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Publisher's Note

Welcome to the revised second edition. This volume
fixes the typos and inconsistencies plaguing the first version.
Here's hoping you find this version as enjoyable as the original.
This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents
are a product of the author's imagination. Locations and public
names are sometimes used for atmospheric purposes. Any resemblance
to actual people, living, or dead, or to businesses, companies,
events, institutions, or locales is coincidental.
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PROLOGUE

There once was a rich merchant, who had six children,
three sons, and three daughters; being a man of sense, he spared no
cost for their education, but gave them all kinds of masters. His
daughters were extremely handsome especially the youngest. When she
was little everybody admired her, and called her “The little
Beauty;” so that, as she grew up, she still went by the name of
Beauty, which made her sisters very jealous.

Beauty and the Beast by Jeanne-Marie LePrince de
Beaumont, 1757 English translation

Not the exact way you remember the story of Beauty
and the Beast. Beauty’s heirs have altered the lore through the
ages. Even Madame de Beaumont’s version doesn’t come near to what
happened at the end of the account. Under the influence of the
family of Beauty, storytellers crafted a fable to teach how Beauty
transformed the Beast back into the handsome prince with true love
because it’s the way magic in fairy tales works. In truth, Beauty’s
story is much darker, a history of conflict with a creature from
the darkest of myths, a shape-shifter given to serving a corruption
so foul it pulled spirits from the heavens.

The magic of the world was divided into three tiers
of power. At the top was the mysterious Gold magic of the gods,
which occasionally manifested as miracles performed by mortal
prophets. On the middle level were Silver magic for offense and
Ebony magic for defense, designed to operate together in combating
the corruption. On the lowest tier were the four elemental forms of
magic—Amethyst (Air), Ruby (Fire), Sapphire (Water), and Emerald
(Earth)—designed to make mortal life easier. However, even the most
powerful of mages is human and open to corruption. Ebony
magic—originally meant to be one of Creation’s protectors—was
warped into the darkest of the arts. Powerful practitioners twisted
the souls of men and Beasts together into the first shifters.
Ebony's opposite and equal Silver became Creation’s sole salvation.
During the last major magical war, the most powerful silver
practitioners led by their leader is known as the Silver Witch
banded together to weave a spell to lock shifter’s powers to the
phases of the moon. All magic carries a price, and the binding
spell tied itself to the bloodlines of the casting mages. As long
as at least one of these Silver mage families survives unbroken,
the enchantment will keep the shifters bound to one animal shape,
strongest when the moon is full.

The never-mentioned mother of Beauty and her siblings
was a descendant of one of these Silver magic families. She passed
the potential for Silver magic on to her children, but only in her
youngest son was the ability to use the power active. Her line was
a hunted family because they were the key bloodline in the ancient
binding spell. She chose her youngest son to carry on the line
because those who sought to break the binding were looking for a
female witch. When Beauty went to take her father’s place at the
castle of the Beast, her little brother gave her a gift of the
Silver magic. He triggered a change in her, which would allow her
to cast one powerful silver spell in her hour of need. Searching
the castle for the Beast, she found the prince locked away in his
own dungeon, and together, they slew the Beast with the gift from
her brother. The truth of what happened that day is hidden away
behind the façade of happily ever after.

Down through the ages, the female descendants of
Beauty and her prince became huntresses going up against the
darkness. The gift of a single use of Silver magic was passed down
the line from mother to daughter until the origin of the magic was
lost to time. Hidden even from Beauty’s descendants is the family
of her brother, whose male children carried the ability to use
Silver magic at will and as often as needed. Every few generations,
one of the brother’s descendants marries one of Beauty’s
descendants. These marriages always arranged when the Silver magic
began to fade from the line of huntresses. They also allow the
descendants of Beauty’s brother to remain in hiding from those
hunting for silver mages. Once before this pairing produced a male
hunter with the full gift of Silver magic. Since that man's time,
ten generations of the lineage of Beauty have lived and died. Now,
a new generation is born: five daughters and one son, all born of
the huntress of her generation and her husband from the hidden
family line. This is their boy’s tale...

