoul­der. She po­int­ed down to­ward town. “There is a small gate be­tween the blue hous­es. You go straight up from our front door and you can squ­e­eze in.”

Be­auty smiled. “How clever.”

“You wa­nted to meet La­nier?”

“I do,” Be­auty said with a broad smile.

“Zir’s not here,” mut­tered Jorul but he didn’t even put ef­fort into ma­king his voice so­und con­vinc­ing.

Pid stamped her feet. “Yes, he is. Stop ly­ing. Come on, I’ll bring you to him.” She took Be­auty’s hand and lead her to the cot­tage. Her grip was firm and com­mand­ing.

Be­auty gri­nned and fol­lowed.

As they passed Jorul, the lion mut­tered “shit” be­fore turn­ing and fol­lo­wing next to Da­man.
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        The Beast


        
The Ring Is­lands was nev­er a pop­u­lar board game in Tarsan, but it lost even more fa­vor when the pop­u­la­tion grew more mo­bile for the Me­chan­i­cal War.
—Fa­ngor da Taul, E­nter­ta­i­n­ment Be­fore the War

For the yo­u­ngest daugh­ter of a trad­er, Be­auty had met many mages over the years but La­nier was un­like any she had ever enco­u­n­tered be­fore. It was dif­fi­cult to clas­si­fy the mage as ei­ther male or fe­male. If Be­auty told her­self that La­nier was a woman, then La­nier took on a more fe­mi­nine appe­a­rance. On the oth­er hand, if she told her­self that La­nier was male, then the mage was u­nmis­tak­ably male. It was as if La­nier was on the knife edge be­tween the two ge­nders, with only a phrase that would tilt them from once side to the oth­er.

Pid le­aned over and poked her. “You’re sta­ring,” she whis­pered.

Be­auty blushed and lo­oked down to Pid. She spoke in a low voice, “Sor­ry.”

“Not me you should be apol­o­giz­ing.” The lit­tle girl gave her hard look. It was a­dorable, but a bit fierce.

The blush grew hot­ter on Be­auty’s cheeks. She glanced up at La­nier who was po­u­ring an­oth­er tea.

The mage wore a long fla­nnel shirt with o­ranges and reds in it along with a sol­id col­or skirt be­low. Judg­ing from her expe­ri­ence, the ma­te­ri­als were of good qual­i­ty but Be­auty didn’t know much a­bout the cut or shape. It lo­oked com­fort­able with the faint chill of the late se­ason and rain.

Zi set down the tea cup in front of Da­man. “Here you go.”

“Thanks,” said the prince and pushed it to the side while pe­e­ring down at the con­cen­tric rings on the table un­der­neath. It was a game board, but Be­auty didn’t know the rules, why the rings were segme­nted, or the pur­pose for the lit­tle mark­ers on the lines in the ring.

La­nier’s red eyes flick­ered over to catch Be­auty’s.

Be­auty blushed. “S-Sor­ry.”

Zi shrugged. “It hap­pens. The ques­tion is if you keep sta­ring or if you just ac­cept it.” They had a mu­si­cal voice that so­u­nded su­per­nat­ur­al, or at least trained for stage. It also brought lit­tle tin­gles along Be­auty’s skin he­a­ring it.

Pid le­aned over. “Don’t ask zir why zi is that way ei­ther.”

“I wasn’t,” Be­auty said.

Da­man shrugged and gru­nted. “I prob­a­bly would have. I’m cu­ri­ous.”

“It’s none of your busi­ness,” said both La­nier and Pid said at the same time.

The mage raised zirs eye­brows at Pid.

Pid shrugged. “Sor­ry. I know, I don’t talk for you. I just wa­nted to save you the ef­fort.”

La­nier chuck­led and shook zirs head. Pick­ing up their tea, they took a drink be­fore set­ting it down on the edge of the ring. “My turn?”

Jorul reached over and used his paws to push the three col­ored dice over to La­nier. “Here you go.”

La­nier rolled the dice in zirs palm for a sec­ond, then rolled them on the table. The red came up one, the blue showed two, and the green was zero. Smooth­ly, the mage picked up one of the o­range ship fig­ures and moved it one space along the ring. Then moved an­oth­er ship two rings out. Af­ter a mo­ment, they fin­ished by mov­ing the sec­ond ship one squ­are along the ring to­ward one of the to­kens.

“Oh, that’s my is­land!” gri­nned Pid. She grabbed the dice and al­most threw them across the table.

Jorul’s paw snapped up to catch it be­fore it fell off. “Off the table, roll a­gain.”

Pid did. She got red two, blue zero, and black three. With a squ­eal, she moved her blue ship along the ring two and then three places to reach the crys­tal to­ken first. “Mine!” she gig­gled and picked it up to trans­fer it to a bowl next to her.

Da­man gru­nted with ap­proval. “I think I get the rules now. Looks like fun.”

Be­auty didn’t think so, but she didn’t want to say any­thing.

Pid picked up the dice and le­aned over to Jorul be­fore rolling them ca­re­ful­ly in front of the gi­ant mo­u­n­tain lion.

“They are pret­ty sim­ple at first blush,” La­nier said. “You have dice to trav­el, get­ting tre­a­sure, and steal­ing from oth­ers. You leave the game by mov­ing away from the o­uter ring, and the play­er with the high­est num­ber of tre­a­sures wins. Ho­use rules make things more com­pli­cat­ed, but we stick with the ba­sic three dice, three boats, and dou­ble the num­ber of play­ers in tre­a­sures and rings. It’s a fun game to e­njoy lunch.”

Be­auty re­mem­bered that she was ma­king sand­wich­es for Da­man and her­self. The oth­ers al­ready had the meal that Pid had brought along with La­nier’s tear. She ducked her head and fin­ished up be­fore hand­ing the del­i­cate plate over to her love.

She watched them play a few ro­unds, not qu­ite e­njoy­ing her­self but not e­nough to be rude by mov­ing a­ro­und the cot­tage or out­side.

La­nier fin­ished mov­ing off the board with three tre­a­sure to­kens in zirs bowl. Po­u­ring the bowl into the wo­oden case for the game, the mage cle­ared their throat del­i­cate­ly. “Now, I do con­sid­er it my busi­ness as to why I have guests.”

Be­auty lo­oked up and then over to her love.

Da­man strug­gled to stop watch­ing the board. He gru­nted. “May I play next? It looks like fun.”

The mo­u­n­tain lion lo­oked at La­nier and then back to Da­man.

Da­man sighed. Then he sat up, shift­ed his po­si­tion, and sat firm­ly down next to Be­auty. His hand slipped a­gainst hers and they clasped their fi­ngers. “We were fol­lo­wing ru­mors that you were ca­pa­ble of trans­form­ing men into beasts.”

Jorul’s ears perked up.

“We’re lo­o­king for so­me­one to bring back my curse.”

La­nier rubbed a fi­nger a­gainst the edge of zirs nose. “You want to be cursed?”

Be­auty blushed. “Well, trans­formed would be fine also.” She lo­oked at Da­man and felt the lo­n­ging rise up. “We just both want the beast back.”

“Beast?”

Da­man cle­ared his throat. “Many years ago, af­ter my pa­rents died, I was the marsh prince in Ge­paul on the Ko­r­mar bor­der. I wasn’t ex­act­ly the nicest per­son so when this old lady shows up and asks for shel­ter, I told her to fuck off beca­use she was so ugly.”

Pid spoke up. “That’s rude!”

Da­man gri­nned at her. “Yes, it was. And I was be­ing a prop­er ass­hole. But she then turned into this beau­ti­ful fairy princess and cursed me into a shape of a hor­ri­ble beast un­til I fo­und so­me­one who could love for my heart, not my phys­i­cal appe­a­rance.”

La­nier said, “I take it Be­auty was your true love?”

Be­auty nod­ded, me­mo­ries of the night fla­shing past her. She had al­most lost Da­man that night when her own broth­ers led the charge into the cas­tle and fought him off. Her heart al­most tore in half in that mo­ment.

La­nier ges­tured with del­i­cate fi­ngers. “Then when you two kissed, the curse was bro­ken and he turned into… that?” The fi­ngers po­int­ed di­rect­ly at Da­man.

Next to the table, Jorul let out a long sigh.

Da­man nod­ded.

“And you want him back?  To the beast he was?”

Be­auty said, “Yes.”

“Af­ter a break a curse a­bout se­e­ing so­me­one’s heart be­yond a phys­i­cal appe­a­rance, you’re lo­o­king to get his mon­strous appe­a­rance back?”

At the ac­cus­ing tone, Be­auty cri­nged. She should have been hap­py with what she had. The lo­n­ging was just hard to re­sist.

Da­man, on the oth­er hand, didn’t seem both­ered. “Yes.”

“Why?”

Sit­ting up straighter, Da­man squ­e­ezed Be­auty’s hand. “We love each oth­er with all our hearts. Noth­ing is go­ing to cha­nge that. I just… We were both hap­pi­er in that shape.”

She she­epish­ly agreed. “I liked his rough­ness. He was rough and brusque, but that’s the man I fell in love with. Plus, the growls, and the fur, and the… then…” She re­al­ized she was go­ing down a train of con­ver­sa­tion in­ap­pro­pri­ate for pub­lic com­pa­ny.

“I had a huge log.” Da­man broke his grip to hold his fi­ngers a­bout two feet apart.

Blu­shing hot­ly, Be­auty el­bowed her prince. “Da­man!”

He snort­ed and brought his hands a­bout eight inch­es apart be­fore drop­ping his hands to cap­ture hers a­gain. He gri­nned as she blushed even hot­ter with his more ac­cu­rate me­a­su­re­ment.

Jorul’s tail smashed into the gro­und and he let out a low, sul­try growl.

Da­man turned to the lion. “I know, but I’m stuck with… this shape with some of the strangest things that hap­pen to it. You know, I can’t get mud­dy? Every time I stand up, it just slides away. Same thing with mosqu­i­toes, flies, and skunks. It’s u­nnat­ur­al. I liked it when I had mud in my fur, or the way the gro­und shook when I stomped a­ro­und, and I could open the doors eas­i­ly du­ring the wi­nter.”

Be­auty ducked her head be­fore she lift­ed her gaze to speak. “It was a­bout four years ago, we re­al­ized we wa­nted him back. We talked to some mages and they said that hav­ing him cursed would trig­ger the ini­tial one as long as the new curse wasn’t as pow­er­ful. So we start­ed lo­o­king for so­me­one who curse us and bring back his old body.”

“I’ve been an ass­hole to every per­son I could find since then.”

La­nier asked Be­auty, “You let him do that?”

She shook her head. “He isn’t a bad per­son, so I u­su­al­ly went back af­ter a few days and made it right. U­su­al­ly food, drink, and pay­ment. I don’t want ei­ther of us to be vil­lains, it’s just a…” She strug­gled with the word.

“A lo­n­ging?” La­nier asked, zirs eyes softe­ning.

Be­auty lo­oked at Da­man and they both nod­ded.

“Yes,” she said.

Jorul laughed. “I know that feel­ing, that hu­nger to be some­thing diffe­rent. Back in the day, they sent me up beca­use so­me­one got it up their ass that Lan here ne­eded to pay tax­es.”

Be­auty stared in shock. “You re­al­ly were a tax col­lec­tor?”

“Yeah, hat­ed my job.” The lion growled. “Soul­less and cru­el, you spend half of your time be­ing told to use any ex­cuse to seize as much mon­ey as pos­si­ble. Most of the oth­er col­lec­tors in town were even worse, they went out of their way to bul­ly oth­ers. When you get paid a perce­n­tage, it’s amaz­ing how fast you can find a miss­ing tax pay­ment.” He growled and shook his head. “I hat­ed that job so much. It cost me my hus­band and a hap­py life.”

“You were mar­ried?” asked Da­man.

Pid spoke up. “No, but he had a crush on a cute guy who was al­ready mar­ried to an­oth­er girl.”

Jorul growled at her.

She stuck out her to­ngue at him.

Be­auty cle­ared her throat. “What hap­pened?”

The lion stretched and inched over to rest his head on Da­man’s thigh. Rolling over, he pe­ered up at the prince. “Well, beau­ti­ful,” he start­ed while lo­o­king at Da­man. “We went in and start­ed ma­king a mess. My com­ma­nder, she got turned into that white we­asel that ran away, start­ed bre­a­king things left and right. The u­sual threats of pri­son. We all jo­ined in, I mean, it was our job.”

