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      Once upon a time, I was a beast masquerading as a man, though I usually hid it well enough so no one would know. Then a faery’s curse unleashed it from under my control, and it nearly destroyed me. All these years later, I still suffer from what she did to me, still suffer from her ironically angry response to my own anger.

      I’ve heard many versions of the faery tale my life was said to have become, a story of a man who was turned into a beast only to be redeemed by love when it was almost too late to save him from losing his humanity forever. While much of what the storytellers, the minstrels, those gathered around late night fires claim is true, they are mostly, if not entirely, glossing over the finer details wherein the real story lies. They forget that I was never a beast, but a man, a man who daily battled a merciless rage, an icy anger, a deep ravenous void that refused to be filled. I never had fangs, or horns, or a head full of fur, sharp claws, or a body outwardly different than any other human noble. Spinning tales of a curse, waxing poetic of a cure, they forget to talk about the before. And they certainly never mention the long road of after. Because therein is the true terror of my tale, in looking back and knowing that all the while I was outwardly a man, a man ruled by a beast.

      Rather, they tell about the presumed happy ending, dwell on the supposed ways that Kiara saved me, and my soul, from being a lost echo in the crevices of my mind. Though Kiara pulled me back from the precipice, I still face the danger of tripping and tumbling headfirst into an abyss so dark that light is swallowed before it has a chance to shine. There are yet battles to be waged; the beast has been silenced, but it is not vanquished. It will never be gone.

      Because love is not enough and it takes more than a gentle touch and forgiving heart to make a man whole again, as much as any broken man can ever be. Because a man cannot go through what I did and come through unchanged, because everything, every thing, especially magic, leaves a mark.

      Some days are easier, some days my human side is so strong it seems impossible that it would ever again relinquish control to the wild animal within. Those days I smile freely and am every bit the man I’m supposed to be.

      But there are some days that it takes only one wrong step to send me hurtling back into the darkness, one misplaced word to reignite the all-consuming fire of rage and with it the power of the beast. On such days, I try to disappear before I hurt anyone, stubbornly waiting out the darkness as minutes tick by like years and I fight to reassert control.

      I’d be better off without those days. For they are all that stand between me and my supposed happily ever after.

      So let this account tell the truth of my so-called faery tale, let it be known how black a heart can be, how deep a beast can sink its claws, and the sort of scars it leaves behind. Let it tell of how many shadows can shroud a man’s soul and how even a sliver of light can give it a heretofore forfeited hope that it may yet be redeemed.

      Let it tell my story so others may yet know why it was I chose to fight at all.
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      My father’s subjects considered him a good man, a fair and just king, but he showed me none of the patience and consideration so readily offered them. Still, I don’t blame him for what I became.

      I blame him for not preventing it.

      He was the one to raise me, and treat me as he did, with a level of discipline nothing short of intolerable. My father loved his children, very deeply, but he was irrationally taxing when it came to his heir. At least once I became him. My older brother Adlard was supposed to take the throne, and all my father’s hopes and dreams were poured onto his cherubic head from the moment he was born. As the second son, I was happily left to my “less important” military destiny, never expected to be more than a soldier and protector of my older, more blessed brother. My father even named me after Delphe’s legendary General Azahr, as if any would dare doubt the role I was intended for. Physically, I caught up to and then surpassed my older brother both in height and in strength by the time I was eight, so that sort of life always made sense to me.

      I was given extra tutelage in war and strategy, while Adlard was immersed in politicking, but even with the way Father’s academic expectations commanded most of our day, we still found plenty of time for mischief and play outside of the classes we shared.

      “General Azahr would never have positioned his army so foolishly,” Father’s gruff criticism once interrupted a few quiet hours we’d stolen to test some theories on my well-worn set of wooden soldiers. “Hasn’t Sir Garamond taught you a bloody thing?”

      Sir Garamond was the most esteemed, the most prodigious of all of Father’s knights. He trained me in martial arts, physical combat, and swordsmanship, keeping me on track for the type of life I was meant to have led. And though he never thrashed me into defeat, he never let me win easily either.

      “Hello, Father,” Adlard greeted him easily.

      I didn’t. I was too ashamed.

      Father gestured with his foot, never mind whatever might be under it. “He’d have lost both Delphe and Yadrehena with his army so scattered.” He glared at me. “And what could he have said to his brother the king then, failing him as he would as the kingdom’s sword and protector?”

      “I pressed Azahr to show me this formation,” Adlard answered for me, my burning cheeks keeping my tongue in place, “and he only obliged to prove how poorly planned the position is.”

      Father glared at Adlard, then abruptly nodded once and turned away.

