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      Bryn’s muffled sniffles faded as I stepped into the mists.  I didn’t go far before I hesitated.  I could see the hand I held before me but nothing beyond that.  Yet, visibility wasn’t why I’d stopped.  Fear held me in place.

      The beast had always kept everyone at bay.  Why had that changed?  And, why with me?  Knowing why he’d gone to such lengths to trap me within the estate might have assured me.  Then again, perhaps his reasons were something to fear.

      The beast’s tail thumped against my stomach, a reminder of the bargain I’d made.  To save my father, I had no choice but to clasp the tail and allow him to lead me through the mist.  Walking away from my family was difficult, but walking toward my unknown future was harder.

      Instead of leading me to the overgrown yard just outside of the kitchen, he turned slightly east.  It wasn’t long before gravel crunched under my feet.  I frowned at the sound and at the sudden disappearance of his tail.

      “Go where you wish within the boundaries of the estate.  Do as you please, with the exception of leaving,” he said, as he moved behind me.

      The mist retreated with him and revealed a grand entrance to the manor that he so zealously protected.  Three steps laid with large slabs of natural grey stone led up to a sheltered court.  Great columns of the same stone supported a roof to protect guests who might arrive during inclement weather.

      The claw-ravaged, large double doors stood open in invitation.  Yet, instead of welcome, their gaping maw conveyed an eerie sense of desolation.  With reluctance, I climbed the steps and entered the beast’s home.

      For the first time, I saw the interior of the manor clearly.  Aged décor, perfectly preserved from the ravages of time, yet marred by the beast’s anger and negligence, drew my curious gaze.  Did he truly only need a maid?

      “Should I clean, then?” I asked, knowing he still lingered behind me.

      “Do as you please,” he said irritably.

      Taking him at his word, I went from room to room, studying the place I would now call home.  Though I did not care for cleaning, a good straightening would make it a fair place to live.  As I wandered, I took time to right a tumbled chair or straighten thrown papers.  In some places, shards of broken objects dusted the floor, and I made note to come back with a broom as my boots crunched over them.

      I lost count of the turns and rooms I visited while the beast trailed me, cloaked in his now small cloud of mist.  Other than the library, I noted nothing of particular interest until I reached the second floor.

      In the midst of the beast’s destruction, a single room remained untouched, and I didn’t blame him for avoiding it.  Frills, perfumes, and pillows filled the room with their noxious pink shades.  I had no issue with pink in small doses.  However, what lay before me made my eyes hurt.  The only exception to the overabundance, a set of black, glossy doors, called to me.

      They were set into the interior wall to the side and begged for the beast’s angry furrows.  Yet, none decorated the surface.

      I crossed the pink rugs and opened the door.  On the other side, the wood bore the worst marks I’d witnessed, gouging so deep only a thin layer of wood prevented a hole.  I gently ran my fingers over the marks, staring at the torn grains.

      As I watched, a piece smaller than a hangnail twitched, slowly straightening itself to mend the gash.  I would have watched longer, fascinated by the display of enchantment, but the mess inside the room distracted me.  Everything from the mattress and bed hangings to the inlaid wood patterns of the floor had been shredded.

      “My room,” he said from behind me.  “This room is yours.”

      I turned to look over my shoulder at the pink abomination.

      “I’d rather we trade,” I said under my breath.

      I closed the doors and continued with my tour.  For a while, I became hopelessly lost until I came to a hallway I recognized.  It would take me a long while to learn the layout of his home.  My home, I corrected myself.

      Making my way toward the library, I decided to spend my day cleaning it, so I could turn it into my sanctuary.  I wasn’t sure what I would find.  The day I’d read to him, I’d only caught a glimpse of it in the candle light.  Today wasn’t much different.

      When I walked into the room, the curtains still covered the windows, making it hard to see even without his mist clouding the area.  I found my way to the closest window and tugged the drapes wide open.  Light poured in, and I turned to view the room.  A small gasp escaped me at the vastness.

      The large room boasted enough furniture for several sitting areas, though everything was knocked about haphazardly.  Filled bookcases lined every wall, even above the two doors.  The only interruptions were the four windows on the outer wall and a fireplace near the door from which I’d entered.  Eager to see more, I moved to tug open each curtain and finally saw the library in full.