La­nier sighed. “I pan­icked. I didn’t know what to do, so I used a trans­for­ma­tion spell bet­ter suit­ed to­ward com­bat. At the last minute, I re­al­ized I had done the wrong thing and tried to avoid turn­ing them into sheep.”

Jorul’s tail thumped a­gainst the gro­und. “Next thing I know, I’m a mo­u­n­tain lion try­ing to get out of his ar­mor. Com­ma­nder ran away along with the oth­ers.”

“I of­fered to turn him back,” said the mage.

“I hat­ed my job and I hat­ed my life. Even in those few min­utes, be­ing a lion felt re­al­ly good. I had a cha­nge every­thing. So I asked to stay. Of­fered to pro­tect the tow­er if that was pay­ment.”

“I didn’t need pay­ment.”

“You got paid any­ways, pret­ty boy,” said the lion with a growl.

“Zi!” snapped Pid. “Lan is a zi!”

La­nier held up his hand. “Qu­iet.”

Pid and Jorul qu­i­eted down.

“Now, first thing. Jorul, you are in­vad­ing Da­man’s per­son­al space.”

Da­man shook his head. He rest­ed his hand on Jorul’s head and start­ed to pet it. “I don’t mind.”

The mo­u­n­tain lion be­gan to purr loud­ly, a deep rum­bling so­und in his mas­sive chest. “He doesn’t mind.”

“Are you sure?” asked the mage.

The prince chuck­led and shrugged a shoul­der. “I know what I look like and there is no re­ason to deny it, I’m hand­some. This isn’t the first time so­me­one fo­und me at­trac­tive. Nor is it the first time I’ve had a man’s head in my lap. It hap­pens.”

Jorul o­pened an eye. “Ever do some­thing a­bout it?”

Da­man le­aned over and whis­pered some­thing in his ear.

Jorul’s tail thumped loud­ly. Then he lo­oked at Be­auty.

She knew what her prince had said. The cou­ple had a rule while trav­el­ing, one they had es­tab­lished a few months af­ter their first trip out. If Jorul wa­nted to bed the prince, he ne­eded her per­mis­sion just as so­me­one would have to get co­n­sent from both Da­man and her­self if she was in­clined to spend time with a lover. She had only tak­en the op­por­tu­ni­ty once, with a child­hood fri­end, but Da­man u­su­al­ly e­njoyed dal­li­an­ces every few months. As long as he re­turned to her and it didn’t turn into any­thing be­yond a ca­sual fling, she wasn’t both­ered.

“Not now,” Da­man said. Then he spoke lo­uder. “Do you think you could help us? We can pay.”

La­nier lo­oked back and forth. Then zi sighed. “I know what it is like to feel that lo­n­ging. That was how I e­nded up beco­ming a trans­for­ma­tion mage. I’m will­ing to try, but I’m u­nsure of what price is ne­eded.”

“A fa­vor then? No ques­tions.”

“That is a da­n­ge­rous of­fer. You shouldn’t ever make those, oth­er­wise you might find your­self in the mid­dle of a war with no one to help you.” There was a sharp­ness to La­nier’s tone. Zi had been in that sit­u­a­tion and Be­auty couldn’t i­mag­ine what had hap­pened to ca­use the ha­u­nted look in zirs eyes.

Da­man drew him­self. “It’s im­por­tant to me.”

“Let me see if I can do any­thing first. Come on, stand up… we should prob­a­bly go out­side. This could get messy. Pid, find your cloak, it still ra­i­ning.”

A few min­utes lat­er, they were out­side in the driz­zle. Da­man stood be­tween the two cot­tages, on the stone path. La­nier had put them­selves right be­fore them. The oth­ers re­ma­ined by the edge of the cot­tage, with Pid stand­ing be­tween Jorul and Be­auty.

La­nier held out zir hand. It glowed bright­ly, a shift­ing cas­cade of ra­i­nbows a­bout the bright­ness of a good torch. The col­ors rolled a­ro­und each oth­er as zi pressed their fi­ngers light­ly a­gainst Da­man’s bare chest. “I can feel the re­mains of the curse. Yes, your ad­vice was right. If you were hit with sha­ping mag­ic, the o­ri­gi­nal spell would take over and you would re­turn to your form.”

Be­auty let out a sigh of re­lief. Even though two se­parate mages had told them that, she al­ways wor­ried that if they fi­nal­ly got her prince cursed, he would be­come some­thing en­tire­ly else.

Ma­ge­nta sparks of light rose off both Da­man and La­nier. A trick­le of blood oozed out from the mage’s nose while Da­man scratched his wrist.

The light grew brighter. It grew from the bright­ness of a torch into the bril­li­ance of a court­yard sur­ro­u­nded by mag­i­cal lights.

“I’m go­ing to charge the rem­nants of the curse di­rect­ly. If I do that and re­pair some of this dam­age, that will let me push more pow­er through the frame with­out a risk of some­thing else tak­ing over.”

Da­man gro­aned. His body shud­dered.

Be­auty held her hand over her mouth, not want­i­ng to cry out.

The light grew as bright as sun­light. Then it turned liq­uid be­fore po­u­ring di­rect­ly into Da­man’s chest.

Be­auty’s love let out a loud groan of dis­com­fort. His shoul­ders clenched and twist­ed. “This hurts.”

La­nier pulled back his hand.

“No!” bel­lowed Da­man, his voice gro­wing de­eper. He turned his head to stare di­rect­ly at Be­auty. “More. Make it hurt, I can han­dle it… for her.”

Tears burned in her eyes.

The liq­uid en­er­gy con­ti­nued to pour into him. It flo­oded his in­sides un­til his bones and mus­cles could be seen through his skin. The gold­en light po­ured out of his eyes, ears, and nose. More of it ran down  his legs un­til his en­tire body was co­ated in the raw pow­er.

Be­auty whim­pered.

Pid grabbed her oth­er hand and clenched it.

Be­auty dropped to her knees and held Pid tight­ly. She couldn’t look away from her lover’s eyes as he stared back at her.

“More,” growled the prince. “Please.”

More blood ran down La­nier’s face. It came from his ears and nose. “This isn’t some­thing you just ram in. I need grace and con­trol. Just a few more sec­onds though, I’m a­bout done.”

Da­man threw back his head and howled. His body grew thick­er and dense, swelling up in­side his shirt un­til the fab­ric tore. But­ton by but­ton snapped off as fur sprout­ed across his body.

At the fa­mil­iar sight of his claws, Be­auty’s heart al­most burst. She re­mem­bered when it felt like to have his pow­er­ful hands pi­n­ning her hands over her head in the West Wing.

He con­ti­nued grow, his body fill­ing out to the fa­mil­iar shape that she had been lo­n­ging. His bes­tial feet slammed into the gro­und and then sank with his in­cre­ased weight. Pow­er­ful mus­cles flexed un­der­neath fur as his broad shoul­ders and ha­unch­es set­tled into place. Two horns spi­raled up above his broad head, sparkling in the light be­fore set­tling into place.

The light exti­n­guished with a flash.

La­nier stag­gered back.

The Beast slumped for­ward, end­ing his howl. Sha­king, he lo­oked down at his black claws and broad hands. Then, he reached down with both hands to feel his crotch. With a grin, he lo­oked back up. “I’m back?”

Sob­bing be­hind her hand, Be­auty reached out for him. “My love,” she whis­pered in a choked cry.

He lift­ed his hand, the size that would eas­i­ly dwarf her own. Se­e­ing it brought the me­mo­ries of the warm pads a­gainst her skin, the po­ints that trailed along her shoul­der, and the way he could hold her off the gro­und with his strength.

His eyes shim­mered.

Ap­pro­a­ching, she breathed in to take in the musky smell that had clung to him be­fore. It was pri­mal and hun­gry, the shape of the man she had fi­nal­ly got­ten back.

They touched.

She could feel his warmth and the tick­le of his fur. Even the rough edge of his claw brought co­unt­less me­mo­ries to slam into her.

Gold­en light rose a­ro­und him, just like the day when he had turned into a hu­man.

Da­man’s face flick­ered into a frown. “Some­thing’s wrong—”

With an ex­plo­sion of gold­en light, Be­auty was thrown back into the cot­tage as her love was ripped from her grip by the ex­plo­sion that had formed be­tween the two of them.
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        The Bad News


        
Most see re­so­nance and feed­back as an im­mutable force, but mag­ic cha­nges over time. Like wine, it pulls en­er­gies from its envi­ro­n­ment, slow­ly adapt­ing un­til once was da­n­ge­rous be­comes mu­ndane.
—Be­tany Cal-Ro­bin, The Life of a Soli­tary Tuner

Be­auty’s head throbbed. She clutched it and sat up even as she tried to pry her eyes open. U­nderneath her, a mat­tress shift­ed with her weight. A heavy bla­nket slipped into her lap. I­nu­n­dat­ed u­n­fa­mil­iar sen­sa­tions and smells, she froze as her sens­es came into fo­cus. She bli­nked a few times un­til the world sharp­ened a­ro­und her.

They were in a cot­tage, Be­auty guessed the oth­er one near the bot­tom of the tow­er. It had a small co­o­king area, and a half dozen book­cas­es filled with books and tri­nkets. A cozy-lo­o­king chair sat in the mid­dle of the cot­tage and near the fire­place on the far wall.

At the bot­tom of the bed, be­tween her feet, Pid sat while rolling dice in the space be­tween their legs. The red and blue cubes sparkled bright­ly in the light that streamed in from a wid­ow. She sighed and scratched a ban­dage over her brow.

Be­auty gro­aned and reached out to her side, lo­o­king for her bag. A quick glance down told her that shew as still dressed, though her clothes were scorched and sta­ined. “W-What hap­pened?”

Pid be­amed at her. “You’re awake!” She crawled up and over to Be­auty, twist­ing in place un­til she sat down in the space be­tween Be­auty’s body and her arm while us­ing her shoul­der as a pil­low. “You got knocked out when he ex­plod­ed.”

“Ex­plo­sion?” Me­mo­ries slammed into Be­auty. She gasped. “The prince! Is Da­man okay?”

Pid le­aned a­gainst her and gig­gled. “He’s fine. He got up right away but he was cranky, so La­nier sent Jorul and him out to hunt down the we­asel.”

Be­auty tried to u­n­tan­gle her legs from the bla­nket, but a twinge stopped her. “What hap­pened?”

“Well, I won—”

The door o­pened and Pid snapped her mouth shut.

La­nier e­n­tered. He had ban­dages on his hands and one on his face. “Ah, you’re awake. Good, I was start­ing to get wor­ried. I’m not equipped to han­dle a con­cus­sion.”

Be­auty gave him a pa­ined smile. “I’m bet­ter, thank you. What hap­pened?”

“True love.”

“What?”

Zi set down a tray with ban­dages and sewing sup­plies. “There was feed­back be­tween the curse and your love. I thought I patched the struts so the shell could han­dle the feed­back, but obvi­ous­ly there wasn’t e­nough of the o­ri­gi­nal spell’s fra­mework to han­dle that dis­pa­rate en­er­gies.”

Be­auty stared at him, co­n­fused.

La­nier sighed. “The fairy’s curse plus my mag­ic pro­duced a great deal of feed­back. When your mag­ic was thrown into the mix, the i­n­ter­ac­tion pro­duced a vi­o­lent re­ac­tion and ex­plod­ed.”

“Me? I can’t use mag­ic.”

Zi gave her a hard look. “You love him, right?”

“With all my heart.”

“Love is mag­ic, it can cha­nge the world faster than any spell.” La­nier shrugged. Then zi frowned. Re­a­ching up, zi rubbed zirs nose and zirs fi­nger­tips came back bloody. “Nei­ther of you can stay long. Your af­fec­tion is caus­ing feed­back with my pow­ers.”

Feed­back was the re­ason mages gravi­tat­ed away from the cities and towns. If they didn’t, enco­u­n­te­ring diffe­rent sources of mag­ic. The more pow­er­ful the mage or ar­ti­fact, the more vi­o­lent the re­ac­tion. For a mage like La­nier, enco­u­n­te­ring the curse was the re­ason he had nose­bleeds. Zi would have expe­ri­enced more se­vere re­ac­tions if the curse had been any more pow­er­ful.

Be­auty cri­nged. “Sor­ry.”

La­nier sighed and le­aned back on the co­u­nter by the co­o­king area. “I know that lo­n­ging you talked a­bout. That was the en­tire re­ason I spe­cial­ized in trans­for­ma­tion mag­ic.” Zi tugged on zirs skirt. “I was born into a body that nev­er felt right. A shape that felt like a pup­pet, a poor­ly cut suit. No one re­al­ly un­der­stood that feel­ing of want­i­ng some­thing else. To be some­thing else.”

