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  to the sacred souls of this world


  Remember: Your life was meant to be beautiful.
If it isn’t, it can still be.
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  Author’s Note

  
  



  Dear Reader,


  I’m excited to deliver this revised and expanded edition of my debut novel, The Sacred Scarred, to you. This is the novel’s third edition; it was previously known as The Sacred Scarred and Calysta & the Beast. 


  If you’ve read either one of those books, then you already know the general story of The Beauty in their Scars. However, there are quite a number of significant changes setting this edition apart from the first two. First of all, I would hope that the writing is better. Beyond that, if you’d like to have a more detailed breakdown of changes (no spoilers), I have added a list of changes, in case you are trying to gauge if it’s worth your time to read a new edition of a story you’ve already read. 


  If you haven’t read either of the two editions, this is the edition I recommend you read (not that the other two are still readily available, as I plan to unpublish all other editions and keep this one).


  That being said, if you’re curious why I felt the need to have another edition, I can sum it all up in three points: 


  

    	I wanted to redeem my debut novel and produce something that I’m a lot more confident in. 


    	I want the series as a whole to be more cohesive from Book 1 to Book 3. As it used to be, it felt to me like Book 2 and Book 3 were afterthoughts, and in a lot of ways, they were. This is no longer the case with this edition; in fact, Book 2 and Book 3 are unrecognizable compared to the previous editions. 


    	There are certain scenes and situations in the old editions that I’m no longer comfortable with. I would rather not say which ones and why. 


  


  No matter the edition, the core of Brendan and Calysta’s story remains the same, despite changes in location as well as the altering and addition of many scenes. I hope you enjoy their story — one that remains close to my heart after all these years. 


  God bless you and keep you!


  Blessings,


  joanna alonzo
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  This story is set in fictional countries in the real world, located somewhere in the Atlantic Ocean. If you’d like to see maps and explore more information about these countries and the specific locations mentioned in this manuscript, visit joannatheparadox.com/settings.


  Throughout the book, you’ll find words, places, and brands with footnotes that give you the meaning of a word or links to find further information on a place or a brand. It’s not necessary to click on these unless you want to learn more about the world I’m building — a world that’ll be the setting for most, if not all, of my future books. 


  Final note: A glossary and cast of characters are available at the end of the book in case certain words confuse you or you have trouble keeping track of who’s who. 




  before
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  Calysta & the Beautiful


  



  Calysta, 15 — Fairy tales spoke of valiant princes and the witches that cursed them. Once upon a time, Calysta Daniels happened upon a violent prince. He might just deserve his curse if he insisted on calling her a witch. 


  The La Belle1 dressing room was already a picture of behind-the-scenes chaos when they entered the scene. The sharp scent of hair spray mingled with the sweeter musk of perfumes. Half-clothed mannequins reflected models bustling about in various states of undress. Clothes were scattered across multiple surfaces, and the sound of frantic voices — some in languages she didn’t understand — filled the air. A few of La Belle’s staff were helping secure Bee’s designs on the statuesque bodies of models. Makeup artists were touching up faces that didn’t need any makeup. A row of garment racks were begging for someone to organize them. 


  Calysta clutched a pile of clothes to her chest, her phone in one hand, scanning the chaos for her boss. No sign of Rebekah Jones anywhere. She kept looking, hoping to find Bee.


  What she found instead was him — a stranger standing at the opposite end of the room. Piercing green eyes fixed on her with an intensity that made her question if she had somehow done something terribly wrong. He stood at least six feet tall, his lean frame taut, muscles coiled beneath his fitted shirt. With the way he was poised, Calysta half-expected him to paw at the ground — once, twice — like a bull seeing red and bracing to attack. His jaw was set, and his fists were tight at his sides. 


  “You!” His deep voice hurled that one short word at her and silenced the room with the accusatory tone. 


  Calysta’s heart pounded. Her jaw clenched as her stomach somersaulted in confusion. Her pulse quickened, and her breathing grew shallow. What had she done to provoke this man? A dozen stares were now fixed on her, an unwelcome accompaniment to the stranger’s unrelenting glare pinning her in place.


  “Brendan?” A woman in a tailored navy blazer over a crisp white blouse put her phone down mid-conversation. Her eyes, sharp with curiosity, darted between Calysta and the man she called Brendan. “What is going on here? Do you know this girl?”


