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      Sometimes, we understand the villains.

      

      This is for all those who are or were misunderstood and targeted because of it.

      They fear your strength.

      Remember, different is beautiful.
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        Vengeful as a Beauty includes mentions of child loss. I want you to read my book, but please take care of yourself first. If you need a deeper description of the trigger warning and what happens, click here.
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      “Ananke, are you listening?”

      I glance up from where I’d been watching the mouse move along the shelves. My mother hated that the rodents still got in despite their best tom cats being released within the stone castle walls, but I like the creatures. They’re clever, often found moving freely despite the cats constantly on the hunt. They do little harm as long as their numbers are managed, and this particular mouse has been living safely in my rooms for weeks. I don’t allow the cats in here. Instead, I often put down a plate of food for the small creature who dares to make his bed near mine. In return, it comes back each day. Today, it had brought a friend, a second mouse moving scantily behind it.

      Still, she’s right. I’d been daydreaming and not paying attention one bit to Mrs. Glen. She struggles to get me to learn my lessons, to absorb the proper etiquettes and embroidery patterns that are expected of someone in my station. I’m tired of learning useless things, of being told I need them in order to live some sort of shelved life. I haven’t heard a single word Mrs. Glen has said in at least the last ten minutes. When she begins to speak, she often drones on endlessly and I’d much rather wander off in my thoughts than listen to another explanation about why the cross stitch is better than the running stitch.

      “I’m sorry, what?” I offer, knowing I’m about to get a tongue lashing. Rarely is there a day where I go without one.

      Mrs. Glen scoffs. “There you go again, your head in the clouds and daydreaming about undoubtedly useless things.” She throws up her hands. “How will you ever find a good prince if you don’t learn your lessons?”

      I roll my eyes, tired of this same argument I hear every single day of my existence, but I humor her anyways. It’s not Mrs. Glen’s fault. She’s only doing her job. “I will hopefully find a man that cares about more than whether I can embroider or play the pinafore.”

      “Being a lady means—”

      “Yes,” I interrupt, completely against my lessons, so against what a good princess should be. “But I’m not just a lady, am I?” My eyes narrow with my words, an accusation and a fact, goading her to address the secret we all hold. I even grunt in a very un-ladylike way simply to spite her. I will not be swept under the rug like an irksome bug. I tire of being the dirty little secret of the royal family. When can I simply just be myself?

      Mrs. Glen sighs. “Princesses are expected to behave a certain way, Ana.”

      “So I’ve been told, over and over again, by you, by mother, by father.” I shake my head. “Maybe I don’t want to be a princess. Have any of you thought of that?”

      The scowl that pulls at her face lets me know that I’ll be in trouble later for those words. I’ll be forced to write lines over and over again until my hand cramps and I’m punished for my insubordination. Conditioning. It’s all conditioning in order to silence me. Women are seen and not heard. They’re beautiful but not bright. Princesses are even more ornamental, but I don’t want to be that. I want to be something far better. I want to be strong and respected and. . .more than an ornament for some prince.

      “They’ll send you away for such stubbornness,” Mrs. Glen warns, her voice quiet as if afraid of speaking too loudly and giving anyone ideas. Little does she know I’ve overheard mother and father discussing that very thing. They don’t need my stubbornness to consider it. They’ve already starting thinking on such things, wondering if it’s better to send the freak away rather than train her to be silent and hide.

      All they needed to think on such things is the power flowing through my veins, despite forcing me to push it down day in and day out. I try my best, and my best is never good enough.

      “Then let them,” I growl, standing up and pushing away from the table with embroidery supplies spread over it. A few of the pieces scatter across the floor. The mice I’ve been allowing to stay scatter at the sounds. “Let them shove me into a deep, dark hole where they can forget about the daughter who wants nothing more than to live freely.”

      When I move over to the window seat and plop down, dismissing Mrs. Glen for the day, she hesitates at the desk.

      “Ana. . .”

      But I’m done. I stare out at a kingdom that would see me as a monster if they really knew me. This isn’t a home; it’s a pretty prison. I’ll always be trapped in a pretty prison.

      “Let them replace me with the new babe in mother’s stomach,” I murmur softly, knowing she hears.

      This time, Mrs. Glen turns and lets herself out of my rooms, not daring to address what we both know. I don’t even turn to look, focusing my eyes on a horizon I’ll never be allowed to explore.

      Princesses are only meant to be ornaments.

      Nothing more.
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      The kingdom is in an uproar of excitement and celebration. After all, there’s a new princess within the castle walls. Why wouldn’t there be cause for celebration? I’ve heard the new babe is beautiful, but I’m only just now being allowed in to meet my baby sister despite her being born a fortnight ago. The kingdom has all gotten to see her before me, but I’m not surprised. It’s a punishment for refusing to learn to play a new instrument to entertain my future husband. No learning to be a silent wife, no seeing your new sibling. It’s a terrible punishment, and I plan to tell my parents that just as soon as I get to see my new sister. A fortnight? It’s an awful long time to pretend I don’t exist.

