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  The Beauty of Being a Beast


  



  So many things were supposed to happen.


  I was supposed to lure, bribe, threaten, or cajole a boy into staying at my castle. Supposed to fall madly in love with him. Supposed to treat him kindly and shower him with gifts and be so charming, generous, and good-hearted that he couldn’t help but fall in love with me too, despite my outward appearance. Then the curse would be broken, and we would live happily ever after.


  I was never, ever supposed to be bored with the whole predictable charade.


  I drummed my talons on the tabletop, leaving pinprick scars behind in the smooth, glossy wood. A feast fit for a queen—well, a lady, in my case—was spread out before me. Crystal tureens brimming with soups. Copper bowls filled with vegetable, potato, and pasta salads. Silver platters covered with roasted hams and fried turkeys surrounded by thick squares of cornbread-sage dressing. Glass stands boasting seven-layer chocolate cakes shaped like castles topped with towering turrets of fluffy chocolate frosting.


  For once, I wasn’t interested in the scrumptious food, and I gazed across the table at the boy slouching in the chair opposite mine. Snyder, the castle tailor, had crafted the boy a fine green jacket that highlighted his shoulders, along with his tall, skinny frame. With his golden hair, brown eyes, and tan skin, the boy was quite handsome, although instead of attraction, all I felt when I looked at him was annoyance.


  Instead of looking back at me, the boy, Peter, stared downward, using a spoon to push his apple-and-butternut-squash soup from one side of a bowl to the other and back again. Over in the corner of the dining room, a tall, freestanding cuckoo clock shaped like a tree adorned with colorful flowers and hummingbirds steadily tick-tick-ticked off the interminable seconds.


  I kept drumming my talons. Peter flinched every time my nails hit the wood, breaking up my boredom and filling me with petty satisfaction. He’d been here for two weeks, and he still seemed to think that I was going to eat him at any moment.


  I eyed my reflection in the mirror that covered one of the walls. Shaggy dark brown fur. Unnaturally bright blue eyes. A wolflike face, complete with triangular ears and a muzzle filled with razor-sharp teeth. The aforementioned long, pointed black talons that could tear through solid wood like it was as thin as paper.


  Perhaps Peter was right to be worried. My eating him would certainly break up the monotony of this dinner, as well as leave me free to do something else this evening. Read a book. Write my own fantasy story. Shop in the village for holiday gifts for the servants. Prowl through the surrounding woods and admire the snowy landscape. Any of which would be far more useful and enjoyable than trying to make small talk with a boy who shook like a leaf in the wind whenever I spoke to him.


  Even Peter’s story of how he had come to be here was boring. He had heard about the famed gardens of Mottern Castle and had snuck inside to pick some pansies for his beloved, a girl named Arisa. As soon as he had plucked the first blossom, the curse’s magic had alerted me to his presence, and I had stormed into the gardens, snarling, growling, and generally playing my part of the fearsome beast to the hilt.


  It was one of the few things I enjoyed about the Mottern family curse.


  As expected, Peter had thrown himself down at my furry feet and tearfully agreed to stay at the castle if only I would spare his life. And now here we were, two weeks later, trying to make conversation like normal people when I was anything but normal.


  On their sixteenth birthdays, all Mottern women were cursed to turn into wolflike beasts and remain that way until they discovered true love. My mother had suffered through the curse, as had my grandmother and my great-grandmother before her, and now it was my turn.


  Peter was the twelfth boy who had come to the castle since my curse had begun, and he was my last chance to make someone fall in love with me before my twenty-first birthday next week. On that day, the curse would become permanent, and I would remain a beast forever.


  My talons struck the tabletop again, a little quicker and louder than before, and Peter jumped in his chair, his spoon violently ting-ting-tinging against the side of his crystal soup bowl.


  I sighed, giving in to the inevitable. “Would you like to go home?”


  Peter’s head snapped up. His brown eyes widened, and his face brightened with joy. “Oh, yes! I…um…well…” His voice trailed off, and he grimaced, trying to tamp down his obvious relief and burgeoning enthusiasm.


  “It’s all right,” I said, trying to keep the boredom and annoyance out of my low, gruff voice. “This has all been a test to see if you would remain true to your beloved Arisa, and you have never wavered in your devotion. She’s lucky to have someone so loyal.”