      Ignoring the beast, I set to work righting furniture and shoving pieces across the wood floor to the positions I wanted.  Whenever I found a book tumbled to the floor, I set it on the small writing desk near the center window.  Until I had a chance to discover how the books were categorized and ordered, I didn’t want to place anything onto the shelves.

      I worked for hours until the sudden whoosh of the fire lighting itself distracted me.  A tray of food rested on a table I’d placed near the first seating arrangement.  Wiping my dusty hands on my skirt, I went to sit and eat while my eyes drifted over the room, seeking what I would work on next.  The area near where I sat was restored to order.  The far side of the room still needed much attention.

      After devouring every bite of fruit and cheese, I went back to work.  By the time the sun set, the library met my approval, and I began to study the books.  I counted twenty-two floor to ceiling segmented bookcases.  In each, there were at least fifteen shelves.  Most were organized by subject, then author.  However, several shelves seemed to be dedicated to a particular author.

      Slowly, I began to see where the fallen books I had collected belonged and started to tuck them back into place.  One shelf in particular gave me trouble as it towered just out of my tiptoed reach.  Looking down at the lower shelf, I wondered if it would support my weight.

      Rising to two legs, the beast stepped up behind me, plucked the book from my grasp, and then easily slid it into its place.  Startled, I stared at his furred arm until it disappeared from view, not daring to turn around.

      “Do not climb on the shelves,” he said, having guessed my intent.  “You will fall.”

      As quickly as he’d crowded me, I felt him move away; and I released the breath I’d held.  When I looked around the room, I noticed him in the furthest, darkest corner, his mist obscuring him.  I’d been so engrossed in the library I’d forgotten his presence.

      “Thank you,” I said softly.

      A clock in the corner chimed for the half hour.  I glanced at the face, saw how late it was, and yawned.

      “Come.  Eat.  I will take you to your room afterwards,” the beast said from his corner.

      Again a tray with fruits, nuts, and cold water waited for me on the table.  I ate everything then followed him through the dim, lamplit hallways, memorizing the path from the library to my room.

      He opened the door to the room and stood aside to let me enter.  As I passed him, my arm brushed against his torso, and he growled.  A shiver of fear ran through me.

      “Good night,” he said simply and left me alone in the profusely pink room.

      Giving the room a more thorough inspection than I had the first time, I found the bed soft and inviting, the wardrobe full of clothes, and a soft cloth waiting by the bowl of warm water on the washstand.  I wiped the dust from my face and hands then went to the wardrobe and found several nightgowns, all sheer, with matching sheer wraps.  At least they weren’t pink, I thought as I undressed and slipped into a pale blue one.

      I climbed into bed and thought of my family.  I didn’t doubt that the beast had freed them; he wanted me here willingly, for whatever his reasons.  By now, I imagined my family had returned safely to the Water.  Curling onto my side, I wondered how they would fare without me.  Though I hoped that having one less mouth to feed would ease some of Father’s burden, I knew he would rather have me home than here.  Yet, the beast’s manor didn’t seem too terrible.  I was free to roam inside the manor, regularly fed, and, so far, no demands had been made of me.

      Sighing, I closed my eyes and wondered what I would do to occupy myself here.  As interesting as this enchanted place was, if the rest of my days followed today, I would grow bored quickly.
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      The next morning, I rose late and reluctantly slipped from my warm bed—Father’s mattress could not compare to the one I now called my own.  Fresh, warm water again waited on the washstand for me to wash my face.  I enjoyed not having to walk outside to fetch my own.  However, when I turned to dress, I frowned in confusion at the empty chair beside the wardrobe.  I was certain I’d draped my only dress there when I’d prepared for bed the night before.

      I opened the wardrobe, thinking it had been magically placed in there while I slept.  Inside, luxurious diaphanous gowns waited, a pale rainbow of colored skirts.  No doubt, my dress had disappeared so I would wear one of his choosing.  Sighing, I picked one at random.  At least I had clothes.  It could be worse, I thought, recalling his wish to see me when I’d bathed.  He might have decided to have me walk about naked as the sisters did.  I only wished I understood his purpose in having me here and dressing me in such a fashion.

