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Beau and the Beast
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Beau liked to curl up in his father's wooden seat with a book. The office smelled of candle wax, paper and his father's pipe. Light came in from the single small window and there was also an oil lamp on the big desk covered with papers and notebooks for after sundown.

His father's office was his favorite room in the townhouse because of all the shelves filled with not just accounting books and inventories. There might be no tapestries on the walls, but Beau preferred bookshelves.

A small iron stove gave some warmth to the otherwise cold office that didn't see much sunlight. The thick stone walls and stone floor could become very cold in winter and the stove could also be used to burn papers that were no longer needed.

Not books, though. Beau had learned at a very young age which was his favorite shelf, the one with the history books that were for entertainment more than for Father's business. The epic poems of the past had been brought to the family by his late mother who had liked to read them aloud to her children during the long winter nights.

Beau was the only one who had kept reading them even after she left for the Afterlife, even now he was a tall, handsome eighteen-year-old who wished he could study more.

"Beauregard, aren't you hungry?"

Clotilde stared at him from the room's door, with her fists on her hips, looking as fierce as their late mother. She had taken it upon herself to act as the woman of the house and Beau wasn't sure if he should laugh or apologize.

His stomach had been rumbling for quite some time now, but he couldn't let go of the text he was reading. He'd been engrossed in a legend when Clotilde showed up and he had to leave the leather-bound book to join the rest of the family in the main living area.

Which was good, since light was quickly fading from the office and soon he'd have to light the lamp if he wanted to keep reading. After dinner, then.

The main room had a rectangular table covered with a linen cloth at the center, and two small cupboards and shelves, housing cups, pewter jugs, knives and spoons, bowls and plates against the longer wall. One door led to the front of the house and shop, the other to the office and the staircase to the upper floor and bedrooms.

The corner hearth was lit up and gave most of the light since night was quickly falling. Tapestries covered the walls between the two small windows to keep the warmth in. The oil lamps were all lit but the room was darkening quickly.

Soon only flickering flames gave light to the table that had their father at the head and the "boys" to his right and the "girls" to his left.

Lionel Bethune was a widower merchant who lived in a big townhouse with his six children, three sons and three daughters, each born one year apart. He had graying hair and a neatly trimmed beard, and tonight he looked very serious.

Clotilde, the twenty-year-old elder daughter, directed the maid to serve dinner with the help of Violaine, the seventeen-year-old youngest, while the middle one, nineteen-year-old Annabelle, brought the jugs of water and wine. All three were elegant and pretty and had plenty of suitors.

The elder son, twenty-two-year-old Romuald, sat near his father, with twenty-one-year-old Olivier. All six had brown hair and light eyes like their late mother. Violaine was the one who resembled their late mother the most, while Beau was much like his father.

Except he liked reading more than anything else, and for this he was mercilessly teased by his siblings. But since he knew his father approved, he good-naturedly ignored the teasing and kept spending most of his free time in the office.

"Still buried in a book, wasn't he?" Romuald teased as Beau sat on the bench next to him and Olivier. "You'll ruin your eyes if you keep reading into the night!"

Beau shrugged. "I was about to light up a lamp when Clotilde called me to dinner," he said.

"What kept you?" Father asked as the smells of warm food wafted around the table.

"I was reading the story of the hero, Bran Silverhand," Beau answered, excited. "I was wondering how he got to live for two-and-a-half centuries! The book implies he wasn't Human, but a demi-god, the son of Gaia, Goddess of Earth and Fertility."

"We don't believe in those gods anymore." Olivier scoffed. "We know better now!"

"Do we?" Beau replied. One reason he hadn't joined the clergy was because his view on religion was quite skeptical. He liked to study, but not to pray, so that career was not for him.

"Bran Silverhand lived long before the Moren Empire," Father said. "We indeed got rid of those ancient gods, but more because they proved less god-like than we thought than because we know better. Some vanished without a trace..."

"Because of the dragonslayers!" Romuald grinned. "Those ancient gods liked dragons too much! But we're getting rid of the damn beasts!"

Beau shook his head with a sigh. His siblings would never understand his passion for history. He thought Bran Silverhand was real, and if not a demi-god, possibly a non-Human being like the Genn who had helped with the founding of the empire.

Beau was probably the only one who didn't dream of killing dragons. He preferred reading about dragons than actually chasing them. He wasn't even very good with dagger or bow, unlike his brothers.

"Dragons don't bother me," Father said, putting down his wooden spoon with a sigh. "Sea monsters and tempests are my enemies."