      Excitement fills me. I’ll have a partner in crime when it comes to usurping the status quo once my dear sister grows old enough. If both princesses refuse to be proper wives, then we can run the kingdom together without the stifling bounds of etiquette. Two sister Queens taking on the world. We would be amazing, I just know it. My little sister and I will one day sit in the thrones our parents do, and we shall do so together. I’ve dreamed about it since the moment mother announced her pregnancy.

      I stand before the large double doors outside of the palace room, waiting impatiently for them to let me in. There will be no witnesses, no art painted of the moment I get to hold my new baby sister. I’m rarely spoken about in the kingdom, and though the reason isn’t given, it’s simply accepted. Most are surprised at my beauty when I’m seen, as if they expect me to be some deformed malnourished thing. I’m sequestered away like an old trinket. The new babe, in contrast, has been announced and spoken of in the kingdom since the moment she was born. The unfairness of it all despite me doing my best to protect our family image threatens my good behavior.

      “You’re being summoned, Princess,” the guardsman on the right says. How he knows I’m being summoned, I don’t know, but he leans over and grabs the door handle, pulling it open just enough for me to slip inside. I do so without complaint despite me wanting to call attention to each and every terrible hoop they’re making me jump through in order to see my baby sister.

      When I walk inside, my father sits on his throne as he is want to do, as if it’s necessary to remind me of who’s in power here. He sees me as competition, and he should one day, though not any time soon. For now, I’m content to simply live. Besides, pushing down my power makes it impossible to learn how to use it, a fact I’m certain my father knows and relishes.

      Mother is sitting in a lower chair, a bassinet beside her seat. This will be how the kingdom will have met the babe, still high but presented there for any gifts the poor peasants might want to offer. It’s silly to ask them for anything, especially knowing my parents will simply throw everything out, but I understand their excitement to welcome the new baby. Everyone loves babies. Even I brought a locket along, something I’ve had since being a babe myself, a relic from a time where I was equally as celebrated in the royal family. It’ll be my gift to my sister, a way to show her that I’ll always be here for her despite knowing I won’t be allowed to do so much longer. I’m growing closer to the age of marriage.

      There’s excitement in my slow, measured, proper steps as I walk across the marble floors, my head held high and my shoulders back as I draw closer and closer to meeting my new sibling. Those steps falter when my mother looks down at the baby with such affection, it makes my stomach turn. I only stop once I’m standing over the bassinet, staring down at a beautiful little girl that will undoubtedly have every prince fighting for her affections when she’s grown. Those crystalline blue eyes meet mine, eyes the same color as I sport, but somehow, hers look better, brighter. She’s better and she’s barely a fortnight. What will she become when she’s my age? What will she accomplish with my parents loving her as they do?

      Jealousy swirls in my stomach so thickly, I can feel bile in my throat.

      Of course my mother loves her more than me. Look at her. She’s practically perfect in every way. At my age of seventeen, I recognize that the babe will be what they look to as the future queen. I’ll be pawned off on some other kingdom, given away like a cow. But my sister, she’ll have a brighter future. Perhaps, she’ll even have some choice in the matter.

      I don’t realize anything is happening until my mother gasps. I’m so lost in my jealousy that I hardly notice the swirling pink power around me. At my mother’s sound, I glance up. The power snaps toward the child, intent on harming what has upset me, but I don’t want the babe to die! It’s not her fault.

      Horror fills me as I draw back hard on the power, stopping it just in time, but I don’t have any true control over it. It still swirls around me in anger at its failed mission and so I stumble back, away from my sister, away from the desire to hurt her. I don’t want to hurt her, but my power does. My power wants to eliminate the threat in the room no matter how much I already love her.

      I’ve been forced to hide my power for so long, to shove it down, I don’t even know how to begin to turn it off as it reacts to my jealousy and despair. I gasp in pain as it punishes me for stopping it, pressing a hand against my lower abdomen in an attempt to staunch the needle-like spears. My organs feels as if they’re being scrapped clean from the inside, leaving them raw and wanting. What’s wrong with me? Why can’t I better control it? Is this all truly because I haven’t been allowed to foster it.

      The baby begins to cry, not because I’ve hurt her, but because she’s scared of the power sizzling in the air. I’ve scared my own baby sister because of my wild emotions. Shame coats my tongue. Panic takes over, and the power snaps away, cut from its source of darkness. Nothing douses a flame more than guilt.

      My mother sweeps my baby sister into her arms and holds her close, her expression on me filled with fear and resentment. “You’re a monster,” she whispers, her voice shaking, and she might as well have punched me in the heart.