  Peter’s shoulders straightened, and his thin, skinny chest puffed up with pride. I had no idea how devoted and loyal Peter was to Arisa, but I always said something inane like that when I released the boys from their promises. It seemed to make them feel better, as though they had accomplished some small thing in their time here.


  I might be a beast, but I wasn’t a monster.


  Peter kept staring at me with his annoyingly joy-filled face, so I waved my fur-covered hand, indicating that he could go. He shot to his feet, almost knocking his chair over, but instead of immediately running from the room, he lingered by the table.


  “It’s not just that I want to return to Arisa,” he said. “I’m worried about everyone in the village. And you too, Lady Griselle.”


  I frowned. “What do you mean?”


  Peter shifted on his feet. “There are rumors that the Razors are marching toward Dammerung. That they plan to attack.”


  The Razors were a notorious group of bandits, thieves, and murderers who made their home in an abandoned keep deep in the Black Forest. Every few months, they would appear like ghastly spirits escaping from graves and attack whatever travelers or villages were unlucky enough to be in their path. The Razors took what they wanted, burned the rest, and returned to their hidden keep. Then, a few months later, when their stolen wine, food, and gold ran out, they would reappear in a different part of the kingdom and strike again. So far, Dammerung had managed to escape their notice, but apparently no longer.


  “Well, if the Razors are coming, then you should absolutely return to the village and make sure that Arisa is safe, along with your parents and the rest of your loved ones.”


  Peter’s head bobbed up and down in a frantic rhythm. “Thank you, Lady Griselle.”


  He gave me a quick bow, then scurried out of the room without a backward glance. I remained sitting, still drumming my talons against the tabletop, thinking about this new threat.


  “You got rid of him already?” a dry voice drawled, interrupting my musings.


  Footsteps sounded, and another boy stepped into view. He was dressed in a simple blue jacket, with black leggings and boots, and a white towel was thrown over his left shoulder, indicating that he had been in the kitchen cooking. His dark brown hair was neatly brushed back from his forehead, and his tan skin gleamed in the soft, dreamy light cast by the crystal chandelier overhead.


  Drury glanced over at the cuckoo clock, then back at me. Merriment sparked in his green eyes, and a grin stretched across his face. “That was fast. It’s not even six o’clock yet.”


  I rolled my eyes at his teasing. Drury’s family had worked for mine ever since my great-grandmother was originally cursed, and we had been friends since childhood. Drury was an amazing chef, and he oversaw the kitchen staff and dealt with the servants, while I prowled around the castle and wasted time trying to make boys fall in love with me.


  I threw my napkin down, pushed back from the table, and got to my feet. Despite my beastly appearance, Drury was still a few inches taller than I was, and I had to tip my head back to look up into his face. Unlike Peter and all the other boys who had come here, Drury kept his eyes on mine. He had never flinched at or shied away from or been scared by my beastly form—not once, not even when the curse had first taken effect. That was one of the many things that made him such a dear friend.


  “What is this rumor about the Razors marching toward Dammerung?”


  Drury’s smile vanished. “Peter should have kept his mouth shut.”


  I arched a bushy eyebrow at him. “So the rumor is true. The Razors are coming to raze the village.”


  He sighed. “Apparently so. Some of the woodsmen spotted the smoke from their campfires two days ago. The Razors will most likely march into the village sometime tonight.”


  I eyed him. “What else aren’t you telling me?”


  Drury sighed again. “There have also been some rumors that Nigella, the leader of the Razors, fancies herself to be quite the hunter. That she enjoys killing all sorts of creatures but the more unusual and magical, the better.”


  “So the Razors are coming here because of me. Because Nigella wants to bag a beast.” I threw my hands up into the air. “Why didn’t you tell me?”


  Drury shrugged. “You have enough to worry about with the curse and your birthday coming up next week. Besides, the Razors won’t be able to get into the castle.”


  No, they wouldn’t. Eifert, the wizard who had enacted the curse, had enchanted the castle so that none could enter who wished to harm me. But the magic didn’t extend to the village, which meant that Peter, Arisa, and everyone else would be at the Razors’ mercy. Unless…


  “Have the servants open the castle gates, go down into the village, and tell everyone that they are welcome to stay here until the Razors are dealt with,” I said.


  Drury nodded. He hesitated, then looked at me again. “I’m sorry about Peter. That things didn’t work out.”