  He ignored her, his strides unrelenting. Within moments, he was standing directly in front of Calysta, his towering frame closing in on her. She clutched the clothes tightly against her chest in an attempt to shield herself from him, her knuckles whitening with the effort, but it took just one swift, forceful tug for him to yank them from her grasp and fling them toward the floor. She yelped at the suddenness, her defenselessness leaving her shaken. His strength was undeniable, and the ease with which he overpowered her made her whisper out a strangled plea for help not even she could decipher. 


  He forced her backward until the wall pressed against her back, the cold surface seeping through her shirt. Her knees weakened, her entire body tensing as if trying to form a shield against him. The muscles in his neck were strained, a vein pulsing visibly as he held his breath, his shoulders squared as if preparing for confrontation. His eyes locked onto hers.


  “You’re a witch.” The baffling accusation came through gritted teeth. “Admit it. You’ve cursed me.”


  “N-no.” Calysta’s voice trembled. “I-I’ve n-never cursed anyone, nor would I ever.”


  “Lies. You were there. You told me this would happen.”


  “I— I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


  “Don’t lie to me!”


  “Stop this.” Behind Brendan, Adam stepped up. He was Bee’s foster brother and the closest thing Calysta had to an older brother. His strong hand gripped Brendan’s arm and attempted to pull him away from her. He barely budged. “You’re scaring her. Back off, man.”


  Brendan shoved Adam’s hand aside. “Get your hands off me. You back off.” His gaze was unyielding, fixed on her. “She owes me an explanation.”


  “Brendan, that’s Rebekah Jones’ assistant,” someone said.


  “Her name’s Calysta,” Bee spoke up, her voice firm. “She’s with me. Trust me when I say she’s not a witch, and she has no clue what you’re going on about. None of us do.”


  Brendan’s brows furrowed, his eyes widening slightly before narrowing again. His jaw slackened for a brief moment, as if struggling to find words, and he hesitated. His eyes roamed Calysta’s figure, the storm within them gradually subsiding as if some realization was dawning on him. His gaze traveled her face, as if studying every contour to discern if he was mistaken. His breathing was heavy and controlled. Finally, he leaned in close, his breath hot on her ear as he whispered, “I know who you are. I know what you are. People see your beauty, but I can now see how ugly you are. You can’t fool me, Belle.” He straightened his spine, his eyes still fixed on her face. “I see your scars.”


  She flinched. His words were shards of glass cutting through her, but her heart skipped a beat. What did he mean by seeing her scars?


  “Is this why you want to scar me?” He flicked his thumb against her cheek. 


  Her breath hitched. Could he see the faint, barely visible, scar on her cheek — the one she got at the toy store when she was young?


  “Brendan—” the woman who had questioned him earlier stepped closer “—this is unacceptable.”


  “Back off, Sylvia. This is none of your business. Belle and I—”


  “Her name’s not Belle, kid.” Adam’s tone contained an edge that both relieved and scared Calysta. The last thing she wanted was for Adam to get hurt because of her. 


  Brendan didn’t even bother to acknowledge him. Instead, he nodded at Calysta, as if he had decided something about her, and nothing anyone could say would change that. He traced a finger across his chest. “I want you to remove the scar, Belle. Stop playing innocent. You know what I’m talking about.”


  Calysta tried to swallow, but her throat was dry. She had no idea who Belle was, no idea what this man was talking about. 


  “Enough of this. Get away from her.” Adam yanked Brendan backwards. “She’s not Belle, not a witch. No one knows anything about your scar.”


  It happened so fast, Calysta’s mind barely caught up.


  Brendan’s arm shot forward, muscles flexing as his right fist swung with a force that slammed directly into Adam’s face, twisting under the strength of the punch. The impact was harsh, and the sound was sickening — a dull thud that made her stomach drop.


  “Adam!” Bee yelled out as she hurried to his aid.


  Adam flexed his jaw and shoved Brendan back. Everything seemed to slow down, everyone’s reactions fading into background noise as Calysta tried to comprehend the situation, her mind scrambling for a way to stop the madness.


  “What is this?” A voice, as commanding as it was sultry, harnessed the attention of the entire room. High heels tapped against the marble floor. 


  Brendan squared his shoulders as he stood to his full height. He squirmed, his discomfort revealing the importance of the woman who had just entered the scene. This was someone he wanted to impress. Why? 


  Was this woman Cecille? 


  “Should I call security or will you boys stop brawling so we can have this presentation?” She sounded like nothing fazed her, like two grown men having a fight in her territory was an insignificant inconvenience she was too important to deal with. 