"Your fleet is due any day now, isn't it?" Violaine asked excitedly. "I wonder what they'll bring!"

"Alas, it will not arrive." Lionel Bethune looked them all in the eye, one by one.

Beau's heart jumped in his throat. He knew it. He had seen it on his father's face when he'd entered the main hall.

"I received news that I lost all my wealth in a tempest at sea, which sunk most of my merchant fleet," Father continued gravely. "We will have to leave this townhouse and move to the country, where life is less expensive. And we'll have to work for a living."

Moans and groans from both sides of the table met the news, but Beau didn't join his siblings. He was thinking as fast as he could, but couldn't find a solution to his family's conundrum.

He emptied his plate, still frowning, but he had lost his appetite. He went back to the office as soon as he could with an oil lamp, but staring at the books on the shelves didn't give him any new ideas either.

There was no solution in those pages, only the adventures of heroes long-gone or texts about nature and things that his father could use in his trade. He turned to look at the accounting books and inventories, but before he could pick one, Father joined him and put a hand on his shoulder.

"Go to bed, Beau, there's nothing we can do right now. But we'll bounce back. It's the life of merchants."

"Who will live in our house while we are in the country?" Beau asked, frowning in worry. "Will they take care of these books?"

"Don't worry, my associate will make sure our library is kept well. But pack the books you love the most."

Beau relaxed and nodded. Tomorrow he'd pick and choose. Somehow moving to the country didn't sound too bad. His siblings might get bored without their friends, but he was quite the introvert and he was sure he'd be busy enough with working in the fields to not miss the beautiful townhouse.

He went to the boys' bedroom on the upper floor and lay down to sleep. He'd probably have to sleep on pallets – bags filled with dried ferns, rushes or heather – instead of his very rough wooden bedstead, but surely he'd be tired from physical work, and wouldn't have trouble sleeping...
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Lionel's other children weren't happy to leave the townhouse. They all piled into a carriage with the essentials and moved to the countryside. Living in a small farmhouse and working for their living wasn't exactly in their plans, especially since Romuald, Olivier and Clotilde were of marrying age.

But Lionel had no dowry for his daughters and couldn't offer much for his sons at the moment. Romuald's betrothed dumped him and other proposals also vanished when Lionel Bethune lost his wealth at sea.

The girls worked in the house, the boys in the fields. Beau didn't lose his smile, while his siblings were often grumpy and complained to their father who kept hoping for a reversal of his fortunes. Once a week he crossed the forest between the farm and the town, and went looking for news, receiving letters every now and then from former associates and customers.

Almost a year went by and finally Lionel received a letter that brought back his smile. One of the trade ships he had sent out had arrived back in port, having escaped the destruction of its companions. Before leaving for the town to check what had been salvaged, he asked his children if they wished for him to bring any gifts back for them.

Two of his sons asked for weaponry and horses to hunt with, whereas his daughters asked for clothing, jewels and the finest gowns, thinking his wealth had returned. Beau didn't think marriage proposals would now flock to their doors, though. He was nineteen and ready to marry a peasant, especially if his siblings kept turning down offers that they felt were beneath them.

"And what do you want, Beauregard?" Father asked, his eyes still filled with hope.

"I only ask for you to be safe," Beau answered. He really wished his father could get part of his wealth back, he knew how hard it had been for Lionel to be stuck in the country and working as a peasant after being a wealthy merchant for most of his life.

"Beau, please, I want to buy you something," Father insisted.

"Well, then bring me a new book, since I now know everything I brought with me by heart," Beau replied.

There were no books in the nearby villages and he missed finding new literary gems.

Beau barely listened to his siblings' excited chatter as they waited for their father to come back and tell them to pack, that they were going back to the townhouse. He did his chores and then sat by the window to wait for his father, wondering which book would come off the shelves and into his greedy hands.

That night a storm hit the country and Beau had trouble sleeping. The room was overheated with all the young men's bodies sleeping in it and Olivier kept talking in his sleep. But it was mostly the thunder that kept Beau awake and worried. Hopefully his father had stayed in town and would come back in the morning.

He was always the first one up, and he was in the farm's kitchen, preparing breakfast for everybody else, when his father walked in.

"Father!" he said, surprised. "I expected you much later today! Tell me you didn't travel in that dreadful thunderstorm!"

"Actually, I did," Father replied, avoiding looking him in the eye. "Is that warm tea?" He sat at the kitchen table with a mug of the warm beverage, staring into the distance.