      “Adlard,” he commanded after him.

      Adlard jumped to follow Father but not before imparting an impish wink. “You wouldn’t have to explain anything to me,” he reassured.

      The moment he was out of sight, I knocked the soldiers over and only ever set them up in ways I knew had proven victorious, just in case Father ever happened upon me again.

      Another time, Father caught us arguing over a piece of music when we were supposed to be practicing a duet at the piano. We were never spared much time for music—it was something Mother wanted and Father only allowed to appease her one request, and because he thought it might behoove us to have some ear for music, considering its place at court—but I loved those brief respites, possibly because their scarcity made them all the more precious. Or because they had nothing to do with Father’s plans for our individual futures. Though I will admit that, not having been blessed with Adlard’s easy way with words, I always felt that music spoke better for me. Be it the music of a sword whistling through air or the melodic notes coaxed from an instrument.

      For whatever reason, the sheet music was missing a corner, leaving the last notes of the line incomplete. Remembering the incident with the toy soldiers, I was adamant that we couldn’t play what we didn’t know. Adlard insisted we make it up, it was more fun that way.

      “Your arguing is worse than your playing,” Father thundered at us, instantly cutting off our squabbling, “and that only because when you play you at least aspire to mimic someone greater. Azahr, do you intend to fight Adlard’s every decision as king or will you support him as you should?”

      “I started it, Father,” Adlard was quick to tell him.

      “A general can never be caught arguing with his king,” Father replied with a pointed look in my direction. “It sows doubt and fear in the kingdom.”

      “The fault is mine,” Adlard spoke for me again. “Azahr has a much better ear for music than me, and I sometimes provoke him just to rile him.”

      “Yes, well, remember what I said,” Father cautioned, accepting Adlard’s excuse because it was his. “You must each remember your place.”

      “Of course,” Adlard agreed quickly.

      “Of course,” I added in an almost whisper, even knowing I would later torture myself with all the things I should have said instead.

      Father pressed his lips into a tight, thin line.

      “You’ll come with me,” he said next to Adlard, right before he spun on his heel and strode away.

      “I’m still right,” Adlard whispered past a cheeky grin before bounding after Father.

      I stayed at the piano another hour, at least, urging the notes of music to gather up my thoughts, my growing shame and carry it all away.

      I never did learn the ending to that particular piece.

      Even as Adlard so often shielded me from Father’s more intense attentions, I spared little thought for the future outside of the dictated image of who I was meant to be, never once suspecting those early childhood years would end up being the most peaceful of my life.

      Then, when I was ten, Adlard died after three days of a sudden illness at the age of twelve, and I became Delphe’s Heir Apparent.

      Father, however, had no more hopes or dreams to pour into me. All that remained was frigid, rigid, uncaring expectation. As a now only son and newly minted crown prince, my treatment differed greatly from my sister’s, the flawless Princess Amellia. My mother did as best she could to encourage me, but I was a child who irrationally wanted to make things right through his father’s approval, and I sought it in vain.

      My father expected nothing less than perfection from me, wouldn’t acknowledge anything but, and in so doing, he sowed the seeds that nurtured the fledging beast. I was meant to live a life unnoticed outside of the eventual military conquests expected from all second sons, and I should have, too. Perhaps I would have been known as Adlard’s closet confident, a voice of reason in the eventual king’s ear and staunchest supporter of his reign. Instead, I was pushed onto center stage, and not only did I not want the part, but in every look, in every gesture, in every glance, in every mirror on the wall and in the mirror of my father’s eyes, I was reminded that the role was never supposed to be mine.

      There was nothing I could do without being criticized, there was no thought I could voice without being corrected. My father didn’t hate me, I truly believe he acted without malice, his heart had simply been broken and he could find no comfort in preparing the replacement for his precious heir. Adlard took a part of our father with him when he died, and in turn, Father destroyed a part of me. The absence would become so deep and dark and pervasive, I would never find its end. Not even after the curse took effect.

      “Father, I merited a perfect score on the test today about the history of the monarchy,” I once proudly told him.

      He frowned at me. “Did you not receive any extra points?”

      “None were offered,” I replied, my enthusiasm instantly waning.

      “You should have asked,” he replied. “A monarch always looks for extra ways to benefit his people. Adlard knew this.”

      “Yes, Father,” I said dutifully, turning away to hide my confusion between his lesson and the results of mine.

      That was mere weeks after Adlard’s death.

      “Father,” I reported another time, “I almost bested Sir Garamond in a horse race this afternoon.”

      “Almost,” Father echoed, wholly unimpressed, making me regret I had even mentioned it.