      The pale green dress I chose slipped over my head easily.  The layered skirts afforded a shadowy glimpse at my legs.  The bodice flattened my small breasts, making every detail clearly visible.  Chewing my lip, I debated how to preserve some of my modesty.  My eyes drifted to the wraps that I’d deemed worthless for cover.

      I tore off both sleeves of the matching wrap and folded them in half to tuck the additional two layers of material into my bodice.  It had the desired effect of blotting out the details while giving just a hint of what the bodice hid.  I stepped into the flimsy slippers that matched the gown and left my room with the intent to spend the day reading.

      In the library, a breakfast tray waited, but I ignored it to walk to the writing desk and retrieved the book on farming I’d set aside.  It was the one I’d started reading to the beast, and I wanted to read to its conclusion.  I settled on the sofa near the tray and absently popped a bite of chilled, cooked meat into my mouth as I found my place.

      “Did you sleep well?” the beast asked softly.

      My insides jumped from the start he gave me, but I only nodded to answer him and kept my eyes on the page.  After a few minutes of silence, I calmed enough to eat and again lost myself in the book.

      “Did you find the clothes to your satisfaction?”

      “Not quite,” I said.  “I fear going outside will give me a chill and be the death of me.  I hope in winter I’ll have something with a bit more substance.”

      He snorted but made no comment.

      Well after eating my last bite, I finished the book and closed it with a snap.  Intrigued by the problems farmers faced and the solutions posed by the author, I wandered to the shelf on farming, replaced the book, and selected another thin volume, which I brought back to the sofa.

      “You like farming?” the beast asked with a note of uncertainty.

      “Not really.  But I like eating, and the two are definitely related.”

      He made no response, and I settled in to absorb the new author’s thoughts.  On one topic they both agreed.  Repeated plantings resulted in poorer harvests.  However, their solutions varied.  One suggested letting the field lay fallow for several years.  The other suggested the annual slaughtering be done over the field to slow the soil depletion.  I didn’t like the idea of eating carrots soaked in year old animal blood.  I sought out another’s opinion and kept searching through the volumes until I had almost twenty books on farming lying on the table next to the tray.  I referenced from one to another until I came to a conclusion based on several tried methods.

      “Fish and certain animal waste,” I murmured, thumbing through several pages.  “Perhaps vegetation, too.  Interesting.”  I wished I had a way to ask Mr. Kinlyn how he prevented soil depletion.

      I turned my gaze to the writing desk.  The thought of writing Mr. Kinlyn led to the thought of writing Father.

      “May I write letters and have them delivered?” I asked the beast.

      “You may write, but I will read your correspondence before sending it,” he said.

      I stood and moved to the writing desk.  Outside the window, I caught the movement of the female nymph, kneeling before her no longer solid partner.  Before I could fully stop to wonder what they did, the beast rumbled a quick promise to return shortly and left the room.

      Worried for the nymph, I rushed to the window and tossed it open.  Both nymphs froze at the noise.

      “He comes,” I quickly whispered in warning.  Both solidified at the sound of my voice.

      As the dark mists roiled into view from the left, I noticed where the pair remained joined and blushed deeply.  Apparently, the baker wasn’t the only one who liked to taste.

      Leaning further out the window, I called to the beast, concerned about his temper should he find his nymph solidified.

      “Sir, do all the trees on the estate grow so peculiarly?”

      He slowed at the sound of my voice and growled menacingly but did not approach the trees.  Instead, he came to the window, bringing me close to his height as he stood on two legs.  Through the mist, I saw one of his ears flick in agitation.

      “Why did you open the window?”

      “To get a better view of the beauty outside,” I said calmly.  “I didn’t mean to disturb your time away from me.  I will look at the trees later.  They bear studying.”  I kept the insincerity from my voice.

      With a last look at the trees, I closed the window and moved back to the sofa.

      Another tray waited for me.  Anxiously, I nibbled at the food, only tasting it when the beast returned.  On the pretext of writing a letter, I passed the window and saw, to my joy, the pair unmarred.

      The beast rejected my first few attempts at a letter to my father.  The version he finally accepted included very little detail, only that I had enjoyed a day reading about farming and my findings on the subject.  In closing, I wished Father well and promised to see him soon.  Similarly, I penned a letter to Mr. Kinlyn to ask what treatments he gave his fields at the end of each season.