"Father, what's wrong?" Beau chided. He glanced outside of the kitchen window and saw their cart full.

"Nothing." Father sighed and fished in his travel pack. "Here is your book." He put a small book bound in leather with thin paper pages on the table.

Beau grabbed it as his siblings started entering the kitchen and hugging their father who took them out to check the contents of the cart.

The Sun Sword seemed to be the written history of the birth of the Moren Empire. Excited, Beau wanted to dive into it immediately, but he had to thank his father first. He rushed out and noticed Father's smile was forced.

He had brought wealth, jewels and fine clothes, and yes, they could go back to the townhouse, but Beau noticed he wasn't happy as he should be. The sky was still gray and a cold wind whipped around them, but it couldn't be the weather.

"Father, what happened last night?" Beau demanded with a frown.

With a sigh, Lionel told them to get in the house. They all sat around the kitchen table to listen to him recount his trip to town.

"To my dismay, I discovered that my ship's cargo was seized to pay my debts, leaving me as destitute as before and unable to buy your presents. During my return, I got lost during that dreadful storm and seeking shelter, I came upon a castle. A hidden figure opened the giant doors and silently invited me in."

Beau gasped in wonder. A magic castle hidden in the forest? His siblings all stared wide-eyed at Father who told them that inside he found tables laden with food and drink, which seemed to have been left for him by the palace's invisible owner.

"I accepted the gift and spent the night there. This morning, as I was about to leave, I saw a library and remembered that Beau wanted a book. Upon picking the most interesting book I could find, I was confronted by a hideous beast who told me that for taking his most precious possession after accepting his hospitality, I should die."

Romuald and Olivier grumbled and frowned. Beau gulped. His request had almost killed his father!

"I begged him to set me free, arguing that I took the book as a gift for my youngest son." Father looked Beau in the eye and nodded. "The Beast agreed to let me give the book to you, but only if I or one of my sons return to the castle. And then he sent me on my way with wealth, jewels and fine clothes, as you see, but I must return there and face him."

"We will go and fight the beast!" Romuald said.

"No, you won't stand a chance against that monster," Father chided. ""I will go. I wanted you to have everything and tell you to go back to the townhouse. Beau will keep that book as a memento of his father's love."

"No, Father, I'm going to that castle," Beau replied. "Why should you sacrifice yourself for me? It's my fault you took the book, I'll pay the price. Did you say there's a library in the castle?"

Father smiled despite his worries. "Yes, a huge library full of books. I picked that one because it's small, but there were big volumes as well."

"Well, then, it is settled then," Beau said, pretending to be cheerful. "I shall go to the castle with the library!"

"And the Beast," Clotilde muttered, unhappy. "Don't get yourself killed, Beau!"

"If there's anyone who can stand up to that monster, it's Beauregard," Father said, staring fondly at his youngest son.
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Beau packed his few belongings and climbed in the saddle after having hugged all his siblings. Father would show him the way to the enchanted castle in the forest, then he'd go back to the farmhouse and the family would move back to the townhouse.

In plain daylight the forest looked normal, but Father admitted it had looked very scary in the thunderstorm. Still, he managed to find the path that led to the mysterious castle and pointed it out for Beau to follow.

"I really should go, Beau, you have your whole life to live."

"Maybe I'll talk myself out of this and will be allowed to live," he replied with a shrug and a confidence he didn't feel. "We already lost Mother, I don't want my siblings to lose you. Don't worry, Father, I'll be all right. Big library, right?"

"Yes." Father's smile didn't reach his eyes. He leaned from the saddle to give Beau a bear hug, then pulled back. "You are the better educated of my children, I will sorely miss you."

"I'll miss you too. All of you." Beau gulped down his tears. He turned the horse towards the path and spurred it forward, waving without looking back or his courage would abandon him.

"I love you, Beau!" His father shouted after him.

"I love you too," he whispered back, letting the tears run freely down his clean-shaven cheeks now that Father couldn't see them.

He reached the castle by lunchtime. The forest opened onto a clearing and the building came into view. Eight strong, square towers, low, but set firm and strong for a great defensive line, were connected by giant, thick walls made of Grey stone.

Grand windows were scattered here and there across the walls in an asymmetric pattern, along with symmetric crenelations for archers. A huge gate with hefty metal doors and a moat offered a safe place to rest in the forest stronghold and it was the only easy way in, but easy was very relative here.