  This time, I shrugged. We both knew that I had less than a week to break the curse, or I would remain a beast forever. We both fell silent, and a sudden, weird awkwardness arose between us, something that had been happening more and more lately.


  Sometimes I thought that I should just take a chance with Drury and try to get him to fall in love with me. After all, we were fast friends, which was its own sort of love. But every time the notion struck me, I squashed it. Drury deserved to find his own happiness, with whomever he chose, not get further entangled in my family’s curse. Besides, I wanted to fall in love when I was ready, not be forced into it by some spiteful wizard.


  Still uncomfortable, I looked away from Drury, and my gaze landed on the tabletop. The pinpricks that my talons had grooved into the wood glimmered in the light, looking almost like stars that a jeweler might etch into a pendant to enhance its design.


  I flexed my hand, then curled my fingers inward, so that the sharp tips of my talons pricked my fur-covered palm. Anger sparked through me, along with determination. I might be cursed, but I was still the lady of this castle, which meant that I was its protector—and the protector of the nearby village.


  Drury’s eyes narrowed. “Uh-oh. I know that look. You have a plan.”


  I grinned at him, showing off my long, sharp teeth. “Absolutely.”


  “What are you going to do, Griselle?”


  “If Nigella and the Razors want to confront a beast, then I’m going to show them exactly how beastly I can be.”


  * * *


  Drury summoned the kitchen staff to clean up the uneaten dinner, and I left the dining room and went to my tower.


  One of the servants had stoked the fire, so the large, square room was pleasantly warm. Fine tables and cushioned chairs, a four-poster bed tucked away in the back corner, shelves crammed with books, rocks, oddly shaped pieces of wood, and other trinkets that I’d collected.


  The chamber looked like any other—except for the mirror.


  The smooth, shiny, unbreakable glass took up one entire wall, stretching from the floor to the ceiling. Eifert, the wizard, had enchanted the castle so that every room featured at least one mirrored wall, and many of the stones on the outside of the castle were covered with mirrors as well. He’d told Jacinda, my great-grandmother, that it was a gift, a reminder that she only had a limited amount of time to break the curse, but it was really just another bit of petty cruelty. Eifert hadn’t wanted Jacinda or any of the other Mottern women to be able to forget what he’d done to them, not even for one second.


  The sight of the mirror made me angry, the way it always did, but I marched over to it, lifted my chin, and stared at my own reflection. Brown fur, blue eyes, wolflike ears and muzzle. The image was the same as always, but it didn’t bother me.


  In a strange way, I had come to appreciate and admire the strong, fearsome beast in the mirror. There was a beauty, a freedom, in being a beast. Before the curse, as Lady Mottern, I had been expected to act a certain way. Nice, polite, calm, demure. But as Griselle, as a beast, I could be who I truly was, which wasn’t always nice and polite. I was quite often acerbic and sarcastic and occasionally wild and vicious.


  Oh, no. I hadn’t minded being a beast in a long, long time, but there was one thing about my reflection that did bother me: the dress.


  For dinner, I’d put on a pink flowered dress, along with flat but feminine pink shoes. I had always despised the color pink, and I looked like a wolf stuffed into a grandmother’s nightgown. I shook my head, disgusted that I’d fallen into the trap of trying to make myself look more pleasing in hopes of gaining Peter’s interest and approval. The only person’s opinion I should care about was my own. Besides, I had a battle to prepare for.


  So I stripped off the horrid dress and put on a far more comfortable dark blue jacket, along with black leggings and sturdy boots. I also belted a sword to my waist. When I was finished, I strode back over to the mirror and eyed my reflection again. Not only did I look like myself now, but I also felt like myself again, like the true Griselle.


  I moved away from the mirror, opened a set of glass doors, and walked out onto the tower balcony. Mottern Castle stood on top of a tall ridge that overlooked the river, the valley, and the village of Dammerung below. As a beast, I had excellent eyesight and hearing, so I could easily see the servants running up and down the streets, going from house to house, knocking on doors, and calling out to the villagers.


  “Come! Come to the castle! Before the Razors arrive!”


  In response, doors opened, and villagers poured out of their homes and shops, heading toward the castle.


  But they weren’t the only ones moving through the cold winter evening.