      The crow I’d noticed in Konrall came to the window when the beast called and took the letters in his beak before flying off again.

      The afternoon faded to evening, and bored with the atmosphere of the library, I ambled through the house, the beast not far behind me.  When I came to my room by chance, I decided to go to bed early and bade him good night.  He growled and grumped but left me alone.

      That night, the sound of my door opening roused me from my sleep enough that I lifted my head.

      “Sleep, Benella,” the beast whispered.

      The bed dipped as he lay next to me and threaded his fingers in my hair.  I slept.
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      A hot bath waited in my room when I woke.  Naturally hesitant after my last experience bathing in the beast’s lair, I stared at it before stripping.  I couldn’t avoid bathing forever and bathing once a week when I left this place didn’t appeal to me, either.

      Sinking into the warm water, I sighed but didn’t waste time relaxing.  After washing with an overly sweet smelling soap, I stepped from the water and wrapped a large towel around myself before opening the wardrobe.  A lone garment waited within, a single panel of fabric which would leave nothing to the imagination.  Turning to look for my nightgown, I noted that too had disappeared.  I wrinkled my nose in frustration, until the garish pink curtains on the windows caught my eye.

      When I stepped out into the hall, I wasn’t surprised to see the beast waited.  Ripped patches of pink discreetly hid my important parts, one long rectangle over my breasts and another uniquely shaped piece I’d tied at my sides to cover my backside and front.

      The beast growled at the sight of me.  I walked up to him, pressing through his mist until I saw his eyes inches from mine.  He stood on all fours.

      “Do you want me to fear you?” I asked, my breath moving his fur as I spoke.

      He blinked at me.

      “No.”

      “Then why do you keep growling at me?  A growl in the animal world is meant as a warning and to inspire caution if not fear.”

      “I’m not an animal,” he said with a growl still in his throat.

      “Then stop acting like one,” I said with a soft calm.

      He blinked at me again then narrowed his eyes.

      “I don’t like your dress,” he said.

      “Much better,” I said with a smile and reached out to pat his head.  I knew I took a risk to treat him so; but if he insisted on playing games with me, I would play them back.

      His eyes rounded at my touch, and I wondered if he’d growl again.  Instead, he just watched me closely as I gave his head a final pat and turned away, not responding to his comment.

      “May I have eggs for breakfast?” I asked pleasantly.  “Oh, and bacon?”  My mouth watered at the idea.

      He answered with subdued approval and followed me through the hallways until I found the library.  A tray already waited with the food I’d requested.  Instead of searching for a book, I sat on the sofa and took a large bite.

      “Do you eat?” I asked.

      He’d pulled the mist around himself again, but not so fully that I couldn’t see the outline of him.

      “Of course,” he answered.

      “No need to sound so offended.  Nothing else here seems normal, and you never eat with me, so I wasn’t sure.”  I took several more bites.  “What shall I do today?” I asked.

      “Whatever you wish,” he answered.

      Finishing my meal, I found my way to the kitchen and wandered out the door.  Every time I’d left the kitchen, I’d gone straight toward the estate’s gates.  This time, I turned left, hopefully toward the side of the manor with the library.

      The dainty slippers did little to protect my feet as I tromped along, and my soles grew tender as I walked.  Still, I pressed on until I walked the length of the front of the manor.  Stopping, I looked up at one spot and counted four stories.  Somehow, I’d missed seeing a staircase on the second story.

      Rounding the corner, a patch of thick briars forced me away from the manor and into the woods.  I felt a snag on my dress a moment before I heard the material rip.  A good portion of my thigh was now exposed.

      “I don’t care for my dress either,” I said over my shoulder in response to the beast’s earlier comment.

      He said nothing as he followed me.

      By the time I circled around the briars, I sported several snags and tears in the dress and truly appreciated the pieces of curtain I’d tucked inside of it.  I bled from a few small scrapes, but it was nothing that slowed me down.

      Finally, I came to the place where I’d spotted the nymphs, but neither remained.  Disappointed, I looked toward the window.  It would have been a much shorter journey to have climbed out from there.  Shaking my head, I continued in the same direction and eventually found the door the beast had used to reach the nymphs the day I’d read to him.