Be­auty sighed. She knew the feel­ing too well.

“I learned mag­ic and spe­cial­ized in trans­for­ma­tions to turn me into what I thought I wa­nted to be.”

“What hap­pened?”

“I failed,” La­nier said sad­ly. “I thought I wa­nted to be this… beau­ti­ful woman in my dreams, but I got to this shape and couldn’t get any fur­ther.” Zi ges­tured to their body. “The mag­ic wouldn’t turn me any more. No mat­ter how much I tried, how much I stud­ied, I just couldn’t.”

Zi closed their eyes for a mo­ment. “Then that damn war. Tarsan doesn’t ask ques­tions when it comes to serv­ing. The bas­tard yanks you in bat­tle and sac­ri­fices you on al­tars of blood. Six years of ser­vice, twen­ty-one bat­tles, and sev­en am­bush­es. I… killed so many peo­ple. When I had the chance, I mus­tered out as fast as I could and ran away.”

La­nier start­ed to move the sup­plies off the tray. “I’ve been here al­most a cen­tu­ry now, just liv­ing alone. Oc­casi­on­al­ly, so­me­one would come up, ca­use some trou­ble, and then they would go away. I thought I was hap­py be­ing alone. Then Jorul showed up a­bout a decade ago and you can i­mag­ine how that went.”

“Al­ways try­ing to get into your skirt?” Be­auty said with a smile.

“Not re­al­ly. He goes for those who look more mas­cu­line. And I… I was nev­er like that.” La­nier shrugged. “I nev­er wa­nted to look like it ei­ther. But I e­njoy his com­pa­ny and he ap­pears to e­njoy mine.”

Be­auty didn’t know what to say.

“But…” La­nier said, “That lo­n­ging is hard to fight. How many years have you been lo­o­king? Four?”

She nod­ded slow­ly.

“I lo­oked for al­most twen­ty-eight years be­fore I re­al­ized it would nev­er go away. I wish I could say I ac­cept­ed this body that mag­ic has giv­en me, but even have a cen­tu­ry, the urge is still there. Fad­ed, qu­iet, but oc­casi­on­al­ly shows up in the dark of the night.”

Tears blurred Be­auty’s vi­sion. Decades of search­ing? Was it worth it? Would they still be in love if they spent most of it trav­el­ing and search­ing for curs­es, fight­ing their way out of traps and esca­ping fell mag­ics? Her shoul­ders slumped as she con­si­dered her op­tions and i­mag­ined the pos­si­bil­i­ties.

“I’m not say­ing give up. Just re­al­ize that what you get is not al­ways what you want, more so when you al­ready have so much.”

La­nier smiled and ges­tured to­ward the door. “How many peo­ple find love? How many want to even try? You have some­thing amaz­ing with Da­man. You fo­und true love. True love! That is the thing you read a­bout in sto­ries, not expe­ri­ence in your life.”

She ducked her head.

Pid frowned as she lo­oked up. “Be­auty?”

Be­auty smiled and kissed the top of Pid’s head. “Sor­ry.” She lo­oked up to the mage. “We didn’t mean to in­trude.”

La­nier shrugged. “I’m also not go­ing to send you with­out ad­vice or sug­ges­tions.”

She lo­oked up.

La­nier pulled out a piece of pa­per and start­ed writ­ing. “If you are go­ing to keep lo­o­king, you need to think big­ger and tak­ing more time. You are nev­er go­ing to find a ra­ndom per­son who has the abil­i­ty, de­sire, and will to curse him. Even if that worked, it isn’t go­ing to take long for peo­ple to re­al­ize that you are fol­lo­wing af­ter him and ma­king things right. It’s hard to hate so­me­one e­nough to cre­ate a curse when you know so­me­one else is go­ing to drop a few hun­dred jems in your lap the next day.”

Be­auty blushed. “I don’t want to hurt peo­ple.”

“Then don’t. Stop pre­tend­ing and do this prop­er­ly. Look for spe­cial­ists who can han­dle trans­for­ma­tions and curs­es. Once you find so­me­one who can do it, you need to ad­dress the big­ger prob­lem: get­ting three sets of en­er­gies com­pat­i­ble e­nough that your mage can cre­ate a trans­for­ma­tion spell that has no feed­back with ei­ther the curse or your love.”

La­nier flipped the pa­per and con­ti­nued on the back. “You want to find so­me­one who is third cir­cle or high­er, to say the least, at least in terms of skill. You might find a tal­ent, but I wouldn’t hold your breath for those. A trans­for­ma­tion tal­ent may not have the per­cep­tions or fo­cus to make this hap­pen. Now, I’m giv­ing you a list of mages I know that might have a chance to help you, but most of them are in Tarsan.”

“Could you do it?”

Zi lo­oked up at her. For a long time, they said noth­ing. Then a sigh. “Yes, I could. The sec­ond part is your prob­lem. My en­er­gies do not mesh well with yours. We can at­tune, which is to cha­nge all of our pow­ers slow­ly and over time to adapt to each oth­er, but ‘slow­ly’ is the key word. You are talk­ing years, prob­a­bly decades.”

Tears burned in her eyes.

“It can be done, but you would have to move into the town and vis­it al­most every day or at least twen­ty years be­fore there was a chance it would work. It might take lo­nger, thir­ty or forty years. It’s an art, not a sci­ence.”

She sighed with the pos­si­bil­i­ties. She wasn’t even sure if she could live as long as Da­man could, or if Da­man’s lifes­pan had been short­ened once the curse has been re­moved.

La­nier walked over and sat on the bed. “Try to find so­me­one bet­ter for a few years, maybe a decade. If you two still want it, then we can try the reat­tu­ne­ment. I’m will­ing to help, but I’m just not the best op­tion.”

“Thank you.”

Leav­ing the pa­per on the bed, La­nier got up and he­aded to the door.
“Talk to your love and de­cide. If you find that the need is still there af­ter every­thing and you are will­ing to spend the rest of your life wait­ing to have your beast back, then come back here. We’ll get you through it. It just takes time. A lot of time.”

Zi stopped at the door. “You’ll need to leave soon, but I wish you the best of ad­ven­tures and you find what you are lo­o­king for.”

“Thank you, La­nier.” Her heart ached from zirs words, but there was a truth to them. It was also more ad­vice than they had got­ten in years.

The mage smiled sad­ly. “I wished I could give you some­thing bet­ter.”

Be­auty wiped a tear from her eye. “You’ve giv­en me so much al­ready. I… we have an idea of what to do next and… and…” Her mind drift­ed to that one per­fect mo­ment she had her beast back. “I got to see him a­gain.” She smiled hap­pi­ly. “I got to touch him.”

La­nier smiled back. Then zi ges­tured to the lit­tle girl. “Pid, you should take them home. Your moth­er is go­ing to be ask­ing where you are and it’s get­ting late.”

“Will do!” pro­no­unced the lit­tle girl.
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        Surprise Guests


        
The Pil­lo­ry Pass is an in­fre­qu­ent­ly used pass be­tween Ge­paul and Tarsan. The ter­rain is rough and u­n­su­ited for car­a­vans. It is most­ly used by trav­el­ers on foot or horse se­e­king to trav­el be­tween co­un­tries be­fore it gets snowed in for wi­nter.
—Ja­com Hi­bon-Gasil, A Me­a­n­de­ring Ge­og­ra­phy of Ge­paul

Be­auty and her prince walked hand in hand as they fol­lowed Pid off the mo­u­n­tain and along the wind­ing trails that wove a­ro­und the city of Fires Down Be­low. The only time they se­parat­ed was for the rough sec­tions. On the smoother lengths, she nes­tled up a­gainst him de­spite the fat drops of rain that thre­a­tened to se­parate them.

Her thoughts were fo­cused on La­nier’s words which con­ti­nued to echo in her head. De­spite the mage’s good ad­vice and the list of sources to check next, the over­whelm­ing de­spair of how long it would take took her breath away. It could be years be­fore they could get through the list, years of trav­el­ing du­ring the sum­mers with lo­nger trips home the fur­ther they went. She strug­gled with the idea of decade when she was only in her twen­ties.

Da­man squ­e­ezed her hand. “You seem dis­tract­ed.”

Be­auty rest­ed her head on his shoul­der. “I am.”

“What the mage said?”

She nod­ded.

He said noth­ing as they crawled over a few fall­en trees. “We’re head­ing home af­ter this, why don’t we talk a­bout it over the wi­nter and de­cide?”

It was the log­i­cal an­swer.

She sighed. “I know, I just…” She let her voice trail off with a thought she didn’t want to con­sid­er.

He squ­e­ezed her tight­ly. “I’m with you. In the end, that is all that will ever mat­ter to me. You are my love, my truest love and there is noth­ing that will stop that.”

Smil­ing hap­pi­ly, she stopped him e­nough to kiss him in the rain.

“See, and I get to kiss the most beau­ti­ful woman in the world,” he said bright­ly. “Every­thing is go­ing my way.”

Be­auty pressed her face into the gap of his trench coat and breathed in his smell. “Spend the night with me.”

“But the se­parate inns?”

“La­nier said the chance of find­ing a ra­ndom per­son to curse you is al­most im­pos­si­ble. No one is go­ing to have that pow­er or skill. So, pre­tend­ing to be an ass­hole isn’t go­ing to get us clos­er to what we want.” She lo­oked up. “Right now, I want you and that’s all that is im­por­tant to me.”

His eyes soft­ened. “Of course, my love. Your place or mine?”

Be­auty glanced at Pid who was hap­pi­ly con­ti­nu­ing down the path u­naware that the two had stopped. “The Let­ter­set. It’s more out of the way and her moth­er could use our mon­ey.”

“As you wish, my qu­e­en.”

She gri­nned. “I can’t be a qu­e­en, re­mem­ber?”

He pulled her close and kissed her pas­si­o­nate­ly. His hot breath and the icy rain con­trast­ed and left her ste­a­ming. When they broke, he whis­pered, “You will al­ways be my qu­e­en.”

“I love you.”

“And I will nev­er, ever stop lov­ing you.”

With an­oth­er kiss, they hur­ried af­ter Pid.

The yo­ung girl lead them to the wall sur­ro­und­ing Fires Down Be­low. Built from quar­ried stone and lo­cal wood, it stood eas­i­ly twice Da­man’s height and had a stur­dy appe­a­rance. On their side, away from the town, piles of garbage, de­bris, and rocks fought with the stur­dy brush­es that grew along the base. Over the years, so­me­one had tak­en the ef­fort to plant thorny bush­es along the bot­tom but the ef­fort left a patch­works of thorns, rocks, and oth­er haz­ards.

Pid ig­nored most of them as she skipped along one rough trail par­al­lel to the town wall. It was obvi­ous that she had tak­en that route many times and there was no hes­i­ta­tion as she cho­ose one split of the path over an­oth­er.

Be­auty frowned as she strug­gled to me­morize the route.

Da­man chuck­led and po­int­ed to one tree. “That looks like the wardrobe in the East Wing.”

“Oh yeah.”

At the next junc­tion, he ges­tured to­ward a spot on the gro­und. “And that re­minds me of that place where you fell into the pond. That bush right on the cor­ner? Where you lost your small clothes to the birds?”

Blu­shing, she nod­ded. “Thank you.”

“It’s the only way I can re­mem­ber paths is try to find some­thing that re­minds me of home. Look, she’s stop­ping.”

Pid spun a­ro­und and then bli­nked. “You’re both slow,” she said in sur­prise.

“Adult things,” Da­man said as he drew up.

“Sex?”

“No! Kiss­ing!” Be­auty said a lit­tle sharp­er than she i­n­te­nded.

“Oh.” Pid shrugged and then po­int­ed to a tree next to her. It was pair of pine trees but one had died. De­spite that, the two  trees were i­nter­twined to­geth­er un­til the liv­ing one could reach above the dead one. “There is the mark­er.”

A cold shiv­er danced along Be­auty’s spine.

Pid he­aded for a boul­der next to the town wall. With a gig­gle, she dis­ap­peared into a bare­ly per­cep­ti­ble gap be­tween the rock and a mas­sive thorny bush.

Be­auty and Da­man fol­lowed. The thorns scraped at Be­auty’s shoul­ders and tugged on her hair. It only took a few steps be­fore they came out in a gap in the wall be­hind a wall of box­es. To each side, she saw the blue walls of two hous­es that framed the al­ley.