  In the surrounding forest, dozens of torches blazed, all heading in this direction, looking like fireflies flitting through the snow-crusted pines.


  The Razors were already here.


  My hand dropped to my sword, and my talons scraped against the silver hilt. More anger and determination sparked through me. I wasn’t going to let some greedy marauders slaughter innocent people just because I had the misfortune to be cursed—


  “Contemplating your failure with this latest boy?” a low, snide voice asked.


  I rolled my eyes, but I turned toward the man standing on the balcony. He looked to be in his fifties, although wizards lived for centuries, and you could never tell how old they truly were. A mane of salt-and-pepper hair dipped and rose all around his head, almost like a wavy iron crown. His blue eyes were as cold and empty as the mirrors that adorned the castle, and his pale skin was curiously free of wrinkles, except for a few faint lines around his eyes and mouth. He was wearing a long blood-red robe that featured patches of gold thread shaped like jagged teeth, curved claws, and other symbols, and a gold pendant shaped like a wolf with ruby eyes dangled from a gold chain around his neck.


  Eifert, the wizard who had cursed my great-grandmother Jacinda, along with the rest of the Mottern women.


  That, too, was another boring, predictable story.


  Mottern Castle used to belong to Eifert, until Jacinda had wandered into the gardens to pick some pansies to sell in her village shop. Eifert had taken one look at Jacinda and fallen madly in love, but my great-grandmother hadn’t felt the same.


  Instead, she had seen the wizard’s adoration as an opportunity.


  Jacinda had aspirations far above being a poor, struggling florist, so she had pretended to love Eifert, right up to the moment he had impulsively given her the castle as an engagement present. Once a gift is given, it can never be taken back by force, so Jacinda had kicked Eifert out of his own home and had anointed herself Lady Mottern.


  The wizard had been so enraged at being played for a fool that he had cursed Jacinda to become a beast—until she found true love. Conning a wizard was no small task, and my great-grandmother had easily gotten one of the village boys to fall in love with her, despite her new, unattractive fur coat. And so Jacinda had broken the curse, although Eifert had decreed that all of her female descendants were doomed to suffer through it as well.


  Now Eifert kept staring at me, a smug expression on his face. He always visited whenever I sent a boy away. He liked to see my supposed devastation. I truly had been devastated the first few times, but now all I felt was irritation.


  “What do you want?” I gestured out at the torches rapidly approaching the village. “In case you haven’t noticed, I have other things to worry about right now.”


  “Oh, don’t be concerned about the Razors,” Eifert purred. “You’ll be safe here in the castle, Griselle. I made sure of that.”


  I rolled my eyes again. “Of course. You wouldn’t want the Razors to kill me and deprive you of the sadistic joy of continuing your curse.”


  “Well, it seems like you might be the very last Mottern. After all, you have less than a week until your twenty-first birthday. Why, you might not break the curse at all.” Eifert clucked his tongue in false sympathy.


  Disgust spiked through me, and not just because of his mockery. If he hadn’t started this curse, then the villagers might not be in danger from the Razors now. But of course, Eifert wouldn’t—couldn’t—see things that way, just as he didn’t realize that his curse had stopped bothering me long ago.


  I faced the wizard, angrier and more determined than I had ever been. “If I am to be the last Mottern, then so be it.”


  Eifert blinked. “What do you mean?”


  I shrugged. “I don’t care if I break the curse.”


  He blinked again, and then again, as if he didn’t understand what I was saying. “You…you don’t mean that. You can’t mean that.”


  “That is exactly what I mean,” I snapped. “Do you know how annoying your curse is? How ridiculous? How utterly tedious? If people can’t look past my fur and fangs and see what kind of person I really am, then they don’t deserve my friendship, much less my love.”


  Eifert kept staring at me with a bewildered expression. “I don’t understand.”


  I stepped closer to him and bared my teeth in a wide, vicious smile. “I am finished with your stupid curse. There will be no more boys, no more dresses, no more flirting and simpering and prancing around like a circus animal. I’m going to go down to the village, defeat the Razors, and return to my castle. And then I will spend the rest of my days reading and writing and exploring the woods and protecting the villagers. I will live quite happily ever after being a beast.”


  Eifert’s blue eyes bulged. “You—you can’t do that! You have to break the curse! You have to find true love!”