The castle had stood the test of time and, despite knowing some very rough times, it still stood and it looked like it would do so for many years to come. Vines grew on some parts of it and there weren't any meadows around it, but obviously its inhabitants had the means to live.

Except Beau had never heard about it and he doubted there was more than the Beast in that castle. He entered the inner courtyard and found the stables. There was hay and water for his horse, but no other animals. Beau unsaddled it and brushed it before leaving it in the stable and venturing into the castle itself.

The main door took him inside the keep, to a huge entrance with paintings and tapestries on the walls and big windows with colorful glass panes. A grand staircase led to the upper floors and two big doors opened off the sides. One led to a great hall or ballroom, the other to a banquet room with a long table set for many guests.

Except nobody appeared. Beau called, but nobody showed up. His stomach rumbled, so he approached the table. The food smelled good and he saw dishes that rarely reached his father's house. It was a feast for a king!

"Help yourself." The echoing voice startled him.

He looked around, but didn't see anyone. He hesitated and sat at the head of the table, tasting stuffed pheasant and roasted boar, red wine and fruit juices, and even a multi-layer cake. As he lay back in his seat, feeling full, he noticed a shadow at the other end of the table.

"Welcome to Caer Rhinica," the same voice said, now more present in the room. "You are now master of the castle and can go anywhere within it. The library is upstairs next to your bedroom."

"Thank you, my lord," Beau answered, a little puzzled because he couldn't focus on his host. "I have brought back your book, I hope you will tell me where its place is."

"Have you read it already?" The Beast sounded amused.

"No, but I'm sure I can do it this afternoon and discuss it with you tonight," he answered.

"Then feel free to settle in your room. There is a comfortable armchair where you can read all day. I'll see you at dinner."

With that, whoever sat at the other end of the table swiftly rose and vanished from the room. He moved fast! Beau shook his head. He must have eaten too much. No, drunk too much wine.

With a sigh, he rose and grabbed his travel pack. He left the banquet hall and went up the grand staircase. A stately corridor had various rooms opening onto it. The first was the library, and it looked as big as Beau's townhouse, filled with shelves and smelling of wood and paper.

"Tomorrow you're mine!" he whispered in awe.

He kept going and found a spacious bedroom with a big window opening onto a small stone balcony. The room was well lit and it had a proper bed with curtains and hangings – a royal bedroom, and it was all for him!

And there was the armchair next to the window and it looked as comfortable as the bed. A chest of clothes awaited him as well, princely clothes of damasks and silks such as not even Father's wealth had ever provided.

He pulled out the book about the Sun Sword and sat in the armchair, eager to read it. Time flew and the sun set. The forest outside of the castle gates was lit up with bioluminescent creatures, adding to the atmosphere. Somewhere a clock struck the time and Beau rushed downstairs with the book.

The banquet room was filled with strange magic white light on his side and in the darkness at the other end of the table. His host was sitting there, waiting.

"I brought the book!" Beau said, sitting down. "It was a most fascinating story!"

"It's a chronicle," the Beast replied, again sounding amused. Monstrous as it might be, it seemed to have no problems talking like a gentleman. "That's exactly how the Moren Empire was set up with the help of the Magical Races."

"And what about Bran Silverhand?" Beau asked. "Is he legend or real?"

"Real," the Beast answered. "A mixed-blood, he wasn't Human like you or me. That's how he managed to live two-and-a-half centuries. He lost his right hand, he fought trolls and giants, he met his one and only love and then fell for the Queen of Darkness... yes, it's all real."

"So was he a demi-god?" Beau asked, impressed.

"He was a half-blood of the Magical Races. You know, like the beings who helped set up the spell that would keep the best emperor available on the throne. I think the Moren Empire is really the first Human kingdom with no dynastic succession whatsoever, and it's been going strong for a century."

Beau was glad to discover that the Beast was also a history buff. As days went by, they exchanged impressions of the times and the magic that rippled through the world, and reading recommendations. The library was Beau's favorite room in the castle and soon he got used to the inhuman look of his host.

The Beast looked like a huge monkey who walked upright, all covered in fur but wearing princely clothes. If there was a Human face behind that fur, it was impossible to recognize it. Still, the Beast had mentioned he was Human. He had probably crossed paths with some of those powerful magical beings and been punished for it.

Beau didn't dare ask why the Beast looked like that. He enjoyed conversation with the monster, who seemed to be witty and educated, but he also missed his family. He wasn't used to sleeping alone and kept dreaming of a handsome prince with dark hair and eyes who told him he was his soul mate.