Pid crawled over the box and hopped down, not slo­wing down for the oth­ers.

Be­auty re­mem­bered her sword. “Oh, peace bond­ing.”

“Shit,” mut­tered Da­man as he fished out the wire from one pock­et.

It took a while for the two to fin­ish wrap­ping the wire a­ro­und the hilts of their sword. Be­auty made sure hers went along the two grooves in the sheath be­fore co­ming a­ro­und. Once their we­apons were prop­er­ly se­cured, they worked their way a­ro­und the box­es and to the end of the al­ley.

Be­auty frowned and then rec­og­nized where she was. Ta­king her love’s hand, she drew him into the street.

A passer­by lo­oked at them and glared at them over his nose. “Get a room.”

“Thank you, sir, for your good ad­vice,” Da­man said proud­ly. “I’m head­ing right over there right now with the love of my life.”

An­oth­er glare be­fore the man turned a­ro­und and he­aded the oth­er way.

Da­man chuck­led.

“You don’t have to be an ass­hole,” she said with a grin.

“I’m not. He made an as­sump­tion that I was do­ing ob­scene things with you and I wa­nted him to be clear that they were nei­ther ob­scene or in­ap­pro­pri­ate.” He squ­e­ezed her hand. “I will al­ways love you, for the rest of my life and into the next.”

Be­a­ming hap­pi­ly, they con­ti­nued onto the Let­ter­set I­nn. At the door, he held it open and she strode in­side.

When she saw al­most a score of men stand­ing in the room, she froze. A shiv­er of con­cern rip­pled along her nerves as she lo­oked a­ro­und at the hard faces that all turned to­ward her and the open door. They were all dressed sim­i­lar, with gray trench coats that had seen a fair a­mo­unt of weathe­ring and re­pair. Her gaze caught places where patch­es had been re­cent­ly re­moved from al­most eve­ry­one’s shoul­ders and scuff marks from a wide belt a­ro­und the waist.

“And what is…” Da­man’s voice trailed off. He rest­ed his hand on her waist and held her firm­ly. “Looks a lit­tle busy.”

“Then find an­oth­er place,” came a growl­ing voice.

The crowd shift­ed apart into a line be­tween the door and the front desk. An­oth­er man dressed in the same ma­nner le­aned over the co­u­nter as he lo­oked at him. He had short-cut hair like the oth­ers, but time had grayed out his col­ors leav­ing a dusty brown be­hind. His coat lo­oked to be in bet­ter shape, but she could see that he had re­moved more patch­es from his chest. In the gap be­tween the o­pe­nings of the coat, she spot­ted an emp­ty sheath with the Ge­paul i­n­fantry in­signia bare­ly vis­i­ble in the shad­ows.

Be­auty tensed. Why was the Ge­paul army in town? They were in Tarsan, a neigh­bo­ring co­un­try that was cur­rent­ly at peace with Ge­paul. More im­por­tant­ly, why had they re­moved their patch­es and medals? She wa­nted to drop her hand to the hilt of her sword, but didn’t. The room se­emed too tense and both her and the prince would be ham­pered by the close quar­ters.

Be­hind the desk, Kas cle­ared his throat and set down the short sword in his hands on the co­u­nter. “S-Sor­ry, she’s al­ready a guest here. Checked in a few days ago.”

“Oh, I wouldn’t want to kick her out.” The man who ap­peared to be the le­ader straight­ened and strolled over to her. He had a bit of a gut, but he moved with the com­fort of a war­rior still in his prime. His eyes were pierc­ing as they fo­cused on hers. “And what might the beau­ty’s name be?”

She straight­ened her back. “That’s my name, Be­auty.”

He bli­nked. “Re­al­ly?”

“Yes, my fa­ther named me that beca­use he had high hopes.”

“Well, he was a for­tune teller then. My name is Ri­zen, just a trav­el­er co­ming into town. Noth­ing more. A harm­less trav­el­er.”

De­spite his obvi­ous lies, she smiled at him.

“Why don’t you lose the beef be­hind you and I’ll give you a bet­ter time?”

Da­man le­aned over her shoul­der. “This beef would like to stay. I am with her, you know.”

“Are you a guest?” Ri­zen asked in a men­ac­ing tone.

“Yes,” the prince said.

“No,” Kas said from the co­u­nter. “But, she’s al­lowed guests of her own.”

From the back of the room,  Trus came out of the kitchen and clapped her hands. “Okay, gen­tle­men, I have put on e­nough food for all of you. My son has giv­en all of you the keys?”

Kas gasped. “Keys!” He shoved the sword fur­ther way and then be­gan to dig into the draw­ers.

Ri­zen didn’t look away from Da­man. “You should prob­a­bly leave. If you know what is best for you.”

Da­man smiled. “Well, one might—”

Trus came up. “Stop bothe­ring my guest! She has the first room and you are not—” Her eyes lit upon Da­man and then wi­dened. She pressed a hand to her mouth. “Oh my Cou­ple, the prince!”

Be­auty cri­nged and she felt Da­man’s hand tight­ened on her waist.

“Are you stay­ing? Please?” gasped Trus.

Then she lo­oked at Be­auty with a mix­ture of awe and jeal­ousy. “You are lucky.”

Be­auty ducked her head.

Move­ment shuf­fled through the sur­ro­und­ing sol­diers.

“Prince?” Ri­zen asked ca­su­al­ly. There was a forced tone in his voice.

“A prince of Ge­paul! I have an ac­tu­al prince in my inn!” Trus crowed. She spun a­ro­und and shoved her way back. “I need to put bet­ter food out. Out of my way and get to your rooms!”

She stopped at the co­u­nter and smacked the co­u­nter. “Stop drool­ing over their swords and get them their keys!”

“Y-Yes, Mama.”

When Trus left the room, an un­com­fort­able si­lence filled the en­try room.

“So, Ge­paul?”

Da­man tugged light­ly on Be­auty, a qu­iet sig­nal. “Yes,” he said in a dry mo­no­tone.

“Prince? That would make you a march prince, wouldn’t it? Judg­ing from your ac­cent, I’m go­ing to say the east­ern side? Near Ko­r­mar? Maybe clos­er to the north?” Ri­zen took a short step for­ward.

Be­auty and Da­man stepped back through the door frame.

“Are you a loy­al prince?” asked the solid­er.

“Loy­al e­nough, for many gen­er­a­tions.”

“Good,” Ri­zen said. “You should stay then.”

Da­man lo­oked a­ro­und. He stepped back and Be­auty fol­lowed. “Maybe I’ll come back lat­er. It seems a bit crowd­ed right now.”

“Ah, but your i­n­n­ke­eper is ma­king you a spe­cial meal.” Ri­zen’s eyes were dark and sha­dowed as he stepped into the door frame. “You wouldn’t want to up­set her. Be­sides, we might have some good con­ver­sa­tions be­tween the two of us. Things that those loy­al to Ge­paul need to have.”

Be­auty no­ticed Pid stand­ing near the co­u­nter. The lit­tle girl watched with a frown on her face. She squirmed back and forth be­fore press­ing her­self a­gainst the wood un­der­neath the ledge of the co­u­nter.

Their gazes met.

Be­auty ges­tured to her right. There was an al­ley two hous­es down, a short dis­tance but it was hard to com­mu­ni­cate with­out at­tract­ing Ri­zen’s at­ten­tion.

Pid held up her hand in a silent ques­tion.

Be­auty nod­ded and then ges­tured to the same side.

Step­ping back, Pid turned and ran up the stairs.

Be­auty lo­oked over her shoul­der. “Come on. We’ll come back lat­er.”

“Good idea,” Da­man said. Then he nod­ded his head to Ri­zen. “I’ll see you lat­er, sir.”

Ri­zen only gru­nted.

Be­auty and Da­man turned. He start­ed to go int the di­rec­tion Be­auty ges­tured to Pid, but she stopped him and they turned a­ro­und to head up the street.

“That lo­oked o­mi­nous,” he said once they were a few blocks away.

“I­n­fantry. From Ge­paul.”

“I no­ticed. But they are hid­ing it. There shouldn’t be this many of our sol­diers hid­ing in Tarsan, even if we’re close to the pass. That isn’t good and I don’t like how it feels. I don’t think the Roy­al Palace is go­ing to be a good place ei­ther.”

“Camp?” she asked.

“Prob­a­bly a good idea. What a­bout the stuff in your room?”

“I hope Pid will be de­live­ring it to the al­ley the oth­er way. We just want to take a wide berth and come a­ro­und.”

He  chuck­led and brought up her hand to kiss the back of her palm. “Brains and beau­ty, you are every­thing I could ever dream for.”

They took a few min­utes to walk a­ro­und a num­ber of blocks be­fore co­ming up to the al­ley from the oth­er side. Pid stood with Be­auty’s packs, bounc­ing a­ro­und as she lo­oked a­ro­und fret­ful­ly.

“Be­auty!” she whis­pered loud­ly and rushed over to give her a hug.

Be­auty knelt down to re­turn the em­brace. “Thank you, Pid.”

The lit­tle girl bu­ried her face in Be­auty’s shoul­der. “I don’t think you should go back. He was ask­ing a lot of ques­tions when you left. Mama doesn’t see it, but I don’t like how he talks. They all have swords too.”

When Pid pulled away, her face shim­mered with tears.

Be­auty sighed and wiped away some of the tears. “We’re thi­n­king a­bout go­ing some­where else.”

“An­oth­er inn? Mama wouldn’t—”

“Out­side to camp,” Da­man said. He le­aned a­gainst the wall and his head turned back and forth to watch both ends of the al­ley. “Prob­a­bly away from Lan.”

Pid tapped her foot for a sec­ond. “Oh, Le­a­ning Pines is a camp­gro­und to the north, up near the Misty Val­ley. If you go out the north gate, it’s five… six cross­ings. There is a sign with a tree at an an­gle. Go right.” Pid sniffed and wiped her nose with her palm. “It’s rainy se­ason and cold, so no one will be there. Just avoid the low­er sites, they flood.”

Be­auty kissed Pid’s fo­re­head. “Thank you. Do you want to come with us?”

“I shouldn’t, Mama needs me. That man wouldn’t do any­thing to us, not in town.”

Be­auty wa­nted to press, but Pid wasn’t her daugh­ter. With guilt and fear fill­ing her, she hugged Pid tight­ly. “If there is any trou­ble, you take your fam­i­ly and run to La­nier’s. Even a hint of trou­ble, just run. We’ll make it right, I pro­mise.”

“W-What a­bout Mama and Kas? They don’t know a­bout Lan. And Mama would be fu­ri­ous.”

“If there is trou­ble, she’ll for­give you of every­thing.”

Pid nod­ded and hugged her tight­ly back. “Be safe.”

Be­auty closed her eyes tight­ly, afraid she was ma­king the wrong de­ci­sion. “Be safe.”

With a sniff, Pid pulled back. She po­int­ed at Da­man. “And you be safe beca­use Jorul would be up­set if you got hurt.”

He smirked and then snort­ed. “Yes, beca­use it isn’t a­bout me, it’s a­bout a talk­ing mo­u­n­tain lion.”

Be­auty gri­nned. “I bet it’s been a long time for him and you are qu­ite hand­some.”

Da­man shrugged and nod­ded. “Yeah, I’m pret­ty good lo­o­king. Poor guy, it’s prob­a­bly been a while since he’s had…” His voice trailed off as he lo­oked at Pid.

The yo­ung girl sniffed a­gain. “I should go back. Mama is go­ing to be yelling soon.”

Be­auty hugged her one last time. “Be safe.”

They wait­ed a full five min­utes af­ter Pid left the al­ley to leave them­selves.

“So, go out the south gate?” asked Da­man.

“Yes, my love. Come on, I’m lo­o­king for­ward to set­ting up a tent in this rain.”
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        Camping Out


        
So many sto­ries end with the “hap­pi­ly ever af­ter” but rarely talk a­bout what that means. What is hap­pi­ly ever af­ter? No one knows beca­use no one knows what it is to be hap­py for­ev­er.
—Tome of the Lost Re­doubt, Mus­ings of an Im­mor­tal Book

Af­ter three years of trav­el­ing to­geth­er, even a down­pour didn’t slow Be­auty and Da­man from as­sem­bling the camp at one of the a­ba­n­doned sites they had fo­und. They worked in rel­a­tive­ly si­lence with Be­auty ha­n­ging up the cords and can­vas while her prince hamme­ring in the spikes to keep it steady de­spite the wind rip­pling a­ro­und them. As soon as she fin­ished ty­ing off the last of the rope, she gave the can­vas a shake and made sure the small ditch made from rocks and a shov­el would di­rect the wa­ter away from them and fur­ther down­hill.