  I snorted. “Why? So you can inflict your sadistic will on whatever innocent daughter I might have in the future? No. You have no power over me, Eifert. Not anymore. And the curse ends with me tonight—one way or another.”


  The wizard kept staring at me, a mixture of shock and disbelief filling his face. His features flickered like a sputtering candle, and he suddenly looked old, weak, and weary, like a flame that was about to be snuffed out.


  I looked right back at him, an unexpected and unusually soft emotion flooding my chest and cooling some of my sizzling anger. “Perhaps it’s strange, but I actually feel sorry for you.”


  The wizard’s shock vanished, and he jerked back as though I had slapped him. Eifert’s face hardened back into its usual smooth, ageless mask, and his eyes darkened, as though they were filling up with ominous storm clouds. “What did you say?”


  “I feel sorry for you,” I repeated. “It was wrong, cruel, and heartless of Jacinda to pretend to love you just so she could steal your castle. Perhaps you were right to curse her as punishment for that deception.”


  “But?” he snapped, a low, dangerous note in his voice.


  “But you could have ended it there. You could have left Dammerung and tried to find happiness with someone else. But instead, you keep coming back here generation after generation and punishing women who had nothing to do with hurting you. I’d say that makes you the one who is truly cursed, not me.” I shook my head. “Goodbye, Eifert.”


  Then I stalked past the wizard, leaving him alone on the balcony, staring at his own reflection in the mirrored wall.


  * * *


  I went down to the castle gates, which were standing wide open. By this point, the villagers were running in this direction, trying to get inside as fast as possible. I pushed past them, heading the opposite way.


  “Thank you, Lady Mottern!” someone called out.


  Soon all of the villagers were shouting their thanks. I nodded and gave them all an awkward, toothy smile, but I kept going.


  “Griselle! Griselle!” a voice called out behind me, a bit louder than all the others.


  I glanced back over my shoulder. Drury was clutching a long, sharp kitchen knife and was also fighting through the crowd, but he didn’t have my beastly strength, so he kept getting pushed back. I didn’t have time to wait for my friend to catch up, so I waved at him and kept going.


  Besides, this was my fight, not his.


  The Razors were moving much faster than I had anticipated, and they had already swept through the village, although it didn’t seem they had looted, burned, or destroyed any homes yet. No doubt, they wanted to sack the castle first.


  I met the invaders in the middle of the gray stone bridge that led from the castle over the river and down into the village. I stopped in the center of the bridge, and so did they, all of us sizing each other up.


  The Razors were girls and boys in their late teens and early twenties. They were dressed in fine jackets and gowns, although most of their clothes were torn and dirty, as though they just wore the garments until they slaughtered someone else and took their slightly cleaner, fresher clothes. Each one of them was clutching a sword or a dagger, and thanks to my beastly eyesight, I could easily see the dried blood staining many of the blades.


  A girl who looked to be about my age strode forward and struck a pose, resting her hand on the gold sword belted to her waist. She was quite beautiful, with hazel eyes, rosy skin, and dark brown hair pulled back into a pretty braid. Unlike those of the other Razors, her clothes were pristine, and she looked like a warrior princess in her bright fuchsia jacket, white pants, and shiny black boots.


  “Nigella, I presume?” I drawled.


  She smiled. “And so the Beast speaks. Lovely. It’s so much more fun when your prey realizes exactly what’s happening to them.”


  I held my arms out to my sides, letting them all get a good, long look at me, especially my teeth and talons. “You’re right. I am a beast. I am also the protector of this village. Leave now, and I will not harm you. Attack me or anyone else here, and I will slaughter you all.”


  Nigella let out a light, pealing laugh. “You might look like a beast, but from what I’ve heard, you’re just a soft lady underneath. Why, I doubt you’ve ever killed anything larger than a fly, even in your beastly form.”


  She was right about that, although I would never admit it. Doubt filled me, but I bared my teeth at her anyway. I might be a soft lady on the inside, but even soft ladies could be vicious creatures when backed into a corner. I had already faced down Eifert, and I would put this bandit in her place too.


  “I gave you a warning,” I growled. “I will not give you another one.”


  Nigella smiled again and drew her sword. The rest of the Razors perked up at the soft hiss of her blade sliding free of its scabbard, and several of them started twirling their own weapons around in their hands. I also drew my sword, my fur-covered fingers feeling clumsy, awkward, and sweaty against the cold silver hilt.


