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      Once upon a time, there was a story of a girl…. who became a beast.

      The girl had everything she could ever want. She lived a charmed life full of riches, in a beautiful castle that overlooked the entire town below her. She had wonderful parents who blessed her with everything she ever wanted, and a lovely garden filled with the reddest roses. She wore elaborate gowns to expensive parties, and caught the eye of many suitors throughout the kingdom.

      Most enchanting of all, the girl was magical. She was able to create incredible worlds with her magic, which was the most powerful in the land. The girl’s magic was strong and undeniable, able to perform tricks to entertain the wealthiest lord to the lowest peasant. Everyone praised her abilities, and everyone wished to observe her cast her magic again and again.

      But her fairytale life was about to be destroyed, for there were others who coveted what she had, and sought to take it for themselves.

      An enchantress came to the girl one night, offering the girl a deal. At first, the girl accepted, but as time went on, she realized that the deal she’d made with the enchantress turned out to be a terrible mistake.

      The girl attempted to end her contract with the enchantress, but once she did, a vile curse set upon her and the castle. The enchantress’s spell took hold of the girl, changing her into a vicious creature. Her beautiful features shifted and her body changed, morphing her into a hideous beast. Her garden of red flowers turned to sharp thorns, and her gowns wilted into ashes. Her castle began crumbling around her, turning to a mess of falling stone, and the perfect world she’d created turned dark.

      There was only one way to break the spell. The girl, now turned beast, was required to find one who would tell her story, and fulfill the bargain she had made with the enchantress long ago. But the girl reasoned that no one could love a monster, and therefore, hid away in the ruins of her crumbling castle, believing that she was trapped to remain a beast forever…

      But, unexpectedly, love had other plans.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          BELLIAN

        

      

    

    
      Bellian had the belief that beauty wasn’t in the eye of the beholder— instead, beauty came from inside, and was more than what it appeared. True, real beauty could only be seen once you really looked at someone; understood what and who they were on a core level that couldn’t be determined by what was on the outside. He hoped, more than anything, that his work conveyed that one vital truth.

      Bellian sat in a chair in a busy office building, his legs bouncing anxiously as he waited to be called in. This was a very important meeting, one that could change the trajectory of his entire life. He’d been up all night, feeling absolutely sick to his stomach while waiting for this moment. A manuscript sat in a yellow binder, and he held it like it meant everything to him.

      Because it did. This was his life’s work, and if this meeting didn’t go well, he wasn’t sure what he was going to do.

      He’d been here for over an hour. He’d arrived early, but the meeting had been pushed back at the company’s request after his arrival. It was wasting his valuable time, but he’d wait. The opportunity he’d get if this went well⁠—

      “Ms. Flur is ready for you,” the receptionist called, and Bellian’s throat tightened. He rose to his feet, his heart pounding as he reached for the door and entered a massive, grand office that was practically bigger than his house.

      A woman with a red suit and a crocodile smile stood behind a desk, waiting for him to flutter into her mouth so she could devour him whole.

      “Ah, Bellian, isn’t it?” Louisette Flur, the head of Flur Publishing House, stood to shake his hand as he entered. He nearly dropped the binder when he went to grab her hand. “It’s nice that we can finally chat. I’ve heard so much about your work.”

      “It’s a pleasure,” Bellian replied, and he forced his quivering knees to stop shaking as he took the seat across from her. He reminded himself that this needed to be perfect. This wasn’t a meeting with an agent, or an editor. He was speaking to the CEO of the biggest publishing company in North America, going straight to the top. He knew he wouldn’t have gotten this meeting if not for a certain undesirable connection, but since he’d made a deal with the devil, he might as well utilize it to the best of his ability.

      “I don’t like small talk, so let’s get straight to the point,” Louisette started, leaning back in her chair. “I’ve read your first five chapters, and they’re good— very good. You’re an exceptionally talented writer, and I think you’ve got a shot at making it big, which is why I’m interested in getting a contract whipped up immediately.”

      “Really?” Bellian choked out. He couldn’t believe it; they wanted to sign him now, today. It was more praise for his writing than he’d ever gotten before.

      “Absolutely. Your pitch is amazing and your ideas are exactly what the public is looking for right now. And since A. Dracone is no longer writing for us, we want a new top fantasy author to take their place,” Louisette replied. “With the right amount of marketing, we think you could be our next heavy hitter, even surpass A.D. on the bestseller charts. You’ve certainly got the talent.”