“Looks good, my qu­e­en.”

“And you, my prince. You good?”

He stood up. The rain had plas­tered his shirt a­gainst his body, out­li­ning his de­fined mus­cles and sle­nder form. He had stripped out of his trench coat af­ter slip­ping into a stream. It re­ma­ined un­der­neath the first set of shel­ters they had as­sem­bled to shield their sup­plies; they had left the hors­es in town with the i­n­tent of re­turn­ing in a day or two. “Well, the tent looks good, you look bet­ter, and I can’t wait to have you naked in my roll soon.”

A warmth bub­bled up, pu­shing back the chill from the wa­ter that slipped past her coat and nipped at her legs. With a faint blush, she gave the can­vas an­oth­er shake be­fore ges­tu­ring to the stone ring that had been set into the gro­und by so­me­one else. “You want some­thing to eat be­fore you rav­ish me? Or just go into it cold?” Arch­ing her back, she gave him a sul­try smile.

Da­man lo­oked be­tween her and the pit. Then he stepped for­ward un­til his so­aked chest pressed up a­gainst hers.

She lift­ed her lips, catch­ing her breath with an­tic­i­pa­tion.

“Di­nner would be nice,” he said with a grin and then re­turned to po­und­ing in the spikes.

Be­auty o­pened her mouth in mock rage, but her smile ru­ined it. “Do you pro­pose light­ing strikes or should I get the al­chem­i­cal pot? I know we have a pack of the smoked rab­bit from ear­li­er. Noth­ing else e­njoy­able, just some hard tack and weak wine.”

“A meal fit for a qu­e­en.”

“Your qu­e­en would like some­thing just a tad more for­mal, maybe on a plate or with a lit­tle sweet to go along with the teeth-bre­a­king crunch.”

Da­man chuck­led. “I’ll have some­thing for you… once we’re done eat­ing.”

An­oth­er flush of heat. “Te­ase.”

“It’s been days. Hur­ry up, I’m erect­ing more than a tent right now.”

She slogged through the rain to the oth­er shel­ter and gath­ered up her sup­plies. The al­chem­i­cal pot was a met­al co­n­ta­iner filled with a blue slime. She po­ured it out on some so­aked wood. Ca­re­ful­ly wi­ping her hand, she pulled out a box of white met­al sticks and se­lect­ed one. Cri­n­ging, she jammed one into the slime and stepped back.

The liq­uid and the met­al i­n­ter­act­ed with a flash of light and then a blue, al­most transpa­rent, flame burst into life. The acrid smell of the chem­i­cals fol­lowed her to the packs. By the time she u­npacked their meal, the sharp smell had fad­ed and there was noth­ing but heat with very lit­tle light.

She co­oked their meals quick­ly with a pot nes­tled in­side the slime and the rab­bit on a skew­ers to keep it away from the con­coc­tion; it burned well, but tast­ed hor­ri­bly.

Be­auty fin­ished soon af­ter Da­man had fin­ished arra­n­ging their tent for the night. Se­e­ing the soft roll spread open invit­ing­ly, she shiv­ered with a need for warmth and in­ti­ma­cy. But eat­ing food on the same bed that she hoped to e­njoy her love didn’t ap­peal to her.

She car­ried their food through the rain to an out­crop­ping a hun­dred feet away and down­hill from their camp­ing lo­ca­tion. Da­man had al­ready set up a sim­ple shel­ter by ty­ing bra­n­ching to­geth­er. It was wet, just cool, but safe.

He reached up for her as she sat down, one hand on her hip and the oth­er steady­ing the plate un­til she could sit down next to him. “Hel­lo, gorge­ous.”

“My prince,” Be­auty sighed as she set­tled into place. They pressed their knees to­geth­er and used it as a shared sur­face for the ste­a­ming meat and chunk of brit­tle, dense bread.

They ate in rel­a­tive si­lence. It didn’t both­er Be­auty like it used to. Af­ter three years of trav­el­ing to­geth­er, they had ex­haust­ed many of the con­ver­sa­tions be­tween them. When it got to be re­ha­shing of ei­ther shared expe­ri­ences or their past, the words died away into a com­fort­ing pre­sence.

She smiled to her­self and le­aned on his shoul­der.

“Thi­n­king a­bout La­nier?”

“I wasn’t un­til you brought it up.”

“Sor­ry. It’s just been rat­tling in my head ever since we left.” He let out a groan and traced his fi­nger­tips along the back of hers be­fore grab­bing an­oth­er hunk of sliced meat.

“A­bout what?”

There was a hes­i­ta­tion, short but per­ceiv­able. “The fu­ture.”

The mus­cles in Be­auty’s neck tensed up. His words were cagey, hid­ing his i­n­ten­tions. “You mean if we should fol­low zirs list?”

“Zi? Yeah, that’s it. Zi had some bit­ing words to me while you were still half-con­sci­ous.”

“Oh?”

“A­bout chas­ing af­ter the past.” Da­man sighed u­nhap­pi­ly and set down his plate. “I don’t think La­nier thinks high­ly of our quest to get the Beast back.”

“No, zi doesn’t.” Be­auty gri­nned and reached out to clasp his hand. She turned to look at her love. “Do you want to keep go­ing?”

His brown eyes flick­ered to the side. “Do you?”

“Well, I want what­ev­er would make you hap­py.”

Da­man gro­aned and shook his head. “I’m go­ing to the same thing. We want the best for the oth­er, but what is the best? Should we keep go­ing? I feel that we’re at a cross­road now. Both paths lead home back to the palace, but I think we are go­ing to be two very diffe­rent set of lovers based on what we cho­ose.”

She nod­ded with agre­e­ment.

Da­man sniffed. “I miss be­ing the Beast, I re­al­ly do. I like that pow­er, that rush of be­ing… ca­pa­ble.”

“You also smelled bad when you came in from the rain.”

His eyes glit­tered and le­aned for­ward. “I could also smell you from across the room. That scent was al­ways so se­duc­tive, like a per­fume that only you could wear.”

Her cheeks warmed up.

Da­man brought her hand up to his lips. “I could feel the beat of your heart when you came close and hear those qu­iet lit­tle moans in the back of your throat when­ev­er I pressed you a­gainst the wall or held you tight.”

Be­auty let out a whim­per.

His eyes tensed for a mo­ment. “It so­unds diffe­rent, it feels diffe­rent. For years, all I wa­nted to do was be hu­man a­gain.”

Da­man’s eyes soft­ened and then he smirked. “Now, it feels like I trad­ed some­thing that gross, de­struc­tive, and pri­mal for this near­ly per­fect body that hasn’t had a pim­ple in years.”

“Oh, yeah, it’s ter­ri­ble be­ing noth­ing but a mere hu­man so beau­ti­ful that men, women, and li­ons throw them­selves at just to be with you.” She rolled her eyes and then lean for­ward to kiss him light­ly. The brush of their lips to­geth­er brought an­oth­er wave of warmth through her body. “It isn’t… that bad of a form, if I had to pick one.”

“Do you still miss the Beast?” he asked in a qu­iet voice.

Be­auty hesi­tat­ed and then nod­ded. “Prob­a­bly for the same things. You were wild then. I loved ru­n­ning my hands through your fur and the feel­ing when you wrapped your arms a­ro­und me and I felt tiny and pro­tect­ed.”

“And all those stops in the stair­well?”

Her blush came back. “Not every­thing is a­bout sex, you know. Or your so-called ‘log’ that you prob­a­bly miss the most.”

He smiled but it didn’t reach his eyes. “You ever no­tice that we don’t have as much sex since I trans­formed?”

She did and a small part of her missed the far more pri­mal ses­sions that she wa­nted to ad­mit. She cle­ared her throat and shift­ed clos­er. “Maybe, but what if that is just gro­wing old to­geth­er?”

“It’s only been three years.”

“Well, I heard you stop do­ing the fun things a few months af­ter you say ‘I love you.’ I mean, we had a talk a­bout that ear­li­er.”

He slipped an arm a­ro­und her waist and pulled her close.

She set aside the plate to lift her­self up so she could strad­dle his lap. Set­ting down, she could feel his hard­ness and a wel­co­ming heat of her own.

“Now, Be­auty, I do love you with all my heart.”

“I can feel,” she said with a grin.

“No, I’m se­ri­ous. I love you more than life it­self. I love you with the beau­ty… shine of an undy­ing rose on a pedestal. I love you more than the sun, the moons, and the clouds above us.”

As if liste­ning, a flash of light­ing bright­ened the sky.

“And the light­ning too.”

She draped her arms over his shoul­ders and brought her body tight a­gainst his. Her lips caught his and they kissed a­gain. It was short but sweet. “And I love you more than all the danc­ing fur­ni­ture in the world, the spells and the rich­es. If we gave up every jem and cuk we had to­day, I would still be the rich­est woman in the world.”

Da­man cupped her but­tocks with his hands and pulled her tight. He let out a moan and kissed her lips, and then her chin.

She lift­ed her head and e­njoyed the touch of his lips as he traced down to her col­lar and over to her shoul­der. Even through her coat, the pres­sure felt good.

“Need to re­move this.”

“I’ll get wet.”

“Yes,” he mut­tered into her shoul­der. Re­leas­ing one hand, he reached up and worked at the front of her out­fit.

She jo­ined him, pulling open her clothes un­til she could push it off her shoul­der and let him re­sume his ca­ress­es along the del­i­cate skin. She mo­aned at the touch.

When he reached his lim­its, he kissed back to her throat and then to her lips.

The ques­tion still hung over them. She could feel it ha­unt­ing her, as if she couldn’t e­njoy the pas­sion with­out it be­ing an­swered. “Can you live with me if you nev­er be­come the Beast a­gain?”

He stopped, his eyes fo­cus­ing on hers.

“Can you?”

The lo­n­ging was there, she could feel it ris­ing up and de­mand­ing she say no. It was a hu­nger, one that may nev­er be fed a­gain, even if they spent thir­ty years try­ing. She sniffed as her eyes blurred with tears and she stared at the man she loved with all her heart. “I think I can, if that is what you want.”

“I don’t, but…” He sighed. “If I had to cho­ose be­tween fifty years of… hav­ing my life fro­zen in hopes of get­ting him back and tak­ing you home to treat you like the qu­e­en you are for those same fifty years…” His voice trailed off.

“My love?”

He smiled and kissed her. He cle­ared his throat and got a tighter grip on her but­tocks. “I think this time, I’m go­ing to cling to love and take you back home.”

The words felt like a knife in the stom­ach but also a blos­som of bril­li­ance in her heart. A tear ran down her cheek as she kissed him. “Then, I want to go home with you.”

“To spend the rest of your life with me?”

“Yes,” she gig­gled. “To spend the rest of our lives to­geth­er, man and woman, in love.”

He squ­e­ezed her ass and pulled her into a kiss.

She melt­ed into his em­brace, kiss­ing and to­u­ching as she tugged at his clothes. It didn’t mat­ter if rain would soak them to the bone or the cold that nipped her bare shoul­der, there was a warmth wait­ing for her.

Da­man broke the kiss. “Can you re­al­ly live with­out my im­mense log?”

“Your ‘log,’ as you call it, is plen­ty fine with me. It fills me up just right any­ways.”

“Let me take you back to the tent and let’s make sure.”

She held up a fi­nger. “I be­lieve, you said that you were go­ing to do some­thing first.”

He frowned.

A rum­ble of thu­nder shook the gro­und a­ro­und them. And then an­oth­er flash of light­ning.

“Some­thing a­bout get­ting on your knees?” She squ­e­ezed her thighs to make a po­int.

He gri­nned. “Oh, yes. De­fi­nite­ly. New plan. I’ll get my very warm and wet desert and then I’ll make sure you’re hap­py with my log since you’re go­ing to be get­ting it for many years to come.”
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        Rude Interruption


        
The Fall of Ko­sòbyo, the first great bat­tle of the world war, start­ed the bloody ex­o­dus of the desert clans from their homes as they at­tempt­ed to flee the upco­ming civ­il war be­tween the sun and moon.
—Giv­il da Nisi­an, The Me­chan­i­cal War, One Wo­man’s In­sight

Morn­ing came with a lighte­ning of the sky and pres­sure on Be­auty’s blad­der. She man­aged to pull her legs out from be­tween Da­man’s and crawled out of the wo­nder­ful warmth of their bedrolls and into the cold air of their shel­ter. Above her, rain still driz­zled in a light pat­tern on the heavy ma­te­rial and she could feel cold air se­e­ping un­der­neath the edges and along the o­pe­nings.