 


 





CHAPTER ONE

The ancient forest seemed gloomier than ever. The
full moon flickered through the waving branches of the trees. Dark
shadows stretched from tree to tree, blocking all but the faintest
hint of light. A young man stepped on the path leading to the heart
of the woodland. He wouldn’t be going so far. The target of his
test would meet him somewhere along the way and lead him off into
the forbidding undergrowth. Wearing his dark leathers, the young
man blended quickly into the shadows of the forest. His long black
hair was pulled back from his face, braided with a delicate silver
chain as light as his gray eyes. From his hips hung a matching pair
of Hungarian sabers, and a long dagger was tucked into the top of
each boot. Here he was on his eighteenth birthday, undergoing the
test to become a full tracker of the House of Beauty, instead of
being out celebrating with his few friends. The captain of the
hockey team claiming to be his boyfriend wanted to take him out for
a special birthday date—even hinted sex was part of the package—but
had been told family obligations prevented them going out. Kieran
didn’t think the guy would ask him out again anytime soon.
Channeling his frustration into his tracking skills, he waited for
the shifter’s signal of the formal test’s beginning.

A ragged human stepped out of the forest and barked,
“Who are you and why are you here?” Kieran could tell, just from
his voice, that he was no human at all. He was a shifter.

“I am Kieran Samuel Belle, tracker-candidate of the
House of Beauty, come for the test.”

“Of course, child of Beauty. By the ancient pact
between your house and my pack, you get until sunrise to track me
down and slay me. After I shift, I am allowed a ten-minute head
start.”

“What are you called shifter? I want the name of my
target.”

“I am called Grimfang.”

“Shift when you’re ready, Grimfang. I am
prepared.”

“So you’ve never witnessed the shift before, young
tracker?”

“No, you’re my first live shifter, Grimfang.”

“Remember my name well, young tracker, for I will
either be your first kill, or I will be your death.”

Grimfang blurred and in his place, a dark-furred wolf
stood for a moment before taking off into the woods. The shifter
was definitely part of the pure dark shifter pack only the Ebony
magic, which gave them the ability to change, could be sensed.
Kieran, like the rest of his family, had heard rumors of packs
which were considered light shifters because they’d bred with
elemental mages and pure humans trying to thin their blood and
prevent the change. The young tracker drew a quick breath and
swallowed hard after he witnessed the change.

Kieran waited the ten minutes dictated by the ancient
rules before setting off in pursuit, moving with silent ease
through the woods. He only paused to check for tracks and other
signs of the shifter’s passage. Deep in the forest, well off the
natural paths, Kieran stopped short, sensing he was being spied on.
While bending down to check for signs of spore and tracks, he
slipped one of his long daggers into his hand and let loose a small
trace of Silver magic. A faint silver mist formed over the track he
was following, and the print blurred for a moment before a faint
second outline was revealed by just a slight offset from the first
print. Kieran whispered to the mist, and a vision of two wolves
flickered before him. He snuffed out the Silver magic while putting
away his long dagger so anyone who studied him would think he was
using an enchanted blade instead of working magic himself.

Standing, Kieran drew one of his sabers and continued
to follow the tracks. He ran his hand over the blade, letting
another whisper of magic flow along the edge. This time, the magic
was set to seek his quarry. Images flickered along the saber until
the magic showed him an overhang along the trail. Two wolves hid
there, waiting for him to pass below. It was a clear violation of
the ancient rules of the tracker’s test, one tracker versus one
shifter.

Kieran widened the view shown by the spell and found
a trail, which came up behind the two wolves. It would allow him to
use their ambush against them. After slipping from the main path,
Kieran moved in silence behind the two wolves and drew his second
saber. He moved up behind the two shifters but lost his footing on
a patch of wet leaves. The shifters leaped at Kieran who just
managed to get one of his sabers between the shifters and his
throat. The shifters tore and clawed at Kieran, trying to get past
his defenses. Silver sabers flashed as he held the shifters off. He
dodged, trying to gain an opening. Kieran needed to put one of them
out of the fight.