      “Almost,” I confirmed with notably less excitement.

      Father said nothing else, as if that one word confirmed all he needed to know about me, about all the ways his second son would never measure up to his first. Instead he turned a bright gaze upon Amellia, who’d just come in to announce that she’d successfully memorized the orders of nobility. I knew them flawlessly at the age of five; she was seven and my father heartily congratulated her, never mind that she stumbled twice.

      That was barely six months after Adlard died, and already my life was under scrutiny beyond any I had been meant to endure. With one word, Father could make me feel foolish and unworthy, with one look, he could burn pride and accomplishment to ash.

      And so a rage began building inside me—held in check if only because I couldn’t yet imagine being strong or equal enough to lash out against him—from the injustice of a brother taken too young and another, less qualiﬁed one unwillingly made to take his place. It, this rage born of frustration, hurt, and all things I couldn’t bring myself to feel or say, mercilessly battered my mind and relentlessly screamed to be set free. Even worse, my father’s expectations of his surrogate heir made me terrified of failure, terrified to fall short of the perfect future I was supposed to represent. I had to be more if I was to ever come close to standing in for my brother. Especially as I no longer had a brother to stand beside me.

      At far too young an age, my father thrust the entire weight of the kingdom upon me, and even though my shoulders were growing broad enough to carry the load, it was an inconceivable burden for so young a mind to bear.

      “Delphe is the hub in the wheel of the realms,” he would tell me, “the other kingdoms are mere spokes. If we do not hold the center together, then all of us fall.”

      I thought every swordfight won, each correctly labeled map, every sharp pant crease, each properly used spoon was the key to the kingdom’s prosperity and stability. Were I to fall short of anything, anything at all, I was sure my parents’ hearts would be irreparably broken once more. I truly believed, with an intensity beyond what my young mind could safely hold, that any mistake on my part would chip and bruise the kingdom, and doom the others to spin out of control along with it.

      I became just as critical of myself as Father was, though I was but a child simply following the lead of those older and, mistakenly assumed, wiser than I. If I was too hard on myself, it’s only because that’s what I was taught to be. Despite my progress, even as I grew taller than Father, I felt small and worthless. Despite my strength, even on the day I finally bested Sir Garamond, I felt useless and weak. Despite my intellect, my skills, I felt I had little to offer. No matter what I did, how great or wise, I would never, could never, be Adlard. And this, more than anything, haunted me. I ducked and skittered, howled and raged against the darkness it created within me, even as I struggled to identify it for what it was becoming.

      And Mother, well, Mother never interfered with Father’s treatment of me. Maybe she feared being the object of his anger if she did. Maybe they agreed he was entirely responsible for training his future heir. Maybe she didn’t think I was worth standing up for, which made me think the same of myself.

      What Father least understood was that each time he demanded more instead of allowing that I was enough, that I could be a good ruler in my own way, I battled between becoming a docile, battered son who only ever said yes—a poor trait for a future king—and someone angry enough to roar back. During the years I still held myself in check, each withheld praise, each lack of encouragement dangerously rattled the bars of a slumbering beast’s cage.

      I dreaded speaking with Father, dreaded every tutor and every test. I felt unreasonable levels of shame and embarrassment each time I was wrong.

      “Why must you be so difficult?” Sir Garamond growled at me one day, the only one to ever confront me on the nature of my behavior.

      “I don’t intend to be difficult!” I snapped back.

      “Well, you weren’t always,” he retorted. “Just go back to being how you were.”

      I glared at him. “Nobody wants who I was,” I said through clenched teeth. “They want Adlard.”

      “Now—” Sir Garamond tried to protest.

      “This conversation is over.”

      I realize now how I was suffocated by desperation, by expectations, by standards that couldn’t be reached, so much so that I sometimes struggled to breathe. Eventually, my obedience chipped away and I started pushing back, lashing out in a vain attempt to shatter the walls pressing in closer and closer each day.

      It took half a year for it to happen, but it was inevitable that it would at some point. My life, stolen by Adlard’s death, my thoughts and feelings bottled into silence, my fears and inhibitions endlessly shoved farther into the void, festered and multiplied like wild, untamable weeds. They leeched onto every muscle and fiber of my being, rooted in me an incredible, irrational anger.

      Unsurprisingly, I eventually turned that anger inward, mercilessly berating and labelling myself a coward for my inability to control my impulses or stand up to my father and the perceived injustices of my life. Hate, resentment, and shame gnawed at me, an ugly, toxic cocktail that ate away my decency like rust on a forgotten blade.