Beau liked talking to the Beast, but whenever the monstrous being came too close, he stiffened. The big animal, so good at conversation, scared him. He could talk to his host without looking at him, but more and more often the Beast asked him to look him in the eye when they talked and Beau found it hard to do it.

Beau explored the castle as well as the library and considered the Beast a friend, but nothing more. For several months he lived a life of luxury at the Beast's castle, having every whim catered by invisible servants. But the magical castle couldn't make him forget his family.

He became homesick and begged the Beast to allow him to visit his family.

"Fine." The Beast sighed. "But you must be back exactly a week from now."

"Or you'll come and kill us all?" Beau asked, frowning.

"No, I'll die," the Beast whispered, looking away.

Startled, Beau watched the tall, bulky frame in fine clothes walk away. He wasn't trying to run away, he only wanted to see his family again. He'd be back, if only to unravel the mystery of the Beast. He hadn't found any clues inside the castle, but maybe in town someone would know something about it.

When he awoke the next morning, he found a shaving mirror and a ring with a note from the Beast on the bed table. The mirror would allow him to see what was happening at the castle and the ring would take him back in an instant if he turned it three times around his finger.

Beau folded the note and put it in his travel pack with the mirror. The ring went on his finger and he noticed the gem was the color of his eyes – blue or green according to the changing light.

Thanking the empty entrance, he headed for the stables to retrieve his horse. He looked forward to seeing his family again and telling them of the wonderful library and the gentle Beast.

***
[image: ]


The sounds and smells of the city enfolded him as soon as he passed the gate. He slowed his horse in the busy streets, keeping to the middle to avoid carts and open shop windows that took up half of the sidewalk.

Many recognized and greeted him, and he was happy to be home. Here was the townhouse in its long and narrow plot, running back from the street frontage. The rectangular building had a gable end facing onto the street and the front door led to the shop. The upper story overhung the street, giving more floor space for the bedrooms.

Beau took the alley that went to the backyard, where there was the stable, following the timber-framed wattle walls. He left the horse in the hands of the stable-boy and passed in front of the detached structure of the kitchen before going in from the back door that led directly into his father's office.

Father was there, smoking his pipe and frowning at a ledger, but he brightened at the sight of him. He called upon the others and soon Beau was smothered with hugs and his sisters were crying with happiness.

Clotilde immediately went to instruct the kitchen for the evening meal with the prodigal son, then they all gathered in the main room to listen to his life over the past six months.

"Yes, the Beast looks scary, but he's very civilized," he concluded. "I have had the most fascinating conversations with him. But enough about me! What's new with you?"

A lot, apparently. Since Lionel Bethune's wealth was restored, thanks to the Beast's gifts, Romuald, Olivier and Clotilde were engaged to be married, and Annabelle and Violaine had plenty of suitors again.

"You must stay until we're all married!" Romuald said. "And actually, you should find someone too, and take her to the castle! I doubt the Beast would object to you having a wife, would he?"

"I don't know about that," Beau said cautiously. "I'd rather ask him first. I mean, he's been living all alone, and if I bring unexpected, uninvited guests, he might get upset."

"Well, we know he doesn't want to kill you." Clotilde sounded relieved. "That much you accomplished."

"Yes." He smiled. "Anyone heard anything about Caer Rhinica?" He looked at Father who shook his head, thoughtful.

"I have asked around, but nobody has heard of it."

"Maybe in Moriana they have information about magical castles?" Beau asked. "I mean, the emperor is chosen with a spell, maybe there are wizards there who know something about Caer Rhinica?"

"I doubt it." Father shook his head. "You have more chances asking him directly. Although he might turn into the monstrous Beast that threatened me if you do."

"He doesn't seem to want to talk about his past, no." Beau sighed. "And I kept dreaming of a handsome prince, maybe he's prisoner somewhere in that bewitched castle?"

"You don't want to chase dragons, I don't see you trying to free a prince in a bewitched castle!" Olivier teased.

"You might consult with the town wizards, though," Annabelle suggested. "I think Father talked to historians and scholars, not mages."

Beau looked at his father who nodded. He'd be busy the coming week.
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Between wedding preparations and rekindling relationships, Beau managed to get in touch with a local wizard. Velyom was a druid who looked bored when Beau knocked on his door, but he came with good recommendations, including the fact that he had some Genn blood, hence he could do some real magic.