  “Storm the castle!” she screamed. “The Beast is mine!”


  Nigella raised her sword and charged at me. I snarled, lifted my own sword, and stepped up to meet her.


  * * *


  The Razors rushed past me, but I kept my gaze focused on Nigella. Good thing, since she almost took my head off with her first blow.


  Not only did Nigella look like a warrior princess, but she was far more skilled with her sword than I was with mine, despite all the tutors and lessons I’d had over the years. Even if I’d still been in my human form, I doubted that I could have bested her. It was all I could do to dodge her blows and hang on to my own weapon.


  “What’s the matter, Beast?” Nigella hissed. “Having trouble pretending you’re still a real girl instead of a monstrosity with teeth and talons?”


  I jerked back, her words wounding me far more than Eifert’s insults ever had. Still, as the Razor queen whirled around for another strike, I considered her point. Nigella was right. I was a beast now, so I should fight like one.


  I dropped my sword, which tumbled end over end along the bridge. Each ding-ding-ding of the metal hitting the flagstones rang out like a bell.


  “Giving up already?” Nigella smiled at me again. “Don’t worry, Beast. Soon you’ll be too dead to care how hideous you look. Although I’ll do you one last favor—I’ll mount your head above one of the fireplaces so you can still look out and pretend this is your castle instead of mine.”


  Anger sliced through me. I opened my mouth to respond to her taunt, but screams and shouts rose up behind me, and I glanced back over my shoulder instead. The Razors were right outside the open castle gates, along with the villagers, who were attacking the invaders with pitchforks, hammers, and other tools. Drury was at the front of the pack, still clutching his kitchen knife, which he stabbed into every Razor who came near him.


  Seeing my friend in danger further enraged me, and I whirled back around to Nigella. “You will never take my head, my castle, or anything else from me!”


  I launched myself at her. This time, I went on the offensive, swiping out with my talons and snapping out with my teeth. Nigella scrambled away, but she wasn’t quite quick enough to avoid all my strikes, and my talons ripped across her left shoulder. She screamed and staggered back, staring down at the blood soaking into her fuchsia jacket.


  “What’s the matter?” I hissed. “Having trouble pretending you’re still a real girl instead of a murdering bully with a sword?”


  Nigella screamed again and charged me, slashing her blade through the air. I dodged her blows and lashed out with my own.


  The fight was more or less even, until I foolishly turned to the side, trying to see what was happening behind me and if Drury and the villagers were beating back the Razors. Nigella used my distraction to slip past my defenses and bury her blade in my left shoulder.


  I howled like, well, like a wounded animal.


  Nigella grinned and twisted the blade in even deeper before viciously yanking it out. “Your head, your castle, and your village will never be safe as long as I am alive.”


  I could tell she meant every word, and I knew I couldn’t beat her. Not like this. Not with weapons, teeth, or talons. But my beastly form had always been tougher and stronger than my human one, and I knew it was stronger than Nigella’s body too.


  So I surged forward and locked my arms around her waist, digging my talons into her back to hold her close and keep her from gutting me with her sword.


  “What are you doing?” Nigella yelled, trying to twist away.


  “Saving myself, my castle, and my village,” I snarled back.


  Then I churned my legs, shoving us both toward the side of the bridge.


  “No! Don’t! Stop!” Nigella screamed, still trying to twist away.


  But it was too late, and I was too strong and much too determined. I churned my legs a final time, using all of my beastly strength to propel us forward.


  Still locked together, Nigella and I tumbled over the side of the bridge.


  * * *


  One moment, I was hanging in midair, listening to Nigella shriek and watching the river rush up to meet us. The next moment, we both hit the water.


  A loud, hard, sharp, sickening crack reverberated through my entire body, and for a few seconds, I thought I had broken every single bone I had. Then the river closed over me, cold and dark and further shocking my body. I opened my mouth to scream, but water rushed in, silencing my hurt, panicked cry.


  That last, third shock roused me out of my stupefied state, and I clawed my arms and kicked my legs, desperately trying to get back up to the surface, even though water had filled my clothes and boots and was dragging me down, down, down. I clawed and kicked with all my might, but I suddenly felt much weaker than before, and I wasn’t moving with my usual strong, beastly ease. I growled with frustration, but once again the water muffled the sound.