Shive­ring, she tried to pull her clothes but they had got­ten trapped un­der­neath the rolls. Her lover’s weight pi­nned them a­gainst the soft gro­und and she could feel they had gath­ered the damp from the rain.

Qu­iet­ly mutte­ring to her­self and fight­ing the gro­wing need to pee, she lo­oked a­ro­und for an al­ter­na­tive to cov­er her­self. For a mo­ment, she con­si­dered go­ing out naked but it was cold, rainy, and she didn’t know how safe the a­ba­n­doned camp would be.

She spot­ted Da­man’s heavy shirt in­side the rolls. It was coiled next to his arm and be­tween his body, but lo­oked oth­er­wise easy to pull free. Crawl­ing over him, she grabbed it and gen­tly tugged it free. It still had his warmth and smell when she pulled it on and cov­ered her body. The heavy ma­te­rial reached a foot be­low her hips, i­nde­cent in po­lite com­pa­ny but e­nough to rush to the la­trine and back.

For­go­ing the rest of her small clothes but not her pair of boots, she crawled out of the shel­ter and then ran through the icy driz­zle to the la­trine they had fo­und ear­li­er. The sky above her was brighter, prob­a­bly ear­ly morn­ing with the sun well hid­den be­hind the boil­ing clouds.

She didn’t like be­ing ex­posed, even with no one else a­ro­und. She fin­ished her busi­ness and hur­ried back. Her bare feet smacked loud­ly on the wet grass­es and she slipped a few times when she hit a patch of cold wa­ter just a few de­grees above freez­ing. She couldn’t wait to crawl into Da­man’s warm bed and just let the rest of the day pass by.

Be­auty reached the shel­ter they put their sup­plies when her skin prick­led. Slip­ping to a halt, she stopped and lo­oked a­ro­und.

There was so­me­one le­a­ning a­gainst a tree only a few yards away from the en­trance of their sle­e­ping area. It took her a mo­ment to take in the gray trench coat and the bulky man in­side to i­den­ti­fy the in­trud­er, Ri­zen.

Ri­zen chuck­led and ges­tured with one hand. “It’s rare to see such a beau­ty pranc­ing out of the rain.”

Be­auty tight­ened her lips and lo­oked a­ro­und. U­nder the edge of their sle­e­ping area, she saw a jerk of move­ment. Then be­hind her, a rus­tle of grass­es told her that so­me­one had walked up be­hind her. She glanced a­ro­und, lo­o­king for some­thing to de­fend her­self, but her sword was a few yards away with only the hilt stick­ing out. The peace-bond wire gli­nted in the light, not that it would stop her.

She brought her eyes up. “What do you want, Ri­zen?”

“Your man left in such a hur­ry, right in the mid­dle of our dis­cus­sion. I want to re­turn to the top­ic so I came out here.”

“How did you find us?”

Ri­zen shook his head. “I didn’t hurt the lit­tle girl. One of my men over­heard you and I asked that im­press­ible yo­ung man what they were talk­ing a­bout. He was a fool for an­swe­ring, but he doesn’t know bet­ter,” Ri­zen said with a grin. “These Tarsan youth don’t un­der­stand be­tray­al… at least not yet.”

Be­hind her, she heard two men chuck­ling. They were on each side of her and she guessed they were also a­bout two yards be­hind her. To the side, she saw an­oth­er few men co­ming up from where they had been hid­ing be­hind trees. They were all so­aked from the rain and their heavy boots crushed dy­ing leaves and fall­en branch­es.

Her skin crawled.

Da­man crawled out of his shel­ter, still naked. He gro­aned as he made a show of stretch­ing be­fore he lo­oked po­int­ed­ly at Ri­zen. “Why are you bothe­ring us?”

Ri­zen’s eyes flick­ered down to take in Da­man’s appe­a­rance. He made a show of shrug­ging with disi­n­ter­est. “As I told your woman, I just want to talk.”

“I have no i­n­ter­est in your words or your fa­ntasies.” Da­man made a sho­o­ing ges­ture with his hand.

Ri­zen pushed him­self from the tree. His gloved hand dropped to the hilt of his sword. “Maybe, but we are still go­ing to talk.” His voice was low and thre­a­te­ning.

Da­man flexed his back and shoul­ders, his mus­cles twitch­ing. For a mo­ment, Be­auty was re­mi­nded of how he would do that as the Beast, a ter­ri­fy­ing ges­ture that si­lenced most con­ver­sa­tions in­stant­ly but, as just a naked hu­man, it didn’t have the same ter­ri­fy­ing im­pact.

No one re­spo­nded.

The prince sighed. “Why don’t you just head back to town and we’ll talk there? I have lit­tle i­n­ter­est in pol­i­tics with my branch swi­n­ging out and gathe­ring rain.”

“Beca­use I doubt you’d re­turn. You’re a cow­ard, March Prince.”

“I am not a cow­ard.”

“Maybe. Maybe not,” Ri­zen said, “but I’d rather see which side you are on.”

“Why are there sides? I wasn’t aware we were at war with Tarsan.”

Ri­zen’s eyes flashed. “We a­ren’t at war with these pa­thet­i­cal­ly soft men of a dy­ing co­un­try. You know as well as I do, the desert bor­ders have fall­en. What­ev­er hap­pened in­side that for­sa­ken land is spilling out and Ge­paul is right on the front of that bat­tle. We are the march­es be­fore the war and I will be damned to the hells if I let a bunch of sand-blo­oded bas­tards take my land and kill my peo­ple.”

A­ro­und them, a few of the men gru­nted with agre­e­ment.

Be­auty glanced to the sup­plies, lo­o­king for Da­man’s we­apon. It wasn’t where she thought they had left it. Her eyes sca­nned a­ro­und, turn­ing to the side. As she start­ed to look be­hind her, she heard a scuff­ing of move­ment and held her­self. They were stand­ing just on the edge to make her un­com­fort­able and it was work­ing. Her stom­ach twist­ed.

Ri­zen’s eyes caught hers. He chuck­led and held up Da­man’s sword. “Lo­o­king for this?”

Da­man held out his hand. “That’s my fa­ther’s sword. I would rather you not stain the hilt with your touch.”

Ri­zen shook his head. “No, pret­ty boy. You’re go­ing to lis­ten, one way or an­oth­er.”

“Are you thre­a­te­ning me, Ri­zen?”

The war­rior’s eyes lo­oked di­rect­ly at Be­auty. He smiled slow­ly even as his eyes dark­ened.

She shiv­ered at the look.

Da­man crossed his arms over his chest. “Are you thre­a­te­ning… my Be­auty?”

Ri­zen an­swered with­out lo­o­king back. “Yes. Ei­ther you lis­ten with her by your side or you lis­ten to her dy­ing. If you con­ti­nue to fight, then you’ll die—”

Be­auty couldn’t take it any­more. She rushed for­ward and ya­nked her sword free from the pile of her sup­plies. The we­apon felt com­fort­ing in her grip as she spun a­ro­und and braced her­self.

The two men that were lo­o­ming be­hind her were armed with short swords in their hands. The blades wa­vered and rain ran down the naked steel. One of them had a sec­ond we­apon out, a short fight­ing dag­ger.

Ri­zen chuck­led. “Go on, let her have her lit­tle toy. It’s peace-bo­nded. You’ll have plen­ty of time to cut her throat by the time she gets it free.”

Be­auty glanced down at the thick wire that tied the hilt to the sheath. It was stur­dy and wouldn’t budge. Ri­zen was right a­bout try­ing to free her­self, but she fo­cused to make sure the wire still re­ma­ined in the two notch­es on each side of the sheath. Se­e­ing that, she trans­fers the sheath to her oth­er hand and held it firm­ly by the mid­dle.

One of the lo­o­ming men chuck­led and el­bowed. “You even know how to use that, Girl?”

She glared at him. “I’m good e­nough to han­dle two boys.”

“Yeah, right.”

Ri­zen sighed. “Now lis­ten, Prince. You are go­ing to help us take this town if you want to or not. If you don’t, then I’m go­ing to make sure your lit­tle girl here has a very short and pa­i­nful life left.”

“Take this town?” Da­man shook his head as he glared. “We a­ren’t at war with Tarsan. You are talk­ing a­bout in­vad­ing from Ge­paul, that would start a war.”

“We need that iron for our own bat­tles. Tarsan doesn’t care a­bout this place, it’s some mid­dle of fuck nowhere mine right on the bor­der. Half the busi­ness used to go through that pass un­til a few years ago. I know, I was posi­ti­oned over there, watch­ing this co­un­try get fat­ter and rich­er while Ge­paul starved.”

A mur­mur of as­sent came from Ri­zen’s men. Be­auty co­u­nted sev­en of them, all armed and ready for fight­ing.

“And what hap­pens when Tarsan comes to de­fend their ter­ri­to­ry?”

“The town is eas­i­ly de­fe­nded, if you know the en­e­my is co­ming. We’ll just blow the road lead­ing to Tarsan and then start ship­ping the iron across the pass.”

“Wi­nter is co­ming. A lot of peo­ple will suf­fer if you do that.”

“I have a lot more al­lies than you know. I can bring in fire mages to keep the pass open and stone knights to keep it clear. Ge­paul is go­ing to get this iron, one way or the oth­er.”

“And do you think the Sil­ver King is just go­ing to wel­come you with open arms.”

Ri­zen snort­ed. “The Sil­ver King is a fool who thinks the best of peo­ple. No, I fol­low the Gold­en Qu­e­en and she will re­ward me for my ser­vice.” Ri­zen thumped his chest. “She will re­ward all of us, even you. You want to be more than March Prince? Do­omed to spend the rest of your life pro­tect­ing some bor­der?”

“My fam­i­ly has pro­tect­ed the bor­der for gen­er­a­tions.”

“Then why a­ren’t you there… Prince?” Ri­zen smirked.

Da­man pressed his lips to­geth­er but said noth­ing.

“You a­ren’t there beca­use you want ad­ven­ture. Jo­in me, and we’ll have a glo­ri­ous  time con­qu­e­ring this town and then we join the war that has al­ready start­ed. The Gold­en Qu­e­en is al­ready mov­ing and I plan on firm­ly plant­i­ng my feet on the wi­n­ning side.”

“What if you are wrong?”

Ri­zen snort­ed. “I’m not. I will not let the sands in­vade my home, even if I have to kill every one of those brown bas­tards with my own hands.”

Da­man shook his head. “And I heard they are bri­n­ging their fam­i­lies with them. These are refugees, not war­riors.”

“They still at­tack.”

“We pro­voked. They are scared and fright­ened.”

“They’ll be dead soon e­nough. They can be scared in what­ev­er hell their sands have for them.”

Be­auty felt sick to her stom­ach lis­tened to Ri­zen. She tight­ened her grip and glanced at the two men thre­a­te­ning her to see if ei­ther was dis­tract­ed. To her sur­prise, they had ex­cel­lent dis­ci­pline and kept their eyes on her.

Da­man shook his head a­gain. “No.”

Ri­zen did a dou­ble take, fi­nal­ly lo­o­king away from Be­auty to the prince. “What?”

“No, I will not be­tray my oath to Ge­paul. I will not help you in­vade a peace­ful co­un­try. I will not stand by and let you slaugh­ter i­nno­cence, no mat­ter if they are here in Tarsan or fle­e­ing wars in their home. In fact, I will go be­yond not help­ing by ac­tive­ly do­ing my best to stop you.”

Ri­zen ges­tured at him. “You’re naked, un­armed, and out­num­bered.”

Da­man gru­nted. “I’m not… ex­act­ly in a po­si­tion to stop you in this mo­ment, but that doesn’t mean I’m not go­ing to try.”

The war­rior shook his head. “No, I need to make my po­int clear. You will help me, Prince. Kill her.”

Be­auty tensed as she turned to­ward the two men. She held up her sheathed sword be­tween her and them.

In the cor­ner of her vi­sion, she saw Da­man lo­o­king at her ex­pec­tant­ly. Her mind flashed for a mo­ment, try­ing to re­mem­ber the ter­rain be­hind her. The shel­ter wouldn’t be e­nough pro­tec­tion if they sur­ro­u­nded them. They had to get fur­ther away but she doubt­ed they would have a chance to snatch oth­er sup­plies.

Da­man an­swered as he shoved him­self away their tent and rushed to­ward her.

“Stop him!”