  Brendan flexed his jaw and lowered his fist, rolling his shoulders back as if shaking off whatever had just possessed him. He took a step back, straightened his shirt, and ran a hand through his hair.


  His eyes flickered to Calysta one last time, and for a moment, the mask slipped. There was something almost desperate in his gaze. As if he wasn’t sure what had just happened either.


  Shaken, she couldn’t quite decipher what the twitch in his jaw and the curl of his lip meant. Was he disgusted by her? Disappointed? Did he want her to be this Belle, this witch who had somehow scarred him?


  Calysta released a shaky breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding. Her hands were trembling, the room still spinning with testosterone-fueled tension. She closed her eyes for a brief second, pulling herself together. When she opened them again, she found Bee beside her.


  “We’ll figure this out,” Bee whispered, her hand a comforting weight on Calysta’s shoulder.


  Calysta nodded, swallowing her fear. She wasn’t Belle, and she didn’t know anything about Brendan or the scars he claimed she’d caused. He reminded her so much of the guys her older sisters used to date, but as she looked at Brendan’s retreating form, she questioned her own sanity. Something deep within him was crying out to the depths of her. She could barely breathe, imagining the scar on his chest. Why did it hurt her heart to see him acting like a beast when her soul stirred with a conviction that he was meant for something beautiful?
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  A scene from The Making of A Beauty

  
  



  This scene first appeared in The Making of a Beauty, a contemporary Christian retelling of The Ugly Duckling and the beginning of Calysta’s journey. You don’t need to read that book to follow this one, but if you’d like to know how Calysta found her beauty in Christ, you can download her full backstory for free at:


  joannatheparadox.com/themakingofabeauty




  



  PART I

  
  



  Beauty Meets the Beast


  



  

    [image: separator_swan]

  


  



  This is the story of a black swan — of the most unlikely of events coming to pass. Its effects are seemingly of no consequence, but this clash of fates will someday ripple into a great tide that will change the course of a kingdom. 


  



  I am but a messenger. I am known by many names, but in this story, they have chosen to call me as one would name a beauty. 


  



  They have chosen to call me Belle.




  1
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  A Desire Named Calysta


  



  Charm is deceitful, and beauty is vain, but a woman who fears the LORD is to be praised.


  - Proverbs 31:30, ESV -


  



  Calysta, 18 — A wild maiden and her tamed beast were desperate to claw their way out of her head. These figments of fiction weren’t merely knocking on her imagination’s door, they were attempting to kick it down, claw marks and all. They needed to escape her mind’s void so they could morph into something tangible, something seen.


  Calysta Daniels gritted her teeth — an act of defiance against the stray winter breeze disrupting her valley’s spring. Her fingers tightened around the sharpened pencil. Not even the unwelcome chill could make her budge from her seat. If she had to spend the entire afternoon beneath the old linden tree of Harmony Hills School2, then so be it. No one would be able to drag her from that spot, not until all her willpower could move the wildling and her wolf companion from head to paper. How else would others bear witness to the stories living within her?


  She knew what to do. She just had to do it. She couldn’t do it.


  Calysta Daniels. Storyteller wannabe. Failure.


  She pressed the tip of her pencil against the blank sheet on top of the tattered sketchbook. The empty page mocked her with its formlessness. One stroke was all it would take to begin, but which direction did it need to go? Whichever way she picked, there her pencil went, but instead of a recreation of her vision, Calysta ended up with words instead.


  Not all damsels are in distress and in need of saving.


  The scribbled words were her heroine’s war cry, not hers — a statement she had not so long ago believed to be true. What a difference the past three years had made! Her heart swelled with gratitude, enough to straighten her furrowed brows and lift the corners of her lips. 


  Why so downcast, oh my soul?


  Calysta turned her frustration into prayer, tuning out the distant chatter of her schoolmates and the delighted squeals of children on the nearby elementary school playground. Her God-ward thoughts called for the adoration of a Creator Who could make a world out of formlessness and void. Her sketch faded into the scenic backdrop of Lumaire3 Valley’s sprawling hills and snow-capped mountains, as she thanked God for the beautiful home and community He had given her.


  Multiple camera clicks disturbed her delight in God’s good earth. The distinct whiff of men’s cologne few could afford signaled the arrival of Lance Madison, constant capturer of all her candid moments. 


  Calysta’s breath caught in her chest.