  Still, I kept clawing and kicking, and I finally broke through to the surface. I sucked down a giant gulp of air. Then another, then another, until my mind slowly realized that I wasn’t going to drown after all.


  I glanced around. Thanks to the snow crusting the landscape, and the light from torches and candles blazing down from the castle above, I could see that I was in the middle of the river, slowly drifting south as the current pulled me along like a fishing lure skimming the surface of the water. I twisted around and around, but I didn’t see Nigella in the water or along the riverbanks. Either she had already been pulled farther downstream or she had drowned in the icy water. I hoped it was the latter.


  Even though I was chilled, exhausted, and bleeding from the deep wound Nigella had punched into my shoulder, I slowly, awkwardly paddled through the water and over to the shore. Then I stood up in the mud and slogged my way over onto solid ground, leaving wet, dirty boot prints behind in the pristine snow. My teeth chattered, my breath frosted, and I hugged my arms around my chest in an attempt to stay warm, although it didn’t work.


  What was wrong with me? With my beastly fur coat, the cold almost never bothered me. Perhaps it was the combination of being soaked to the bone along with the strange wind that was howling over the river like a pack of wild banshees. Yes, that must be it.


  “Griselle? Griselle!” Drury’s voice drifted down to me from the castle, along with shouts from the villagers.


  “Lady Mottern!”


  “My lady!”


  “Where are you?”


  From the sounds of things, Drury and the villagers had defeated the Razors. Relief coursed through me. Good. Now all I needed to do was get back up to the castle. I started to swipe the wet hair out of my eyes and stopped short, my hand frozen in midair right in front of my face.


  I was looking at my hand. Not my fur-covered paw but my hand—my human hand.


  Shock jolted through me, overpowering my concern about the cold, Drury, and everything else. I glanced down. Instead of tufts of fur sticking out through my torn, bloody, waterlogged clothes, I saw smooth, pale skin. I took another step forward and wobbled on my feet. I was so used to the heavy weight of my fur that the lighter skin of my human body seemed incredibly strange, as though my beastly form had been stuffed inside a thin, fragile paper doll.


  The curse was broken.


  I was a human girl again.


  I should have been happy, ecstatic, overjoyed, but instead, hot tears stung my eyes, and grief and loss cracked against my heart like cold, heavy hammers. I felt like a part of myself, perhaps the very best part, had been cruelly ripped away—


  “Stupid girl,” a low, angry voice snarled. “You won’t escape me that easily.”


  I whirled around. Eifert was standing in front of me, his hands fisted by his sides, his ageless features twisted into a murderous scowl. The yellow glow from the castle torches above cast his face in shadow, making his skin look like it was stretched tight across his cheekbones, as though he were a skeleton that still had a bit of flesh stubbornly clinging to it.


  “What happened?” I asked, my voice a weak, choked rasp.


  Eifert’s lips curled back with disgust. “You might have broken one curse, but I can always cast another one on you.”


  He pushed up the sleeves of his long blood-red robe, then wrapped one hand around the gold wolf pendant hanging from the chain around his neck. He raised his other hand and pointed his palm at me. Dark red magic crackled like lightning across his skin. I tensed. This was exactly what had happened when he had cursed me the first time—


  “Enough,” a feminine voice cut in. “That’s enough.”


  Startled, Eifert and I both whirled around. Footsteps whispered, and a woman stepped out of the snowy woods. Like Eifert’s, her face had a smooth, ageless look, marking her as a witch, and she could have been anywhere from twenty to two hundred years old. Her skin had a silvery sheen, and her eyes were the same eerie color, although her hair was a dark orange-red, like an ember that was about to blaze up into a full-fledged fire. Her long robe was similar to Eifert’s, although hers was a pale, dusky gray that blended in with the snow.


  “Who are you?” I asked.


  “I am Ramera,” the woman replied. “I am the head of the magical council in this kingdom.”


  Eifert stabbed his finger at me. “This girl is mine. I can curse her as I see fit. Over and over again. You have no right to interfere.”


  Ramera arched an eyebrow at him. “You seem to forget that council rules forbid witches and wizards from cursing mortals more than once. The girl broke your curse, Eifert, fair and square. It’s over. She won. You lost.”