      Unwilling and unable to release it upon my father, or anywhere near him lest I destroy the image of a perfect and controlled son—the son who wasn’t spontaneous, adventurous, and rule-bending—it exploded onto my servants as spiteful diatribes and physical aggression. I distinctly remember the first time I saw a servant flinch when I passed too close to him, when fear of what I might suddenly do knocked away his careful composure, if only for an instant. I remember how good, how grounded that reaction made me feel. How it dissipated the helplessness. How much it made me feel like my own man. One with power and control over something.

      The curse is usually where my faery tale begins, but my youth cannot be overlooked. Perhaps I always had the anger inside of me, perhaps it never would have come out had Adlard lived and left me to my expected life, or had I just been strong enough to hold closed the door on such bitterness instead of blasting it from its hinges. I understand that every decision I made, every time I lashed out, I gave strength to that fury, though I never thought it at the time. It was my responsibility alone to bear, but the fact remains that outside circumstances and my father’s approach coupled with my personality resulted in a very unfavorable chemical reaction.

      And in the end, I was the one to get burned.
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      I’ve heard tell of a Beast so reduced by his inhumanity that his Beauty had to teach him how to read again. The very thought is laughable. It simply never happened. However, aside from the library most palaces anyway keep, I had my own sort of library, one made up of a small collection of precious sheet music gathered from various kingdoms. Before Adlard died, I would suggest to Mother that she ask Father to include a line in messages to visiting dignitaries requesting a page or two of melodies from their lands to help us develop a better appreciation of their culture. When I was at the Academy, I requested the same from the students who attended from all over the kingdoms.

      After Adlard passed, I had even less time to practice playing, but I always heard the notes in my mind, wherein the music spoke for my thoughts as well. Thunderous strokes, gentle chimes, each found its way into my thoughts well before words ever did. In music, I found a singular solace from the darkness of my heart and mind, a guiding glimmer of light from other worlds and lives. I wasn’t particular about the types of arrangements I collected, they ranged from the majestic to the mundane, the philosophical to the profane, the lyrical to the inane. Whereas I once loved hearing the melodies rise from every instrument in the castle, I now jealously guarded every note. These were my singular sanctuary, my solitary escape, and any servant who upset their order, any foreign finger that carelessly trespassed across their ink, any fold and every crease created a ripple of imperfection not easily forgiven. I lost more than one friend over their perceived mistreatment, yet how could it be any other way?

      Herein were hopes and dreams of man not subject to time or nature, herein were secrets as to how mortal man endured, herein were people who outlived even death.
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      When I was eleven years old, just over a year after assuming the hated position of heir, it was unwisely decided to send me off to the famous Academy in Laurendale, a longtime ally and neighboring kingdom. Our kingdom had its own share of military schools, but the Academy of His Majesty King William Robert Alexander was unmatched in its equal emphasis on and high standards for all levels of diplomacy and military strategy. Diplomatically, it was the place to meet and build relationships with the next generation of rulers, officers, and noblemen from ally kingdoms. Militarily, the only better training a man could receive was as a Queen’s Huntsman, an elite and exclusive class of men native to Calladium, another neighbor and ally. No one fully knew the extent of their training, but all knew that not all selected survived.

      I should have left around the same time as Adlard, who would have attended once he turned fourteen. At twelve, I would have been much younger than past Delphen princes were usually sent, but Father had insisted that even our time at boarding school was to serve in preparing me for my place in my brother’s kingdom.

      “You’ll be my shadow,” Adlard had promised me in late night talks about the future our eight- and ten-year-old selves could see, “perfect training for the kingdom’s future protector.”

      And I was as honored as could be. Together, we would have conquered every manner of potential ally at that school. Together, we would have excelled.

      Instead, I was sent off alone, and even earlier than planned.

      I learned of my fate when I was called to my father’s study one lovely, wholly innocent spring day. I knocked on his large, carved oak door and was immediately granted admittance. Father was seated behind his oversized mahogany desk, upon which stood an unmissable framed portrait of Adlard. An advisor balancing sheaves of papers stood across from Father, his valet was on hand, and Amellia sat on his lap, happily eating treats from a small bowl he’d surely requested just for her.

      I had once adored Amellia, heaping tons of attention on our first princess and fiercely protecting her, just as Adlard had silently taught in his treatment of me. Then, Amellia inspired melodies of joy and serendipity for me. Once Adlard died, all I could think was that I would never want her to know that sense of pain and loss should I suddenly die as well. If I wasn’t focused on a specific memory, the main sound I heard when I thought of Adlard was a lone, low, echoing note, a prolonged reverberation in the dark, empty expanse once holding our laughter and my adoration of him. Since Adlard’s death, I’d started shutting her, and her music, out more and more, protecting her in a way Adlard never did for me.