Be­auty surged for­ward, bri­n­ging her sword up be­fore slam­ming the tip of the sheath hard on a large rock she spot­ted. The bot­tom third of her sheath had been made from a thi­nner ma­te­rial. It crum­bled from the blow, dri­ving two wedges on ei­ther side of her blade up and into the wires. The met­al snapped, fli­n­ging off as the sword was eject­ed from the sheath.

Grab­bing the mov­ing hilt with prac­ticed grace, she swung it in a tight arc as she stepped to the right. The blade made a per­fect sweep at an an­gle and caught the first man just un­der his chin. The tip tore open his throat be­fore the blade arced down to catch the sec­ond man across his knuck­les. The blade jerked as it snapped bone and sliced through his fi­ngers.

Be­auty stepped back to catch the mo­men­tum of her first strike, flipped the sword un­der­neath her hand and then drove for­ward to ram the blade into the sec­ond at­tack­er’s gut. With all her might, she an­gled the blade up to spear his lungs and oth­er or­gans.

The world stopped for the bri­efest of mo­ments.

With her face in a gri­mace, she twist­ed hard with all her might.

Blood sprayed across her face.

Da­man raced past her with­out a sec­ond look.

The first at­tack­er gur­gled as he tried to stop the crim­son spray­ing out from his fa­tal in­jury.

The sec­ond man stared at her with shock and fear.

Then, with a twist of the blade to tear her oppo­nent open even fur­ther, she ya­nked the blade out and ripped open his stom­ach. She stepped back to avoid the gore and then turn and ran af­ter Da­man.

By the time the first man hit the gro­und and the sec­ond’s or­gans were spilling out across the gro­und, she had caught up with Da­man and they rushed up the hill to­ward a bank of mist that hadn’t been burned off by the hid­den sun.

Sec­onds lat­er, there was a roar as the war­riors charged af­ter them.
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        The Freezing Cold


        
Mo­u­nted by the un­chaste princess, the uni­corn’s de­me­anor cha­nged. Gone was the flo­wing white mane and the flow­ery per­fume that clung to sparkling fur and in it’s place was a night­mare, a crea­ture of death with burn­ing red eyes and a horn drip­ping with blood. It re­ared up and then plu­nged into the Dark For­est, nev­er to be seen a­gain. Even to­day, the screams of the be­tray­ing princess can be heard when the wind blows.
—Kastil dea Gor­bil, The Uni­corn Tri­umphant

The cold and wet air tore at Be­auty’s face as they race along the slick dirt path. She led the way, her boots spla­shing through the pud­dles and cast­ing off flecks of ice in all di­rec­tions. Her shirt gave her lit­tle pro­tec­tion and the flur­ries of wind cut a­gainst her bare thighs.

Da­man held onto her hand, his grip tight as he stum­bled af­ter her. She winced with every groan he made as he tried to keep up with her with­out a shred of pro­tec­tion a­gainst the wind or any­thing to pro­tect his feet.

Dis­tract­ed, she tripped and lost her bal­ance. With a yelp, she swung her oth­er hand to catch her­self. Her sword splat­tered blood into the air be­fore she la­nded on her knuck­les. The im­pact drove the hilt in her grip tight a­gainst her bones and a burst of pain tore up her arm.

Da­man slipped his hand a­ro­und her and helped her up. “Keep go­ing, love.”

Be­auty whim­pered and stum­bled with him un­til she could take the lead. “W-What a­bout you?”

“Less talk, keep go­ing.”

They gath­ered speed along the trail lead­ing back to the main road. They had tak­en it be­fore and she re­mem­bered where they could sprint and where they had to be ca­re­ful; she only hoped that Ri­zen’s men wouldn’t have an im­me­di­ate knowl­edge of their sur­ro­und­ings and they could get a­head.

Co­ming over a hill, they came up to a fork in the trail. One way con­ti­nued down the slope and to the road. It was a straight path the en­tire way and she could see the grav­el mark­ing the way back to Fires Down Be­low. The oth­er way was an over­grown trail that led fur­ther along the curve, trail­ing away from the road and the town.

Da­man stopped her at the junc­tion. He shiv­ered as rivulets of driz­zle and sleet ran down his nude form. He gro­aned and wiped the mois­ture from his face. “Which way?”

There was a yell in the dis­tance.

Be­auty wor­ried her lip as she lo­oked be­tween her choic­es. Go­ing down would get them to the town and shel­ter for Da­man. There was also a risk beca­use of the un­known e­ne­mies wait­ing for them. The oth­er way would be risky with only a shirt and a pair of boots be­tween the two of them.

He cocked his head and lo­oked back. “Only a few chains be­hind us. Maybe ten sec­onds be­fore they see us.”

Be­auty tight­ened her grip. “Are you—?”

“Cho­ose, I will fol­low.”

“You’re fre­eze—”

“Cho­ose!”

She cri­nged but then po­int­ed away from both of the choic­es, up the slope to a thick clus­ter of rocks. She could see mist and fog se­e­ping be­tween the boul­ders and a thick­er bank of shift­ing mists be­yond it. “Up there, if we can—”

Da­man didn’t want for the rest of her se­n­tence. He gripped her tight­ly and tugged her along as he forged through the wet un­der­brush to­ward her choice.

Be­auty gri­maced and fol­lowed. She could feel him shive­ring through his hand. Ice clung to his hair and the icy wa­ter ran rivulets down his bare back. Bright lines of fresh scratch­es scored his sides and shoul­ders. She re­gret­ted her choice but they couldn’t af­ford to sec­ond guess any­more.

They made it just as the men came ru­shing down the path af­ter them.

Be­auty pulled Da­man down into the shad­ows of the rocks. The swirls of the fog tick­led her skin as the world grew hazy. It would ho­pe­ful­ly shield them from their at­tack­ers but it also meant that she wouldn’t have any warn­ing if they ap­proached. She cocked her head and strained to lis­ten to the words that drift­ed up.

Da­man shiv­ered vi­o­lent­ly.

Be­auty lo­oked at him, con­cerned.

“I’m fine,” he mouthed but his teeth were clat­te­ring. They had only been ru­n­ning for a minute, but he had noth­ing to shield him from the cold and rain.

She glared at him and inched clos­er. She set down her sword and start­ed to u­nbut­ton her shirt to give it to him. Her boots wouldn’t fit him and he ne­eded some­thing a­gainst the cold.

He pressed his hand a­gainst hers, pi­n­ning her. His eyes were a­da­mant as he shook his head.

Be­auty frowned and ges­tured an­gri­ly to his sha­king form.

Da­man glanced a­ro­und and then po­int­ed to a gap be­tween two boul­ders. There was a nar­row but clear gap be­tween them and the fog bank be­yond.

U­nhap­py but de­spe­rate to keep mov­ing, Be­auty pushed her­self up to her knees and crawled be­tween the rocks. Every step ca­used rocks to scrape a­gainst each oth­er and she winced.

Da­man kissed her ass as she passed. His lips were icy a­gainst her bare skin.

She stopped and glared at him. “Re­al­ly? Now?” she mouthed back.

“I’m not dead,” he re­spo­nded silent­ly with a grin. Even though he was shive­ring, he kissed it a­gain.

Rolling her eyes, she crawled away from the men who were at the fork in the road. Their yells and or­ders were mut­ed through the mist and dis­tort­ed by the echoes. Only vague words could be un­der­stood, none of them kind or calm. Glad to be mov­ing away from them, she only hoped Da­man and her­self could find shel­ter be­fore expo­sure killed them.

On the oth­er side of the boul­ders, she re­ma­ined on her hands and knees as she worked the boul­ders be­tween them and the path be­fore delv­ing de­eper into the thick­er parts of the mist. The air a­ro­und her grew even cold­er and ice clung to her bare skin; she was mov­ing too slow­ly to gen­er­ate heat and shiv­ers be­gan to course along her limbs.

It felt like a hun­dred years had passed be­fore they were deep e­nough into the fog to stand up safe­ly. A blast of icy wind slammed into her and she clutched her sword arm a­gainst her chest stom­ach to try ke­e­ping the wind from bil­lo­wing out her shirt.

Da­man stood up and then swayed.

She gasped and reached out with her oth­er hand. “Da­man,” she said in a wor­ried voice.

He slumped a­gainst her and gro­aned. “You’re s-so hot.” His voice was bro­ken and cracked.

The cold wind blew un­der­neath her shirt and she shiv­ered. It did not look good for ei­ther of them. “We need to find shel­ter,” she whis­pered. Lo­o­king a­ro­und didn’t help, she couldn’t see through the fog that was pro­tect­ing them. Only vague shapes lo­omed a­ro­und her: a mo­und of snow, a ver­ti­cal dark­ness that may be a tree, or an un­steady ridge of dark­ness.

“Kind of wish we had a t-talk­ing lion right n-now,” he said with chat­te­ring teeth. With a groan, he slipped his arms a­ro­und her and held her tight.

Be­auty’s heart broke feel­ing how cold he was. She made sure her sword was safe be­fore hug­ging him back. He was so cold and her heart broke to feel him shive­ring in her group.

“W-We b-bet­ter get g-g-go­ing,” Da­man said. He took a deep breath and then picked her off the gro­und.

“Da­man!”

“Qu­iet,” he gru­nted as he shift­ed her across his arms and then stag­gered de­eper into the mist.

“What are you do­ing?” Be­auty flailed in an ef­fort to es­cape and get back on her own feet. “I have the boots. A-And you’re naked!”

“I’m the p-prince,” he said. He made no ef­fort to put her down.

“What does that have to mean with any­thing?” It was get­ting hard not to whis­per.

“Like mud, s-slugs, and that bro­ken chair, I will be fine. No frost­bite, no bro­ken toes. Noth­ing in this world will harm me as long as you love me.” He gri­nned and tried to kiss her but missed. “You, on the oth­er hand, are my beau­ti­ful rose who doesn’t have all those be­ne­fits beca­use I can n-nev­er love you as much as you love me.”

Be­auty sniffed as tears burned in her eyes. She stopped strug­gling and le­aned into his cold chest in hopes that her own body warmth would help. “You a­ren’t go­ing to put me down, are you?”

“N-No,” he said with a smile.

“Just hur­ry, okay? I’ll keep a lo­o­kout.”

A­ro­und her, lo­o­ming branch­es rose out of the fog, passed over them, and then dis­ap­peared. He shook un­der­neath her, but he held her firm­ly to his chest as he walked.

Be­auty al­lowed her­self a brief smile. “I do love you.”

“And I you—” He stum­bled. He gripped her tighter to keep her close, then he straight­ened. “I love you… oh, warm?”

Be­auty lo­oked up. “W-What?” Her teeth clicked from her own shive­ring. She glanced a­ro­und her but only saw the dense fog and vague shapes.

Da­man stepped back and lo­oked a­ro­und. “There is s-some­thing… warm… here.” A smile crossed his face and then he knelt down.

She felt it be­fore her boots touched the gro­und, a warmth ra­di­at­ing from a bank of snow or a rock. With­out thi­n­king, she reached out to touch it. It was vel­vety but sol­id. It was also very warm, se­a­ring hot com­pared to her own freez­ing body.

Then it shift­ed un­der­neath her. “Ex­cuse me,” asked a deep, mas­cu­line voice that shook the sur­face un­der­neath her hand.

Be­auty snatched her hand back.

“What the shit are you do­ing gro­ping my stom­ach?” A groan. “Oh… why am I up? Where in the dark am—”

A belch i­nter­rupt­ed the words and a wave of fetid air blew past her car­ry­ing the stench of vom­it and al­co­hol. When it passed, the icy wind came back with a ve­n­ge­ance. All she wa­nted to do was plas­ter her­self a­gainst who­ev­er was talk­ing but she couldn’t; a whim­per slipped out of her lips as she drew back into the cold.

“S-Sor­ry,” Da­man said as he dropped to his knee. “We were caught out here and you were so warm when I bumped into it. We are de­spe­rate and need shel­ter.”

“So you though gro­ping me was an an­swer? Do you have shit for brains?” An­oth­er belch.

Be­auty shook her head and held up her hand. “We didn’t—”

Da­man i­nter­rupt­ed her with a hand on her shoul­der. “We’re freez­ing. I-I would love to con­ti­nue, but could we do it while le­a­ning a­gainst you? Please?”

A slash of wind plucked at Be­auty’s shirt, pulling it up. She shook at the icy claws that ran up her spine. She tried to push it down but her fi­ngers were numb and the ef­fort fu­tile.

A sud­den white light bli­nded her.