      “I didn’t mean to,” I answer, my voice weak from my own shaking. Adrenaline fills my body, urging me to run, but I won’t run from myself. I can’t run from what I am. “I need help controlling it—”

      “We don’t speak of the wickedness in your blood,” my father interrupts. Sometime during the ordeal, he’d stood and pulled his sword. He hadn’t hesitated to do so. Would he have struck me down if I hadn’t been able to pull it back? Would he run that blade through my chest without an ounce of emotion?

      But his words draw more anger from me. White hot fury this time. My power stays inside me, but it swirls thickly, begging to be used, tipping my fingers. All this emotion today and I have little hope of keeping it inside.

      “Of course not,” I spit. “Because that would mean admitting it came from you!”

      His face hardens and he storms down the steps, coming down to my level for once. We’re the same height, something he doesn’t like, and he rarely comes down from his throne to address me. I half expect him to raise that sword and spear me through the sternum. Instead, he draws back his hand and backhands me across the cheek. I see it coming and don’t try to stop it. We’re the same. Just because the power skipped his generation doesn’t mean we aren’t born from the same cloth.

      I ricochet back with the hit, my neck snapping at the force of which he slapped me in his anger. My entire body tenses with the impact, and the taste of blood fills my inner cheek immediately. Metallic. My power leaks from my spine at the threat, but I just barely keep it inside me. The darkness in my heart that so desperately wants to make him pay fights with the light. These are my parents, my baby sister. Despite how cruel they are, I should love them. And my sister is innocent of anything and all that they create.

      “You’re going away,” my father orders, the sound of his slap still reverberating in the room. None of the guards move. No one comes to help me. My own mother still stares at me, her face wiped perfectly clean. A good woman doesn’t show emotions. At least, that’s what Mrs. Glen taught me. We’re meant to be décor, and nothing more.

      “Good,” I reply, having already expected the words. Blood drips down my chin when I open my mouth. I’m sure I must look precisely like the monster they accuse me of being, but what no one cares to think about is that I’m the monster they made me. This blood isn’t spilled from me. The power in my veins is unstable because of them. If given the opportunity to practice with it, I know I could keep it in check and a secret, but they won’t allow me to. So I’m not a monster because I choose to be.

      I’m the monster they’re making me.

      “Pack your things. You’re no longer welcome in this home,” Father continues, as if uncaring of the emotions I cycle through.

      I straighten and lift my chin. “It was never a home for me.” My eyes dance over to my mother, my baby sister still cradled in her arms. The babe has fallen silent, the scare not significant enough to cause true terror. “Not even now?” I ask. When my mother doesn’t respond, I continue. “Not even now, you won’t protect me? Even with blood dripping down my chin because of him, you won’t stand up to Father?”

      Though my mother fears me, she still loves me in her own way. The affection I’d seen on her face for the new baby was once the same look she gave me.

      Until I became this cruel, wicked thing Father told her she should fear.

      She glances between me and the King, her eyes holding things she wants to say but can’t, not without suffering the same fate as me. My father looks at her, a dare, waiting. “It’s not my place—”

      “A woman’s place is not at the feet of her husband,” I growl. “It should be beside him.”

      She flinches, but she doesn’t respond, doesn’t acknowledge my words. Too long, she’s knelt for my father. Too long was she trained to do so. It’s too late for her, but it’s not too late for me. I won’t be like my mother. I refuse to be.

      I turn to my father, to the King, and hold out my hand before me. He steps back when a flame begins to light and dance on my palm. I have no control of the flame, but in this, it seems to want to listen to me. He flinches when the flame flares brightly and hovers over my fingers.

      “You’ve created a sleeping dragon, father,” I say, staring him in the eyes. “When she breathes fire on your realm, I pray that you have been forgiven for all your sins.”

      The flames go out as if I’d laid a curse on this realm, but I don’t even care. I turn, storming to my rooms to begin shoving things into trunks. I leave behind all the embroidery items, the instruments. The only thing I take from my lessons are the paints I actually enjoy. Otherwise, I’m shoving clothing and items, things I’ll need. I even shove the blankets from my bedding into the trunk, unsure where I’m being sent or what supplies I’ll be offered. They barely give me any time at all to pack before guardsmen are storming inside to slam the trunks closed and drag them out. They usher me to the carriage in the same breath, pushing me inside as if I’m some monster to sneak out beneath the fall of evening.

      As the carriage jerks forward, I turn in my seat and look out the back window at the castle, knowing it’ll likely be the last time I’ll see it.

      In the distance, the celebration continues for the newest and beloved princess, Aurelia.

    

  

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/heading-fell-flower-d-screen.png





OEBPS/images/vengeful-as-a-beauty-final-cover.jpg
S o

\/ENGKFIJL X







OEBPS/images/heart.jpg