      Bellian nearly passed out. A. Dracone was his favorite author of all time. He’d read all their books, every single one, so much so that his beloved copies had pages falling out of them. And now A.D.’s publisher wanted to make him their next big star?

      He could hardly believe it. He’d been writing since he was fifteen, and had gotten nothing but rejection letter after rejection letter since he’d started submitting his work to publishers. Now a major company was actually interested in his manuscript! Bellian’s dreams were materializing right before his eyes, and he had the wayward thought that this was too good to be true.

      “There’s no point in waiting. We want to sign your entire six-book series. After all, dragons are what’s popular right now,” Louisette said cheerily. There was a light air to her tone, as though she were laughing at an inside joke that Bellian wasn’t privy to.

      “Well, the series is about dragons, but it’s so much more than that,” Bellian said, getting excited. “It’s about friendship, and finding love in unexpected places, and diverse characters⁠—”

      The smile had slid off of Louisette’s face to be replaced by a look of absolute dread. “I beg your pardon?”

      Had he said something wrong? Bellian’s blood went cold, and his stomach dropped as he said, “The cast. It’s… I have all kinds of characters, from all walks of life that come together to form a found family. People from different races, gender identities, same-sex couples…”

      His voice trailed off as he realized Louisette seemed shocked. “I didn’t realize it was that kind of book.”

      Did they not… read the rest of his manuscript? Bellian had brought an extra copy so they could skim it together, just in case, but figured she understood the main parts. He knew Louisette hadn’t had time to go over it before the meeting, as she was CEO of the company. But he assumed that someone at the company— even an entry-level intern— would’ve read his entire book and briefed Louisette on it before this meeting began.

      Apparently, that hadn’t happened. Louisette had read his first five chapters, realized his book had dragons in it, and deemed it was good enough for them to publish without reading the rest.

      Obviously, by the look on her face, diverse cast members were a deal breaker.

      Bellian rushed to save the situation. “This book isn’t political. It just… features a diverse group of characters, having adventures in a magical world.”

      “A diverse group that you are not a part of. Certainly you realize how this looks,” Louisette said scathingly. “We can’t publish a book like this. Social media would rip the book to shreds.”

      “Well, some people would, but I think more people would be excited to see themselves in a book like this,” Bellian said. “Especially because, historically, fantasy has only portrayed their heroes in one way.”

      “Don’t you think you’re overreaching?” Louisette asked. “After all, someone from your gender and… background… shouldn’t be writing about any characters who are not the identity that you present as.”

      Bellian found he was feeling sick. This meeting was quickly spiraling out of control. “I hired multiple sensitivity readers to go over the manuscript, and everyone said the representation was done well. People’s opinions on how their identities are portrayed matter⁠—”

      “I’m sorry, but it’s simply not done in this industry, and whoever you hired, those people are wrong,” Louisette snapped. “If you want us to publish you, you’re just going to have to rewrite your story so there are no diverse characters.”

      His intestines twisted into knots, smothering his torso. “I’m not going to let you butcher my work,” Bellian said, horrified.

      “I’m editing your work to make it more consumable, and less intimidating to our audience,” Louisette stated. “You are a man of a certain identity, so you should change all your characters to be men of that identity, as that’s the only type of character you’re qualified to write.”

      “But there are already thousands of stories like that,” Bellian replied weakly. “My book is different.”

      “You cannot possibly believe you have the authority to write from the perspective of a woman, or a character who has a different sexuality, or anything of the sort,” Louisette said scathingly.

      “It’s not about authority. I have dozens of characters in this novel. It would be discriminatory and exclusionary in itself to make sure every single one of them looked and behaved like me. I wouldn’t be putting in the effort to be inclusive if I played it safe and never added any characters that were different from me just because I’m worried someone on the internet won’t like it.”

      “That’s how the industry works. If you don’t like it, then it doesn’t look like writing is for you,” Louisette stated, as if she was sure she was right.

      Bellian steadied himself as he gripped his manuscript tightly and said, “I know I can’t understand the perspective of certain people, because I don’t share those experiences. But I know we all have feelings, and no matter who we are, human beings are more alike than different. There is no difference between a man, a woman, a nonbinary character, or anyone else riding a dragon, and there shouldn’t be, because it’s a magical experience that everyone should be able to have. Nothing else should factor into that.”

      “It’s so obvious how inexperienced you are. Given the recommendation I received, I’d had higher hopes for you,” Louisette scolded. Bellian shrank in his chair, feeling very much like a small child being put in time-out.