She drew back. She tried to hold her sword but her fi­ngers wouldn’t work. She lo­oked down to forced her­self but her bright­ly-lit hand was emp­ty. She had dropped her we­apon with­out re­al­iz­ing it.

They were de­fense­less.

Ner­vous, Be­auty lo­oked up at the bril­li­ant light shi­ning down on her. The fog and mist cre­at­ed a glare but she made out a horse-like face with ra­i­nbow-col­ored eyes. When the crea­ture turned to one side, the light moved and she could see it was a sin­gle glo­wing horn sprout­ing from the uni­corn’s head.

The uni­corn pe­ered at her and then at hu­man. “Um, I’m pret­ty sure you are both hu­man, right?”

Da­man said, “Yes, of course.”

“You seem… very naked for pranc­ing a­ro­und in the mid­dle of wi­nter.”

The prince chuck­led. “Wasn’t our i­n­tent.”

“You were do­ing some­thing with sex, right? I’ve heard hu­mans were al­ways fuck­ing.” The uni­corn shook his mane and gro­aned. “Oh, too much berry wine last night…,” he mut­tered.

“Well,” Da­man said. “It was sup­pose to be a night of cud­dling and e­njoy­ing our­selves but then so­me­one tried to kill us.”

The uni­corn scoffed. “I don’t care, not i­n­ter­est­ed. Hu­mans are noth­ing but trou­ble.”

A shiv­er tore through Be­auty. She clutched her arms tight to her body as she tried to stop her teeth from chat­te­ring. Glanc­ing over, she no­ticed that there was a clear sym­bol on the uni­corn’s flanks: it lo­oked like a buck­et with waves ris­ing up from it. A­ro­und the base of the pail were cir­cles. She frowned in co­nfu­sion beca­use her first im­pres­sion was that it lo­oked like a buck­et of shit.

Da­man pulled her tight to his body as he spoke to the uni­corn. “Please? Just for a few min­utes? As soon as we can, we will be gone.”

Be­auty lo­oked up at him and then to the crea­ture.

An­oth­er belch. “Fine… just… try not keep your filthy hu­man parts rub­bing a­gainst me. It’s bad e­nough I’m go­ing to need a bath af­ter this.”

Da­man guid­ed Be­auty a­gainst the uni­corn.

The uni­corn was warm but foul-smelling, the smell of stale wine and shit clung to the crea­ture’s hair. But she wasn’t go­ing to leave for a smell. Gro­a­ning, she pressed her body a­gainst the heat and shiv­ered.

Da­man slipped up be­hind her, cradling her body as he set­tled into place. “Thank you. My name is–”

“Don’t care any more than a pile of shit on the gro­und.”

Da­man con­ti­nued as if noth­ing was said. “Da­man and this is Be­auty.”

The uni­corn snort­ed. Then he gro­aned.

“Ha­ngover?” Da­man said. He slipped his arm a­ro­und Be­auty’s waist and held her tight be­fore set­tling a­gainst the uni­corn’s stom­ach.

“Yes, thank you for re­mind­ing me. Though I could use a buck­et of mol­ly berry wine right now. And a de­cent hunk of roast meat.”

“I wasn’t aware—”

Be­auty el­bowed Da­man be­fore he con­ti­nued. “Be nice to our host. We might sur­vive to find shel­ter beca­use of him.”

“Yes, the fat hu­man fe­male ap­pre­ci­ates me.”

Da­man start­ed to re­spo­nse but Be­auty i­nter­rupt­ed him. “And you,” she kicked him, “what was this a­bout car­ry­ing me across the gro­und? I have boots, that was one of the few things I could han­dle. And, I might men­tion, I’m the only one who even has a shred of cloth­ing on right now?”

“I told you, I’m a—”

“Yes, a prince. But what makes you think you’re im­mune to frost­bite? Just beca­use mud and leech­es don’t stick to you doesn’t mean you can’t lose your toes from the code, or slip and fall. You a­ren’t im­mor­tal, Da­man, and I don’t want to find out how to live with­out you.”

He chuck­led. “I know, but that’s it. As long as you are in my sto­ry, then I will come out.”

“Yes, but you could be scarred for life.”

He kissed her neck. “Only if that is what would turn you on.”

She squirmed at the touch. With the heat and their near death expe­ri­ence, his in­cor­ri­gi­ble na­ture was hard to re­sist. “Not now.”

“Fine, but only if you ac­knowl­edge that I’m go­ing to car­ry a torch for you as long as I have fi­ngers to hold it and feet to raise it high.”

Be­auty sighed. “Fine, you love me.”

“I do and you love me. And soon, we’re go­ing back home and be­ing hap­py every af­ter.” He chuck­led and kissed her a­gain. His fi­ngers snaked up to cup her breast.

She gig­gled and pushed his hand down. “Da­man, no filthy hu­man parts, re­mem­ber? We need to be graci­ous to our host.”

“Fine…” He hugged her tighter. “But when we get back, I’m go­ing to bring you to a prop­er room and rav­ish you be­hind a locked door.”

The uni­corn gro­aned. “You two are re­al­ly dis­turb­ing, a­ren’t you? Like two mo­nkeys rut­ting in a pud­dle of mud. Like every oth­er hu­man I know.” He belched a­gain. “At least you a­ren’t try­ing to kill any­one.”

Be­auty ducked her head and wo­n­dered if los­ing her sword was a bless­ing in dis­guise.

Da­man shrugged. “Thank you, Buck­et.”

The body un­der­neath her tensed.

He ges­tured back to­ward the uni­corn’s flanks. “I as­sumed your name is Buck­et, right? Syrup Buck­et? Mud Pail?”

The uni­corn let out a huff. “Is that what you re­al­ly think my name is?”

“Well, I haven’t had a good chance, but I’ll call you what­ev­er you want me to call you.”

The uni­corn sighed. “Pail is fine. Just… don’t need to add any­thing more to that.”

Da­man gri­nned and salut­ed. “Well, a ple­a­sure to meet you, Pail, and I thank you from both of our hearts that you were will­ing to give us shel­ter. As soon as we can, we will make our leave.”

A cold wind tick­led Be­auty’s bare legs. She curled up tighter to the uni­corn but then the cold wind blew up a­gainst her but­tocks. She squirmed and then shift­ed back un­til she had one leg nes­tled be­tween Da­man’s with his body pro­tect­ing her pri­vates and her feet un­der­neath the uni­corn’s legs.

It was un­com­fort­able but at least she stopped shive­ring. With a sigh, she rest­ed her head a­gainst Pail’s bel­ly and closed her eyes.

“Is this love?,” asked Pail af­ter a few min­utes.

She lo­oked up, sur­prised. “What?”

“I can sense he used to be cursed by a fae.”

Da­man chuck­led. “Yes. I was a self-ce­n­tered prick and pissed off the wrong woman. She cursed me to be a mon­ster.” He kissed Be­auty’s shoul­der. “At least un­til she taught me to care for so­me­one oth­er than my­self.”

Pail’s body tensed. “And it was True Love that broke the curse?”

“Appa­rent­ly. At least that is what La­nier said.”

“You talked to the blue mage?”

At Da­man’s nod, Pail glanced a­ro­und. “Then he’s prob­a­bly right a­bout sur­viv­ing.”

“Re­al­ly?” Be­auty drew clos­er to the uni­corn. It was al­most like sle­e­ping in her bedroll, ex­cept for the smell.

“True Love doesn’t stop af­ter the curse is bro­ken. It re­places it, cre­at­ing a co­nnec­tion be­tween the two of you. I don’t re­al­ly un­der­stand how, but I know that her love will cha­nge him to fit her ex­pec­ta­tions.”

Da­man chuck­led. “You mean, I don’t have to wor­ry a­bout wash­ing my hair beca­use she thinks princes al­ways look good?”

Be­auty blushed and smiled to her­self. She nev­er thought a­bout it, but Da­man was ex­act­ly what she ex­pect­ed with a prince. She le­aned back a­gainst him and sighed.

He squ­e­ezed her and kissed her shoul­der.

Pail tossed his head and the light grew brighter. “Why are you out here? You fo­und love and broke the curse, shouldn’t you be stay­ing e­njoy­ing your Ever Af­ter?”

Da­man’s arm squ­e­ezed Be­auty but he said noth­ing.

She thought a­bout their de­ci­sion to re­turn home. She was tired of ad­ven­tures and freez­ing and crawl­ing through swamps, but they were talk­ing to a uni­corn and she wouldn’t have a chance to do that a­gain. “W-We were on a quest to turn him back but… we had just giv­en up af­ter talk­ing to La­nier. But, then we were at­tacked—”

“Ex­cuse me,” Pail said sharply. “You were on a quest to get him cursed a­gain?”

Be­auty gig­gled. “Yes.”

“W-Why, in the every flo­wing sew­er of shit, are you try­ing to get cursed!?”

Damar kissed her. “Beca­use we wa­nted to go back to the way it was. I was a beast, huge and hulk­ing. I had claws. I had height and strength. I had a huge dick.”

“You are do­ing this just to rut even more? Oh, for the pow­ers that be, you hu­mans are dis­gust­ing!”

“At first, yes, but not af­ter.” Da­man’s voice was sad and qu­iet.

Be­auty froze, she had nev­er heard Da­man speak of any­thing else.

“But then it was some­thing else. I’ve been feel­ing like I’m just we­a­ring this suit. It’s pret­ty and hand­some, but it also isn’t mine. As the years go on, it gets more un­com­fort­able like… like I need to get out of it but I can’t.”

Be­auty turned her head to look into his sad eyes.

Da­man wiped a tear from his face and then kissed her nose. “I’m sor­ry.”

“Nev­er be sor­ry,” she said. “How long?”

“I don’t know, I didn’t re­al­ize it un­til I was talk­ing to La­nier a­bout her… zirs body. Then it just clicked. A suit that didn’t fit, that made sense to me. I want to be the Beast a­gain, not just for sex and fun, but beca­use it feels right. I don’t want to wear my Da­man suit any­more.”

“Then why did you want to go home?”

He sighed. “We’ve been try­ing so long. So many fights and strug­gles. I’m tired and it looks like it can’t hap­pen as long as you love me.”

Da­man kissed her on the lips. “Every sec­ond of every day is a life­time of joy for me, and I won’t risk any­thing if it meant I might lose you.”

She smiled and kissed him back. “I love you, my beast.”

“And you will al­ways be my beau­ty.”

Pail gro­aned. “And I’m go­ing to be sick.”

Da­man chuck­led. “It isn’t—” but his words were i­nter­rupt­ed as Pail surged to his feet.

Be­auty and Da­man slumped to the gro­und as the uni­corn lurched out of the warm spot on the grass and vo­mit­ed loud­ly. The cold air quick­ly re­turned and she clung to the still warm gro­und as she steeled her­self a­gainst the weath­er.

Pail’s horn flick­ered and then went dark. He vo­mit­ed a­gain. It so­u­nded like a huge buck­et be­ing emp­tied out on the gro­und and the stench sur­ro­u­nded her in a cho­king cloud. He stag­gered back and then did it a third time.

When he fi­nal­ly came back, the heat was fad­ing from the gro­und. “Come on,” he said with a foul breath. “Get on.”

Da­man got to his knees, then helped Be­auty up be­fore stand­ing. “What do you mean?”

“Get on me. It’s some dis­tance to the ring and you can’t walk there like that.”

Be­auty blushed. “I’m not… a vir­gin.”

Pail stared at her and then huffed. “Why would I care? We a­ren’t hav­ing sex! I’m just giv­ing you a ride, you daft hu­man! WHy is it al­ways rut­ting with you hu­mans!?”

She squirmed in dis­com­fort. “The le­gends say I have to be one. I just as­sumed… that is was im­por­tant.”

“Well, screw those le­gends. I want to go home and I might as well take you to some­where you can get cle­aned up and maybe some an­swers. So that means both of you need to get on beca­use I have no i­n­tent in slow-walk­ing a mile in this weath­er.”

It took them a few mo­ments to get up on Pail. Be­auty le­aned a­gainst the warmth and sighed. She hat­ed how even a few sec­onds away from the uni­corn’s warmth felt like like hell. She wasn’t go­ing to ques­tion their luck, she was just hap­py that she wasn’t go­ing to die of expo­sure in the mo­u­n­tain.

“Where are we go­ing? Back to La­nier’s?”

Pail shook his head and his horn be­gan to glow a­gain. “The Fairy Realm. I fig­ured be­tween True Love and your curse, we might as well find an ex­pert on curs­es.”
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