Velyom had a small tattoo, short red hair and almond-shaped gray-green eyes. Of average height, he wasn't very attractive, probably also because he had scars that made him look fiercer than he actually was.

He liked large cities, mysteries and autumn. He was very competent and strongly believed in himself. He listened to Beau's story and pondered, absentmindedly caressing his short sword.

"Caer Rhinica... no, I've never heard of it. Any idea how old the castle might be?"

"It looks quite old, and sort of rundown from the outside," Beau answered. "As for the Beast, I have no idea how old he actually is. Do you think that whatever spell runs the castle also keeps the monster alive?"

"It is possible... I should probably go there and check," Velyom said, still pondering the case. "Unless it's a forgotten Genn castle," he added, focusing on Beau again. "You know, Rayheart and Appleyard fell only a few years ago."

"So I should go to Ravenlock to find information," Beau said.

"Probably... There's nobody left in Sunlight and the forest claimed the ruins of the Appleyard capital. Same goes for Duckworth, a ruin on the shore of the lake that was the heart of Rayheart. It's all Moren Empire now."

"Unless you want to come with me when I go back?"

Velyom stared at him, serious. "Beauregard, if the Beast has a magic castle that doesn't appear on any map, it means he doesn't want to be disturbed. Praise the gods who made you survive the visit. I wouldn't go back if I were you. You never know when he might turn against you and kill you."

Beau went home a little shaken. Velyom had played on his own fears. Yes, the Beast sounded civilized enough, but Father had reminded him how it had almost killed him when he'd first gotten to the castle.

And if even a wizard with Genn blood was afraid to go near the castle...

Then the weddings took his mind off the Beast and the castle. Annabelle and Violaine were officially betrothed at the triple wedding of their older siblings, and Beau found himself surrounded by young ladies who apparently had missed him and looked forward to getting to know him better.

"You should pick one and forget about going back," Father said, amused, as they retired to bed after the wedding banquet. "We want you here, don't you see?"

But after ten days of really intense social life, the introvert inside Beau came back. He started missing the quiet conversations with the Beast and the hours spent in the big library he had barely started to explore.

Since his brothers were now married, they had rooms to be with their wives, while Clotilde had moved to her husband's house. The boys' room had been partitioned in two and Beau had moved to his father's bedroom with his bunk.

One night he went upstairs while Father finished some accounting in the office and saw the mirror in his travel pack. He took it and sat on the bed, looking into it. He gasped at the sight of the Beast, lying half-dead from heartbreak in the library, with The Sun Sword open by his side.

Without thinking, Beau dropped the mirror and turned the ring three times around his finger. He was instantly transferred to the library, where he rushed to the Beast's side. He took the hairy head in his lap and begged him to forgive him for being late. Since the Beast's labored breath continued, Beau burst into tears, cursing himself for forgetting his promise.

He hugged the ugly head and in spite of being so upset, he felt it change against him. Sniffling, he pulled back and stared wide-eyed as the Beast shed fur from all over his body. Soon the handsome prince of Beau's dreams opened his obsidian eyes and looked at Beau still leaning over him.

Beau gaped, wiping his tears with one hand, while the prince sat up and smiled, keeping eye contact.

"Thank you, Beau," he said with the same gentle voice of the Beast. "Thank you for coming back and freeing me. I told you we were soul mates..."

"What does this mean, who are you?" Beau asked, anguished.

"Prince Kelig of Caer Rhinica," the former Beast answered. "I lost my father at a young age and my mother had to wage war to defend our kingdom. She left me in the care of an evil sorceress who tried to seduce me when I became an adult. And when I refused, she transformed me into a hideous beast, and only by finding someone who cares for me despite my ugliness could the curse be broken."

"But... nobody has ever heard of your castle!" Beau protested. "When did all this happen?"

"I think this castle is in a bubble outside of time or that has been thrown into the future," Kelig answered, thoughtful. "Humans were spread in small city-states and kingdoms between the much larger Genn domains..."

"So you were born before the Moren Empire?" Beau asked, incredulous.

"Yes... And I was twenty-five when the sorceress turned me into a monster." Kelig smiled. "How old do I look?"

"T-twenty-five, I guess..." Beau grumbled. "What happens if you leave the castle?"

"I have no idea," Kelig answered. "Would you like to stay here with me? We have all these books and a castle that caters to our every wish..."

"Haven't you read them all?" Beau asked. "You've been here for more than a century!"

"Actually, sometimes new books appear. A few years ago I got a whole batch of new books and
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