      So seeing her there as I stood stiffly before Father, I thought, how, at eight years old, she was much too old for such nonsense. The sight of her so happily attended to by my father also made me seethe inwardly, blinding me to her soft brown curls and charming blue bow, to the lingering resonance of spring melodies and merriment and everything my world could no longer be.

      “Father?” I tentatively asked.

      “Azahr,” he said shortly, “you’ve finally made it.”

      As though I had not run there directly after receiving his summons not three minutes prior.

      Father studied me over my sister’s head, then absentmindedly kissed it. I forced myself not to consider the last time my father had shown me any affection, let alone so casually.

      “It has been decided,” my father told me, his gaze boring into mine, “that you will indeed attend Laurendale’s Academy at the start of the upcoming academic year, three weeks hence.”

      “You-You’re sending me away?” I managed.

      I may not have been entirely happy, but it was still home. And why so young? Even Laurendale’s crown prince wouldn’t attend until he was at least twelve, if not older. Was I such a disappointment that my own father couldn’t bear the sight of me?

      Father’s face immediately darkened. “You question me?” he asked harshly. “You doubt your father’s ability to decide what’s best for you?”

      I shook my head.

      “Answer me!” Father roared, banging his hand on his desk, causing the little bowl of treats to jump.

      Amellia started, her bottom lip puffed out and began to tremble. Father immediately tightened his arms around her, cooing reassurance as he set the bowl to rights, glaring at me over her head as if her discomfort was my fault.

      “No, Father, I do not doubt you,” I finally said, just then beginning to think it may not be such a distasteful idea to be sent away from the shadow of hell my home had become.

      “You understand,” Father enunciated, “what is expected of you there. As heir to Delphe’s throne, and royal namesake of Delphe’s greatest general, there is no doubt you will do your kingdom, and your family, proud.”

      “Yes, Father,” I affirmed.

      Father nodded once to acknowledge my compliance, then flicked his hand toward the door. “Dismissed,” he said, then he turned back to his advisor as if I was already gone.

      “This amendment must take effect immediately,” I heard him say as I left. “Should it come to pass that within the direct line of descent there be no male to stand heir to the throne, the princesses of the line shall inherit the throne. Thus, the eldest princess of the line shall henceforth be known as ‘The Heir Presumptive’ to be first in line after the male Heir Apparent. Should it come to pass that there be no male Heir Apparent, ‘The Heir Presumptive’ immediately stands in his place and the princess to follow her shall be named ‘The Heir Presumptive’ until…”

      I regained enough control as I left to keep from embarrassing myself, and my kingdom, with my tears. Aside from Father sending me away, did he really have to make clear how little faith he had in me? No doubt losing Adlard had shaken his perception of the future, and I understood his taking steps to guarantee the crown would remain with his direct line, but why couldn’t he believe that would happen through me? Why make his lack of faith so obvious with formal titles and public decrees?

      With white-hot determination, I made my own decision then, one that would affect the next few years of my life and ensure I thrived at the Academy even if was to my detriment in the long run.

      I was not Adlard, would never, could never, be him, but I was still my father’s son, even under the long specter of my brother’s death. If Father who was so wise, so great, so adept at running his kingdom, if he could not, would not, allow himself to show any emotion toward me, then I would act in kind. Certainly, it did not behoove a future king to rule without keeping emotions at bay, to give so much love and trust to people who would only ever leave or disappoint. I resolved then, with the beginnings of the darkness spreading through my veins, to harden my heart and strengthen my mind, to demand nothing less than perfection just as Father had unequivocally taught in his treatment of me.

      Any desirable good, beauty, laughter, kindness, or joy was already being poisoned within me. So I froze everything over, preserving it as it was, keeping my thoughts and feelings safe under a cold, deliberate fury far more terrifying than the fire I’d been nurturing thus far. Once I was cursed, the frost created to protect my heart and mind thickened into an icy prison, holding them captive as even the blood chilled in my veins.

      My father and his advisors considered it a relatively wise move to send me to a friendly kingdom where I could craft alliances with the men who would one day run allying states and militaries. My father surely imagined the famed strategist, soldier, and politician such an education would turn me into, whereas my mother no doubt simply prayed that a few years with the military would firmly pull me back in line. I even met the Laurendale heir during my time there, though I’m not sure much else was accomplished diplomatically. As it turned out, neither of them could have been more wrong. Attending the Academy in the crown’s shadow instead of Adlard’s only further served to remind me of what could no longer be mine.