Ebony fire raked across Kieran’s chest as the
shifter’s claws tore through his leather shirt. The skin beneath
split. Kieran thrust the Beast off. He rammed a saber into its
side. Falling, the shifter ripped the saber from Kieran’s
blood-soaked grip. The second shifter leaped on Kieran’s back,
driving him to the ground. Claws raked his back, inflicting searing
pain as they tore leather and flesh apart. When the shifter tried
to get its jaws around his neck, its teeth connected with the
silver chain in Kieran’s hair. Howling in pain, the Beast reared
back. Kieran rolled out from under the monster as he slashed with
his remaining saber. The silver blade opened a gash along the
shifter’s side as he tried to get away. Kieran regained his
footing. He thrust his saber into the Beast’s heart causing a
silver flare as the blade met the Ebony-tainted blood, and the
shifter fell dead. Kieran found the other shifter dead, his saber
jutting from between its ribs. Pain burned across his chest and
back. The wounds bled. Kieran pulled his sabers free. He removed
the shifters’ heads, grim trophies marking his passage into
manhood. When he collected his trophies, Kieran cleaned his blades
before sheathing them and heading home.

****

Kieran was resting and recovering from the injuries
received during his testing when he received a summons to appear
before the Matriarchs. The Matriarchs, lead by his grandmother,
ruled the House of Beauty, and they would decide whether he would
become a full tracker of the house or not. Stiff and sore, he
walked to the antechamber slowly, not wanting to pull open the
stitches, and waited for permission to enter the council chamber.
No magical healing for a wounded son of the house, bandages wrapped
him from shoulders to waist beneath his loose-fitting shirt. Kieran
dressed in as much of the approved style without interfering with
the bandages covering the claw marks across his chest and back. He
hoped he passed but didn’t hold any high hopes considering his
grandmother found fault with everything about him from his sex to
his ill fortune of being the firstborn of his mother’s six
children. Standing in the antechamber, Kieran wondered if there was
ever a time his grandmother had been happy with him, but all his
thoughts only reminded him of the tasks she’d forced him to
perform. A young boy of about ten stood outside the massive wooden
doors, which separated the Matriarchs from the rest of the family.
Kieran nodded to his young cousin, who was trying to act seriously
instead of looking bored.

Kieran remembered doing the same job when he was
their age, Goddess, oh how mind numbing.

When Cousin Joey rang the little bell, it alerted
another cousin on the other side of the door to Kieran’s arrival.
The door swung open on silent hinges despite its massive size and
weight. Kieran stepped through and waited while the door was closed
behind him before moving forward to the edge of the carpet, which
marked the boundary between Matriarchs and all other members of the
house. An elderly woman limped from somewhere in the back of the
room to a throne-like chair at the center of the huge conference
table. Other older women entered and took seats at the table, all
facing Kieran as he stood before them. When all the women were
seated, Kieran noted how only two of them still had any trace of
Silver magic on them: the woman at the center, his grandmother, and
a great-aunt who’d never married and hid a missing arm beneath a
shawl.

Kieran’s grandmother glared at him and fixed him with
her stern gaze with her usual disapproval. “Kieran Samuel Belle,
son of Miranda Belle, Huntress of the House of Beauty, you
underwent the testing to become a tracker of the house.”

“Yes, Huntress-emeritus. I tested and returned with
the heads of two shifters. One belongs to the shifter Grimfang, who
was sent to conduct the test under the pact. The other belongs to
an unknown shifter who joined Grimfang in an attempt to violate the
agreement and kill this tracker-candidate.”

“Your trophies are registered with the
mistress-of-arms. We confer on you the rank of full tracker of the
house. You will serve at the side of the next huntress of the
house. Until there is a new huntress for you to track for, it will
be your duty to begin training your younger male cousins to become
trackers.”

“I beg permission to speak my peace before the
Matriarchs.”

“You can express yourself within limits, Tracker
Kieran.”

“I wish the Matriarchs’ leave to attend college until
my cousins are of the proper age to begin the training. The eldest
of my cousins is but a lad of eleven years. Tradition requires the
training begin at fourteen.”

“You began your training earlier than tradition
requires, Tracker Kieran.”

“Begging your pardon, Matriarch Desdemona, my
circumstances were different from those of my cousins. I am the son
of the previous Huntress and brother to the next Huntress. My
mother’s brothers were dead before I reached the age of nine and
the living trackers were too old to take their place at Mother’s
side. My services as a tracker were needed sooner so you authorized
my training to begin early. The eldest of my sisters is three years
shy of her majority and therefore ineligible to take the test of
the huntress.”

“So you wish to use the three years to attend college
rather than attend to your duties to this house?”

“Huntress-emeritus, I desire to create rather than
destroy. I wish to experience in the world beyond this estate and
Bangor. It is my desire to study graphic design and photography. I
beg only a year’s leave before I take up my duties to the
house.”