  He stamped his foot like a petulant child. “No! This girl will suffer just as I have suffered! And her daughter and all their daughters will suffer too! For as long as I live—”


  Ramera waved her hand, interrupting his rant. A bolt of silvery magic shot out of her fingertips and slammed into the wizard’s chest, knocking him backward. Eifert looked down. At first, I wasn’t sure what was happening, but then I realized that the bolt had hit his golden wolf pendant—and it was rapidly melting.


  “No!” Eifert screamed, cupping his hands underneath the pendant and trying to hold the melting gold in his palms. “I won’t let you do this! It’s not fair! It’s not—”


  Ramera waved her hand again. A loud pop! sounded, and the earth cracked open beneath Eifert’s feet. The wizard plummeted down into the chasm, still screaming that he was going to curse me again. An instant later, the earth snapped back together, cutting off his cries and leaving the riverbank in odd, eerie silence.


  “I’m sorry about that,” Ramera murmured, looking at me. “But don’t worry, Lady Griselle. You broke Eifert’s curse, so he won’t be bothering you again. I’ll see to that.”


  I frowned. “But how did I break the curse? I didn’t do anything. I didn’t make a boy fall in love with me.”


  A smile played across the witch’s face. “The curse only stated that you had to find true love. It didn’t specify exactly what kind.”


  I shook my head. “I still don’t understand.”


  “When you decided to remain a beast, you accepted yourself, despite your outward form, which most would despise,” Ramera replied. “The strongest, purest, truest love is loving yourself, inside and out, fur, teeth, talons, and all. That’s what gave you the strength to fight for your people, and that’s what broke the curse.”


  She smiled at me again, then turned to go.


  Confusion propelled me forward, along with desperation and that heartbreaking sense of loss. “Wait!”


  Ramera stopped and glanced back over her shoulder. “Yes?”


  “I actually liked being a beast.” I gestured down at my human form. “This doesn’t seem like me anymore.”


  Her lips pursed in thought. “No, I suppose that human form isn’t really you anymore.” She paused. “Or, at least, not all of you.”


  Ramera waved her hand for a third time, and another bolt of silvery magic shot out of her fingertips and streaked toward me. I tensed, expecting the magic to hurt, but instead, a warm, gentle power washed over me, as though I was sitting in front of a fireplace. As quickly as it came, the sensation vanished, although I could tell that something had shifted inside me.


  “Eifert took your choice away, but you have more than earned it back,” Ramera said. “Girl or beast, it is for you to decide which you want to be and when and for how long. Being comfortable in one’s own skin is a power in and of itself. Use your strength wisely, Griselle.”


  “Thank you,” I whispered.


  The witch nodded, then vanished into the forest.


  When I was sure she was gone, I glanced down at my human hands again. They looked the same as I remembered, if a bit blue and wrinkled from the cold water. I drew in a breath, then let it out and reached for that warm power I could feel pulsing deep down inside me.


  For a moment, I wasn’t sure it was going to work, but then the familiar dark brown fur sprouted on my skin, and my fingernails darkened and lengthened into long black talons. I released the magic, and my human form and skin took over again.


  A smile spread across my face, so wide that it made my cheeks ache. This was me—all of me—and I couldn’t be happier about it.


  “Griselle! Griselle!” Drury’s voice drifted down from the castle.


  “Down here!” I yelled back.


  Silence. Then Drury and the villagers all started talking at once.


  “Lady Mottern is alive!”


  “Fetch her a warm blanket! And some hot cider!”


  “She saved us from the Razors!”


  More shouts sounded, along with claps, cheers, and whistles. My smile widened. I started to move forward, to head into the woods and climb back up to the castle, but that icy wind howled over the riverbank, making my teeth chatter again.


  I stopped, closed my eyes, and reached for my newfound magic—or perhaps it was the same power that had been inside me all along. Either way, it only took me a few seconds to transform back into my usual, comfortable, beastly self.


  “There,” I whispered, my breath frosting in the chilly air again. “That feels better.”


  And it truly did.


  Still smiling, I left the riverbank behind to head back to my castle and my people. Oh, I would tell Drury that I had broken the curse, and I would shift back into my human form for all of the villagers to see—tomorrow. But for tonight, it was cold out, and I wanted to be warm, and I couldn’t think of a better way to do that than by putting on my fur coat.


  And that was just part of the beauty of being a beast.
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