      I was one of only a handful of foreign noblemen allowed to attend the physical military training program rather than just the strategy classes, and most were relegated to training as infantry or, rarely, cavalry. I was next only permitted into the higher levels of training because of our shared border and the pressing need to assist should the ogres or gargoyles dwelling in the mountains between us attack. Honestly, I rather looked forward to the idea of war, to living up to the name I was given and the destiny that should have been mine.

      I didn’t tell anyone that I was a year younger than most of the starting students at the Academy, and, because of my size, I didn’t think it mattered. I threw myself into my studies, particularly taking to my physical training with an unshakeable determination to prove just how good I could be. I didn’t play pranks, I didn’t take breaks, and I certainly never fooled around. Adlard had been the son of fun and spontaneity and games, and that did him little good. I had a name to live up to; I had two sets of immeasurable footsteps to fill.

      My years at the Academy proved to be both my making and my undoing. Before, I could never fully identify the fury that raged within me, could never give name or form to the dissatisfaction, the chafe of injustice, the restlessness that caused it, that underlying sense preventing me from thinking anything was ever good enough. Yet, from the moment the first of our instructors started beating us into military shape, from the moment all pretext of title and birthright fell away and we were stripped down to our barest selves, I finally discovered what had begun growing in the void: a hideous, vicious monster formed and nurtured by my anger, my insecurity, my anxiety, my desperate need to regain control.

      One day in my second year, we faced off in pairs to practice various methods of taking a man down in hand-to-hand combat. As when I was eight, at twelve, I was already physically bigger than most of my older classmates, so I usually held back during drills to keep from seriously injuring my opponent. The instructor must have noticed because in an instant he was looming over me, shooting daggers from his eyes and bearing down despite his smaller stature.

      When he had determined that the fear of Heaven had not sufficiently overcome me, he loudly berated me instead.

      “You’ll need to work harder than that, Azahr!”

      “MORE!” he yelled, as my opponent struggled against me.

      “Is this how you intend to defend your borders?” he mocked. “With little taps and pats? No wonder Delphe lost Yadrehena.”

      “Stop holding back, you pathetic excuse for a prince! General Azahr would cut off his sword arm if he knew he shared blood with such a pretender! Lives are at stake! And you will fail them unless you RELEASE YOUR INNER BEAST!”

      Yes.

      That’s what it was.

      My mind shut down. My heart closed off. There was only a coldness within me, a crash of cymbals tingling through my limbs, as for the first time I realized there was a way I could finally be more than Adlard ever could.

      I faced my opponent with steel and ice. I feinted, darted in, and gripped his arm. Then I broke it, eliciting a scream from the deepest pits of hell.

      “Satisfactory,” the instructor concluded.

      I stared unresponsively as other classmates helped my opponent to the infirmary. The Academy employed a Healer to tend to the various types of injuries expected from boys in a military school, but the Healer couldn’t undo the pain. I watched removed, remorseless, uncaring. Just as I’d been raised to be.

      I shudder now to think of that moment when I first identified the primal creature lurking inside of me, just beyond the surface of my psyche and biding its time as it stalked my frozen soul. When the beast finally burst forth, it was with the deadly speed of a cobra, the fatal sting of a scorpion, and a ravenous hunger for power it leeched from the fear it instilled in others. That night I went to bed trembling, confused and infused by the intoxicating feeling that would accompany giving in to the beast.

      Once awakened, the beast lured me in, urging me to forgo all doubt, all worry, all dissatisfaction in a rush of monstrous power. Nothing and no one could hurt me when I gave in, no part of me was vulnerable anymore. It no longer mattered that I was not the first choice, I would have the kingdom someday anyway. Plus, with the beast I used my strength without reservation, enough so that my viciousness alone was enough to propel me to the top of my class. Within weeks, my fellow classmates refused to train with me, fearing irreparable physical damage. I began training with even older students, mentors and soldiers stronger, bigger, faster than me, who used skill and experience to bring hardened men to their knees.

      Looking back, I’m certain that what scared my peers most was the calm and cold of my absolute indifference, the lack of compassion with which I approached violence. It wasn’t just dangerous, it was deeply unnerving, too. A man only gained such control when he relinquished all else. Such a man has no conscience, no mercy, no passion for life with which to respect the flames burning brightly in others. So they were not wrong to be afraid.

      By the time I was not yet fourteen, neither bone nor steel could withstand me. The first time I broke a sword with my bare hands, I was alone in the training room, and shocked enough to quickly dispose of the remains. I don’t exactly remember what happened, only that I sought to work on some particular drills that were challenging me at the time. I remember getting frustrated because my feet just wouldn’t keep up with my hands, and blamed the uneven heft of the sword for my mistakes. I remember the growl of the beast, I remember the blackness clouding my eyesight, and when it had cleared, each hand held a piece of sword, the blade slick with blood though no pain crossed the frozen threshold of my mind.