“Were you granted this year, would you assume your
responsibilities to this House, including marrying and producing
children?” His Aunt Fiona’s question was leading. Was she prodding
him, knowing how his grandmother would react when he answered?

“Matriarch Fiona, I will take up all the physical and
spiritual duties I am capable of fulfilling. Would you make me wed
a woman and leave the marriage unconsummated? I’m gay, and short of
my donating my seed for use in artificial insemination, my branch
of the House of Beauty ends with me.”

Kieran spotted the displeasure his honest answer
brought out on his grandmother’s face but pressed his request. “One
year’s leave is all I ask for, honored Matriarchs, after which time
I will dedicate my life to training my cousins and assisting the
next Huntress. Please, Grandmother, I shall never ask for anything
again.”

The moment he let the word grandmother pass his lips,
Kieran realized he’d lost every hope of winning her permission. He
caught her expression hardening more than ever.

“You will begin training your male cousins tomorrow.
Should you leave this estate without escort by a member of this
council, you will be banished from these lands until a new Huntress
decides otherwise. You are dismissed, Tracker Kieran.”

Kieran retreated backward through the doorway from
the council chamber, making plans and plotting his escape.






CHAPTER TWO

A somber mood filled the massive entrance hall of the
Belle mansion. In the center of the room, the young tracker paced.
He was trying to memorize every log and carving, fearing this would
be the last time he’d stand here for a while. Kieran was dressed to
travel in jeans, a T-shirt under a denim jacket, and heavy work
boots. After three years, the time had come for Kieran to cast
aside his predetermined role as a male of the lineage of Beauty.
Having recently passed his twenty-first birthday, he was determined
to escape and go to college, until one of his sisters claimed the
position of the huntress. When his uncles and mother died during a
mission, Kieran began training as a tracker well before the normal
age, under the tutelage of his great-uncles, who were too old to go
into the field. Three years ago, after passing the final test, he
became a registered tracker of the House of Beauty. Shortly after
his certification, he was assigned to train a new generation of
tracker-candidates among his younger male cousins. If they
represented the future after him, one of his sisters was going to
be in trouble. After three years, not one of the boys deemed old
enough by the Council of Matriarchs measured up. None of them
possessed the talent to master the skills of tracking; in truth,
they would be better off serving in the household and marrying to
spread the bloodline.

Watching his father’s approach, he envied the man’s
grace as he crossed the vast central hall. His father wasn’t a
weakling or anyone to underestimate despite his life of wealth and
leisure. There was a power behind his father’s violet eyes.

“Kieran, are you sure this is what you want? You
understand I’ll do everything to help you. Your grandmother is
furious with you. Once you leave, you’re not welcome back while she
lives.”

“I want this, Dad. I won’t live my life trapped here.
If life would be any different with your family, I’d go there, but
we both realize the life of constant training and fighting only
continues in a different form. I need something of my own. I want
to create, not destroy.” He’d been repeating this phrase daily for
the past three years.

“I understand, Son. Let’s get you out of here before
your grandmother locks down the estate.”

“Thanks, Dad. I love you.” They crossed the rest of
the central hall together. Kieran reached out and grasped the
handle of the ancient carved oak door. With a shrug of his
shoulders to settle the weight of his backpack, he stepped out into
the wide world beyond the bounds of the House of Beauty.

An hour later, Kieran and his father stood in line at
Dysart’s Travel Stop in Bangor, Maine to purchase Kieran’s bus
ticket to Little Rock, Arkansas.

“I made contact with some of your mother’s former
associates along your route to Little Rock. They are in possession
of your number and will contact you if they are in need of your
assistance. They can afford to pay you the going rate for a tracker
of the House of Beauty.”

“Thanks, Dad. I realize accessing the trust fund
would let Grandmother find me and stop me from living my life.”

“Just be careful; only some of these hunters are
above board. You should be able to do your own thing in Little
Rock. No hunter claims the area, and what intelligence there is
says the packs are small and most were college students from
creation-aligned clans.”

“I’ll keep my wits about me, Dad. I did manage to get
into college without Grandmother learning I was applying. I can
handle a couple of hunters.”

“I worry about you since your mother is no longer
here.”

“Okay, Dad. The best thing you can do for me is to be
there for my sisters in my place. I’m more worried about them than
I am about myself. They’re the ones who are going to face the
dogs—”

“Where to, sir?”