      He hadn’t missed that she’d scoffed when he’d said the word nonbinary. Louisette nearly rolled her eyes as she said, “We have a certain set of readers, we always have, and that is who you should be trying to prove yourself to. Not all these… others.”

      “But Flur Publishing House has a policy of seeking diverse manuscripts.” It was listed right on their website. They’d specifically asked authors to send them manuscripts that featured diverse characters and stories.

      Louisette wrinkled her nose. “We sign the works that are best suited to the future of the company.”

      He understood her meaning completely. The company wanted to portray that they were inclusive and open-minded to the public, while they continued being prejudiced behind closed doors where the money was made.

      Suddenly, the statistics he’d been reading last night about Flur Publishing’s number of authors they’d published from a diverse background in the last five years— there were none— made much more sense. The company would rather continue to tell diverse authors, as well as diverse stories, no, and keep publishing stories about only one kind of person, rather than risk potentially making a mistake and causing a social media storm.

      His mind was a mess. Bellian navigated it desperately, trying to find any way to save this meeting. “What about A. Dracone? She wouldn’t have⁠—”

      The look of pure disgust on Louisette’s face stopped Bellian’s voice in his throat. She looked exactly like what he had envisioned a villain would be. “A. Dracone understood what needed to be done. They gave us exactly what we, and the people, wanted. Simple.”

      Bellian couldn’t find the strength to speak. Between the downright evil tone Louisette had used, and the thought that A. Dracone could have agreed to her terms, it was all too much. This was his favorite author… and they’d caved to the demands of the company.

      Maybe A. Dracone had wanted to write diverse stories, and the company had told them no. Maybe that’s why they’d stopped writing in the first place. The shattered pieces of Bellian’s heart were coasting through his veins, slicing him open from the inside.

      A deep sigh from across the desk snapped Bellian to attention, just in time to keep the tears from spilling down his cheeks.

      Louisette leaned forward, her voice full of the surest conviction. “Let me tell you something. No one will ever publish you the way your work is now. In fact, no publisher will even touch you. And if you are dead-set on causing an online controversy with your work, one the company doesn’t need, then we are done here. Have a good day.”

      Louisette shoved him out the door, and it slammed behind him. Another employee whisked him through the overly gaudy hallways faster than he could process the brutal and total rejection.

      Nothing had ever felt like this. Not the countless, emotionless rejection emails from other publishers. Not the news of his diagnosis. Not even the day A. Dracone announced that they were done with writing. A pit had opened in Bellian’s stomach, a black hole that threatened to suck all of the life, hope and dreams out of him.

      They didn’t care about his words, his art, or how he dreamed of impacting the world. All they cared about was how much money they could make off of him. Louisette had decided his work was too much of a risk, so she’d cut him loose.

      An alarm on his phone startled him out of his spiral. He’d been so excited about the meeting, he’d completely forgotten he’d picked up an extra shift at the campus library. He quickly called a rideshare, and stuffed his manuscript into his messenger bag. For the first time in his life, he didn’t care if the pages got ripped or bent.

      What was the point? No one was going to take a chance on him anyhow.

      Bellian threw himself into the car as soon as it pulled up. The driver whistled while he stared up at the building. “What kind of business did you have at a place like this?”

      Bellian looked down at his bag sitting on his lap. His fingers tightened on the strap. “Nothing. Just get me to the Aubneux Campus Library as fast as you can.”

      The driver shrugged at Bellian’s dejected tone, but did as was asked. Bellian was glad for the driver playing his rock music too loud for conversation. The anger in the songs echoed how Bellian felt.

      The town of Mesquin was busy, if not beautiful. The town’s population was composed of descendents of immigrants that had left behind 18th century France in search of a better life. As such, the architecture reflected the Baroque style of the time, with theatrical flares and gilded statues on every skyscraper. As they left the city’s main hub and headed toward the suburbs, the setting changed to more rustic, storybook-type cottages.

      It was here that the people of Mesquin went on with their lives, doing the same things they’d done since their boats had landed here centuries ago. Day… after day… after day. If it was one thing the town of Mesquin was good at, it was monotony. They hadn’t had an interesting day in this city since they’d decided to colonize this spot, that was for sure.

      Thankfully, the campus wasn’t far. Bellian tossed the driver a ten for the ride and walked for the library as fast as he could.

      Now was one of those all-too-common occurrences when Bellian wished he could run, or jog, or even properly speed walk. He was almost glad the meeting with Louisette had been cut so short. If she hated diverse characters in a story, what would she think of someone with a real disability?