      I went to the infirmary to have my hand healed, but didn’t know how to explain why.

      “The sword cut me,” I tried, surprisingly numb to the acute sting of pain as my hand stitched back together in the purple glow of magic.

      “You lads oughtten to be more careful,” came the reply.

      “I was practicing alone.”

      “Then you oughtten to be more careful,” the Healer amended.

      “I broke the sword,” I confessed, unable to stop myself, as if hearing the words could explain my bizarre feat of strength, could help to understand why I did something so needlessly destructive.

      I received an amused look in response, as if this wasn’t the first time a young man had boasted about his injuries. If only.

      Those incidents aside, the beast was feral but sporadic, appearing most often as an overwhelming feeling that fled almost as quickly as it came. Over my years at the Academy, I tried to learn how to temper it, even convinced myself that I could, but give a beast a taste of willing prey and it will tear it to pieces. The more I called to it, the more it took from me, consuming me bit by bit, winning small skirmishes that would eventually bring total victory in the war for my soul. My room and possessions most suffered the brunt of my anger as I struggled with the beast feeding within me, ashamed at the weakness others may see if they knew what stalked the shadows of my soul.
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      Not long after, in my third year at the Academy, I received a letter from Father. This was highly unusual as Mother was usually the one to write, and Father only sometimes appended short missives or notes on official business. Amellia was showing an artistic side with detailed sketches of all the things she was up to, dances, lessons, new dresses, interesting faces at court, and, at least once a year, a sheet of music specially requested from a court composer. Usually, I would take the music to my room, lock the door, and sit for hours playing it over and over in my mind. I rarely wrote back, and never saved any of her drawings. Didn’t she understand the danger of too much attachment? Of loving and relying on someone who might suddenly be taken away? Father may have given her leeway in her lessons, but I knew she was too old for further delay in this one.

      I wonder still what Father felt when he sat down to pen his first letter to me. Was there any joy in what he set forth to write? Did he ever think of how the news would affect me? Perhaps he was only writing as one official to another, an unattached update on the state of the kingdom and what that could bode for its future.

      Unsurprisingly, the letter was brief and straightforward.

      Father was writing to tell me that Heaven had blessed our family with a new baby.

      Her name was Azeria.

      Why?

      My brother, my life, and now my very name was taken from me.

      I broke another sword that night, with purpose.

      And again, I didn’t feel a thing.
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      My time at the Academy turned out to be a mixed blessing. It revealed the beast and gave it a name, then taught me how to outmaneuver others and use my body for harm. I became tougher, stronger, and more lethal. It gave the beast the tools with which to unleash its most potent fury, even to fatal results.

      There was only one man who ever perceived the truth about me during that time, though he did have the advantage of magic on his side. His name was Yarrow, and he was his own force to be reckoned with, one of only two people I ever met who could never be intimidated by the beast. The other was the notorious once-Huntsman Prince Daimyon, who was the closest anyone has ever come to being Yarrow’s friend, which reveals much about both men.

      Yarrow was a magical and a man without discernible rhyme or reason, whom I would grow to appreciate but never quite figure out. At first glance, he seemed rather plain, a man easily glanced over in a crowd, but anyone foolish enough to do so missed out on someone extraordinary. His keen eyes were a startlingly vivid purple, intelligent and cunning, revealing that here was a man who knew the truth about lies, who knew how to uncover deeply hidden secrets, who very closely guarded his own. He traded in whatever would sell, without schedule or notification of when or where he would be, yet somehow always around whenever someone was looking for him. Laurendale’s own crown prince, His Highness Prince Henri Christopher Charles Alexander, seemed to call on him often enough.

      Always in reach of Prince Alex was a student called “Captain,” a tall, handsome man with brown hair and warm chocolate eyes. There was no doubt as to his capabilities, he was simply the kind of man someone could rely upon, the kind of man a crown prince could trust with his life. The kind of man I should have been.

      Prince Alex was very much the opposite, though perhaps it was only Captain’s proximity that made the contrast so stark. Alex was stop-and-stare handsome—I saw how ladies looked at him even in adolescence—with sandy hair and clear blue eyes. He possessed an infectious laugh and undeniable charisma, two key components to his distinctive charm. Alex could be, and was, so charming, that he easily won over the strictest of instructors, even succeeded in coaxing rare smiles out of the stiffest ones. Then, I didn’t think overly much about him—in him I saw a crown prince a year younger than I, who had joined the Academy two years after me because his father hadn’t sent him away early—but I did think a lot about him later when his schooling was cut short so he could lead the fight at our kingdoms’ border and I eventually went to join him. He would distinguish himself on the battlefield then ride home after four years of victorious fighting straight into the beginning of his perfect faery tale.