“Little Rock, Arkansas, one way, one passenger with
flex travel.”

“That’ll be three hundred.”

Kieran’s father slid cash across and scooped up the
ticket.

“Your bus leaves in an hour. I’d better get back to
the estate before your grandmother realizes I’m missing. Here’s the
leftover cash. With luck, one of the hunters will contact you
before you run out.”




CHAPTER THREE

Seated near the rear of the bus, Kieran checked his
phone as they pulled out of Boston. No hunter had contacted him
yet, but he wasn’t sure any would. The list of those cleared to
hire a tracker of the House of Beauty was exclusive, which
guaranteed those on the list were able to afford even the rare
gifted trackers of the family. Kieran knew it would be a hard sell
to convince hunters to hire him. While he was a certified tracker
of the House of Beauty, he lacked field experience; to hunters,
Kieran was untried, and they wouldn’t know if he was worth the fee.
His uncles once commanded prices ranging up toward fifty thousand
dollars, and they weren’t gifted. While lacking his relatives’
experience, Kieran kept an ace up his sleeve. Unlike most men of
the House of Beauty, Kieran was actively gifted with Silver magic,
a fact he’d had to hide from everyone but his father. Being gifted
with any magic—save the dark magic of Ebony—made a tracker more
valuable. The Matriarchs wouldn’t care if he’d been gifted with any
elemental magic like Emerald, Ruby, or Sapphire. Instead, he’d
inherited Silver magic from his father’s family, the Oisín Clan.
Kieran sighed and thought if he could land one contract, the
proceeds—even at the fixed base fee of ten thousand dollars—would
get him through the school year.

The bus rolled out of Boston heading for Worcester,
followed by Albany, New York, which would be its next stop. Kieran
planned to refresh his storage of snacks and drinks in Albany. He
read, slept, and ate during the ride. As the bus reached the
outskirts of Albany, Kieran received a call from an unknown
number.

“Kieran Belle, can I help you?”

“Mr. Belle, my name is Richard St. Martin. I’m a
hunter, and I understand your services, as a tracker, are for
hire.”

“I’m available for hire as a tracker. My fee is
fifteen thousand, cash, half upfront, the rest payable at the end
of the contracted period, whether you bag your quarry or not.”

“You’re expensive for a new tracker. Why should I pay
so much?”

“I’m certified as a full tracker of the House of
Beauty.”

“An impressive accomplishment, but you have no actual
experience. Why should I pay so much for a boy who hasn't been
tested?”

“Oh, I’m worth every penny of the fee. I’m a rarity
among trackers of the House of Beauty. I’m gifted.”

“Ah, I see,” St. Martin paused as if to contemplate
the justification. “I’ll give you a try. I agree to your fee, but I
expect you to earn it. I’m in Amsterdam, New York.”

“My bus will reach Amsterdam in about two hours.”

“All right, I’ll meet you at the station. I’ll be
wearing dark jeans and a black leather coat over a green
T-shirt.”

“I’m wearing jeans, a denim shirt, and you can’t miss
the long black hair.”

“Since we know how the other is dressed, I’ll see you
in two hours. We’ll eat, I’ll give you the details, and we can work
out a contract. The first seventy-five hundred will be on hand when
you get here, and I’ll get you the rest when the contract is
completed.”

“Agreed, I will see you in two hours, Mr. St.
Martin.”

****

The Hunter, Richard St. Martin, met Kieran as
promised, and they grabbed Kieran’s bags from the bus. St. Martin
took Kieran to dinner at Parillo’s Armory Grill on Bridge Street.
Kieran glanced at the menu and ordered Mom’s Homestyle Lasagna and
a Coke. He studied St. Martin while he ordered the Veal Français
and a glass of wine. St. Martin was a slender man, about
thirty-five, with long dark hair, glasses, and silver rings on each
finger. A subtle power radiated around the hunter, a sign he’d
survived encounters with shifters.

“I was sorry to hear about your mother; she was an
amazing woman,” St. Martin said once their order was placed.

“I didn’t realize you knew my mom personally, Mr. St.
Martin.”

“She saved my ass when I was a kid. My dad was a
hunter who got careless and led a powerful shifter to our home. He
and Mom died because of his carelessness. If it hadn’t been for
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