      Someone like him, who had been diagnosed with chronic fatigue syndrome as a child. He’d missed out on school, friends, even travelling with his mother for work. As an adult, he still couldn’t participate in sports, or do too much of anything, really. If he pushed himself too hard, he’d be in pain for days or even pass out.

      The disease wasn’t all bad, though. If not for being bedridden, he might not have picked up a single book. He knew most of his classmates didn’t read nearly as much as him, despite living in the same city as a huge publishing house, given how they made fun of him for his fantasies.

      And if he’d never gotten into reading, he never would’ve discovered the greatness of A. Dracone. Though he was rethinking that as well as his dreams, now.

      Bellian sighed as he settled into his normal seat at the front desk of the library. They’d been kind enough to station him on the first floor, and even let him keep a chair on hand. The head librarian, an old woman named Miss Regina Pines, adored books as much as Bellian did, and took fondly to him before he worked there. Once he’d applied for a job, she was over the moon, and hired him immediately.

      It was probably the only way he managed to get the job, but he didn’t care. Nothing beat the glorious quiet, the view of stuffed shelves, the smell of old paper.

      Of course, Bellian’s peace couldn’t last forever. An overpowering smell of a very chemically strong perfume— Bellian thought it was supposed to be citrus, but only smelled acidic to him— invaded his nose, and he braced himself for what was coming next.

      A few people whistled as a breeze blew the scent around the room, and there was the sound of pencils dropping. The silence was shattered by the melodic click-clack of high heels across the polished wood floors.

      Gastelle was here, and Bellian had nowhere to run.

      He tried his best to hide behind the computer screen, looking busy. But Gastelle didn’t care about work, especially other people’s. Her perfectly manicured nails curled over the top of the screen, and her face appeared beside it. The fumes of hairspray that wafted from her perfect curly black hair made Bellian cough. She was carrying an iced coffee in her hand, one that was topped with heaps of whipped cream and definitely not allowed in the library.

      “Hi there, Bellian,” she trilled in her sultry voice. She was purposefully ignoring the men behind her, watching her with hanging jaws and drool dribbling down their chins. She took a step away from the desk and placed a hand on her hip.

      When will she give up?

      Bellian straightened and smiled politely. “Can I help you find a book, Miss Flur?” As much as he hated to say that name right now, he would do anything to put distance between him and Gastelle.

      Gastelle scoffed, pulling out her phone. She swiped across it a few times, then shoved it into Bellian’s face. “Why would I need a book when I have the internet?”

      A few heads behind her bobbed in agreement, and one man even dropped the textbook he was holding. Gastelle smirked as she stepped up to the desk and leaned over it. Her hand slid over Bellian’s, where it rested on the computer mouse. “You could help me with something else, though.” She winked and kissed the air, holding her coffee higher.

      Bellian forced an apologetic smile. “Sorry. I told you before, I’m not interested. I just don’t think we’d be compatible.”

      Gastelle’s smile dropped and her eyes hardened. Louisette had worn the very same expression. Cold, calculating… villainous. The resemblance between the two Flur women was truly unsettling. She leaned in closer, and Bellian held his breath against the assault of her perfume.

      “I got you that meeting with my mom,” Gastelle purred. “I think I’m owed one date.”

      Bellian’s skin crawled, and he carefully got up from his seat to back away. He grabbed a stack of papers and acted like he was organizing them. “The meeting didn’t go well, Gastelle. I appreciate that you got me that meeting with your mom, but I’m not interested.”

      Gastelle straightened. Her voice rose until it echoed around the room. “You really should consider my offer. Anyone else would take it in a heartbeat.”

      The heads of the men behind her bobbed again, more enthusiastically.

      “I’m not like anyone else in this city,” Bellian muttered.

      Gastelle tossed her hair over her shoulder. She moved around the desk, getting right in Bellian’s face. “That’s why I like you. So stop playing hard-to-get, and take me out tonight. I’ll promise you’ll have fun.”

      Gastelle’s hand was quickly lacing up his arm. Bellian swallowed. “I’m sorry, Gastelle, but I… I… you’re too pretty to go out with a beast like me!”

      The lame excuse was the best thing he could think of, and he floundered to grab a pile of books that were on the desk. His legs gave out, though, and he ended up falling back into his chair. The movement knocked the iced coffee out of Gastelle’s hand… and made it spill all over her shirt, covering her in whipped cream.

      “Ugh!” Gastelle screeched. “How dare you! This sweater was 
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