      Until then, however, he was significant to my time at the Academy only because he introduced me to Yarrow.

      I was working on drills after class, struggling to channel the savagery of the beast when he found me, alone, his Captain nowhere in sight.

      “Hello, Beast,” Prince Alex greeted me with an easy grin.

      “Something I can help you with?” I rumbled.

      “Rather, I’d like to help you,” he replied, his mellifluous voice nimbly stepping over the bass of my sporadic grunting.

      “Whatever for?” I shot back, trying in vain to wipe away the sweat dripping into my eyes with a shirt already too soaked to be of much help.

      Prince Alex tossed me a towel. “As one day ruler of Delphe,” he explained, “I would introduce you to a man it would be of true benefit to know. A friend in need and all that.”

      I shrugged back at him, disinterested. I knew I had also been sent to the Academy for diplomatic purposes, but the far more interesting beast occupied my time. Since the day in my second year when I had been pressed to knowingly unleash it, all effort went into either physical training or philosophical and meditative study to calm the mind and strengthen the cage wherein I held the beast.

      “It’ll be worth your time,” Prince Alex went on. “This,” he gestured, “is not more important.”

      I didn’t bother to correct him.

      Realizing that further resistance would be suspicious and futile, I agreed to go. Prince Alex led the way, away from the Academy complex and through a maze of village streets until we came upon a dusty little pawnshop easy to overlook.

      A small bell chimed as we stepped into the shop, the closing of the door behind us causing the variety of trinkets to jerk on their shelves. Yarrow was at the other end, studying something through a magnifying glass on his work counter.

      “Your Highness.” Yarrow politely reclined his head upon seeing who had come in.

      “Yarrow,” Prince Alex replied, striding up to him with a winning grin.

      The man produced a parcel I couldn’t quite make out, and I politely averted my gaze as the exchange took place. I didn’t know much about him yet, but I did know that some things were none of my business.

      I knew they were finished when I heard Yarrow ask, “And the other prince?”

      Prince Alex gestured me forward with a magnanimous sweep of his hand. “His Royal Highness Prince Ignatius Azahr II of Delphe.”

      “Your Highness.” Yarrow now inclined his head to me, an amused yet still inscrutable smile playing across his lips.

      Alex motioned that I should step closer to the strange, magical man and as I did he ducked behind me, his exit from the shop marked with a faint tinkle from the bell. Unimpressed that he’d left me alone, especially with a shady magical he seemed to deal with despite his known distrust of them, I stepped up to the counter. Yarrow’s eyes narrowed as he watched my approach. His face darkened, he hummed with a strange energy as his eyes took on a dim purple glow.

      “I do not deal in spells that meddle with human emotions, Highness,” he told me. “There are some things magic should not trifle with.”

      His words rocked me. I was certain Alex had stumbled upon me training without design, and even more certain this man knew little of me. And, yet…

      “What do you mean, sir?” I asked, my voice carefully level to hide my indignation.

      Yarrow’s glowing purple gaze pierced mine to plunge into the very depths of my core. “The darkness, I cannot get rid of it,” he explained, convincingly apologetic.

      “I asked no such thing,” I sputtered, unwittingly admitting to something I would anyway have little success of denying before this man.

      He shook his head at me. “The only thing more dangerous than a beast running wild is a wild one caged too long.” He pursed his lips. “There is no telling what it will do when finally free.”

      It was my turn to shake my head at him. “I don’t know what you’re going on about.” I tried hard to sound dismissive, but my upset at being so clearly seen bled into my voice.

      “It will not be contained forever,” Yarrow warned, pushing ahead unperturbed by my denial, “kill it, banish it, be rid of it. It’s consumed enough of you already.”

      “You know so much, yet claim there is nothing you can do!” I accused, looking for some way to shift the attention from myself, anything to get away from the magical eyes that saw too much.

      “Only the prince can cure himself,” Yarrow concluded, a sorrowful hint of kindness in his voice, a flute’s steady refrain hovering over a vast, grassy plain. “Though only if he really wants to.” He paused and glanced up. “Perhaps Heaven will have mercy and send help to ensure you choose correctly.”

      The purple glow around him faded and he turned back to whatever he’d been dealing with before we came in. I stumbled out in a daze, too stunned by the man’s instant discernment of me and livid at how incapable I was to do as he suggested. Not that I wanted to either. There was pain and
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