      With relief, I limped back to the library and sat on the sofa to tug off my slippers.  This wouldn’t have happened if he had let me keep my boots.  The cuts were starting to sting.

      “I need better clothes,” I said.  “Sturdy ones that will stand up to briars and stones.”

      “No.  If I cannot touch you, I will at least look at you.”

      “That’s why I have to wear this?  Fine.”  I flopped back onto the sofa and put my feet up.  “Touch my hair then give me boots, sturdy trousers, and a man’s shirt.”

      A slight choked noise came from behind me, and I closed my eyes, not believing I’d let my temper escape.

      “My apologies,” he said.  “Allow me to heal your injuries.”  It came as a demand rather than a request.

      “I’d rather have trousers.”

      “Allow me to heal your injuries, and you will have your trousers when you journey outside.”

      “Fine,” I said, knowing he’d neither offered boots nor a shirt.  Trousers were a start, though.

      His tongue lapped at my ankle, startling me from my thoughts.  He moved higher, not needing to move the dress to soothe the cut on my knee.  Warmth flooded me after his tongue found the light scrape on my thigh.

      When he moved to the slight tear in the material on my stomach, I trembled, no longer certain of our deal.  He ran his tongue over the tiny wound several times before moving upward.  Then, he paused.  His massive head hovered just above my breasts, the heat of his breath warming them.

      Before I could think to panic, he continued upward toward my chin, and I recalled a branch that had snapped back at my face.  The touch of his tongue so close to my mouth sent a shiver chasing through me.  He licked me from just below my chin to my bottom lip.

      “Touch me,” he said.

      My eyelids popped open, and I found myself staring into his eyes.  Large, wide set in his shaggy head and deep blue, they held me in place with no mist separating us.  I raised a hand and gently placed it against his neck, the soft fur warming my fingers.  Underneath, I felt him shudder, and I wondered how often he felt anyone’s touch.  Probably never.  The creatures here seemed to fear him as much as the townspeople.

      “Tell me true, did I miss any?” he whispered.

      Reluctantly, I nodded and rolled to my stomach, breaking our contact.

      He laved the scrapes on the backs of my legs and arms and then the bottoms of my feet, which made me twitch and giggle involuntarily.  When he finished, he moved away from me, retreating into the mist.

      For the rest of the day, I contented myself with books and tried to forget his presence.
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      No trousers waited in the wardrobe the next day, just a selection of translucent gowns.  Smiling at the selection, I picked the most modest dress from them and tucked another ripped panel from the curtains, which hadn’t disappeared.

      The beast waited in the hallway with less mist than the day before.

      “I don’t like the dress,” he said again.

      “Me neither,” I said agreeably.  “I thought I would be able to wear trousers today.”

      “If you would like to go out again today, you can change in the servant’s quarters in the kitchen.  Your trousers are there and are only meant for outside.  Inside, I want you wearing the dresses you find within your wardrobe.”

      Nodding, I walked hurriedly toward the kitchen.  True to his word, trousers waited on one of the beds as did boots and a cream shirt.  I quickly closed the door and changed.  The trousers were a bit snugger than I was used to, as was the shirt, but the boots fit well.

      Eagerly, I stepped from the room and held out my arms to do a slow turn for the beast.

      “Well?” I prompted with a smile on my face.

      “Lovely,” he said.

      Happy with the clothes, I led the way out the door.  As I slowly explored the area in front of the manor, the beast paced behind me.  Near lunch, I sensed his growing impatience and knew my time outside would soon come to an end.  It didn’t upset me.  It had been an enjoyable outing.

      “Go change,” he said.  “Do not wear these clothes inside unless you want to lose them.”

      I went back into the servant’s quarters and closed myself in to change.  Immediately, I saw what he’d done.  The dress remained where I’d set it, but my scraps of curtain were missing.  I sat heavily on the mattress, its material too thick to tear without the help of a knife.  There was nothing else to shield myself from his gaze.  If I stayed in the trousers or tried to use the shirt in some way, I had no doubt they would be gone in the morning, and I would not see them again.

      Defeated for the

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
      
    

  


This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/beastly-divider-4.jpg