  He stepped onto the bench next to her and sat on the table to face her. The corners of his eyes crinkled when he smiled. Her pulse raced. He tousled his sandy blond hair with his fingers and somehow made it look more styled. Effortless, his life; opposite of hers. He flicked his brows at her and lifted the camera. “Another one.”


  She shook her head and stifled a smile. “Unbelievable.”


  “It’s perfect.” The dimple on his cheek made it difficult for her to feign annoyance over the stolen shot. “Another one for my collection.”


  “Yeah?” Calysta stretched her neck to take a peek. “Which one?” 


  “Cranial Astronaut.”


  “Right.” Why had she even asked? Of course it was the one with snapshots of her staring into the abyss like a poetic goldfish.


  Lance knocked his knuckles against the mostly empty page on her sketchbook. “You said you were here to create art. Have you been staring at nothing all this time?”


  She gestured toward the stunning view provided by their hilltop school grounds. “How is that nothing?” 


  He paused to take the sight in. “It’s definitely something,” he said. “If only I could say the same thing about your art, no? Not much there yet.” He swirled his finger around the white space where the start of a sketch should have been. “What did you scribble on top? Not all damsels—”


  “It’s nothing.” Calysta closed her sketchbook to hide the words. 


  “That’s what I said.” Lance lifted a shoulder. “You’ve been doing nothing.”


  If it had been anyone else, she would’ve already been annoyed, but somehow, the casual way by which he had said it coaxed out her laughter. “No need to rub it in, you know. I was supposed to draw a wolf and a wildling.” 


  “What is with you and wolves?”


  “My amma4 used to call Chelidon an island of wolves.”


  “Appropriate.” He shrugged. “I’ve met quite a number of wolves here, and then there are people like you.” He chucked her jaw with his thumb. “Lambs.”


  She raised a brow. “No longer a duckling?”


  “Same thing. Just as innocent. But—” he smirked as he let his piercing stare stay on her face “—duckling hasn’t been appropriate in a while. You’ve turned out to be quite the swan.”


  “I’ll take that as a compliment.”


  “You should.”


  The way his eyes lingered made her think of a wolf. That made her feel guilty. Lance had always been a wonderful friend. He had respected her boundaries all these years, but she couldn’t help but notice the wanting in his gaze. She needed to deflect. 


  “Right, but I doubt being a lamb, duckling, swan, or whatever other form of livestock will help me finish these sketches.” She let out an exaggerated huff and playfully bumped her forehead against the sketch pad, her nose pressed by the wooden table, her hair covering her head. “This is agony. It’s like I keep forgetting my muse in bed. It only seems to come to me just before I go to sleep. Lazy muse. Always in bed.”


  “As an avid fan of your art, Cal, it’s frustrating to me, as well. I’ve been waiting to see more of it, like I’ve been waiting to see—” he brushed her hair up, so he could see her face “—more of you.”


  She gulped. What was he doing? Was this still about her art? His dimples, his long lashes, the way a strand of his blond hair fell loosely over his eye. He had only gotten more attractive over the years, and it was getting harder to keep him in the friend zone.


  “Why is it that you make the best art when you’re absent-minded and doodling, but you can’t seem to produce anything when you’re intentional about it?”


  “Ahhh…” Calysta tilted her head to face him, her temple now pressed against her sketch pad’s glossy cover. “The mysteries of life, yeah? ”


  Lance’s smile faded slightly as his eyes softened. He muttered something under his breath — she only caught the tail end: “everything about you.” 


  “Huh?”


  He shook his head as if to clear a thought. “Never mind. Come on. Let’s go.”


  “Go where? Class doesn’t start for another half hour. I can still—”


  “Calysta, seriously.” He tapped her closed sketchbook. “Can you?” 


  Did he have to make her so aware of  her inability to create? “Fine then.” She released a breath and relented. “Where’s Malaya?”


  “Where do you think?” 


  If it was amusement or irritation in his tone, Calysta couldn’t tell. Since Malaya Cortez, the other member of their trio, had gotten into a relationship, Lance and Calysta had spent more time together over the past three months than they had for the past three years. A younger version of herself would have been over-the-moon giddy. This version was just grateful to have him as a best friend.


  She finished collecting her things inside her worn leather backpack. Lance brushed his hand against her elbow to lead her back to their school building, but before they could get anywhere, his nose wrinkled at her old stuff. A small shake of his head emphasized his disapproval.


  Calysta shuffled on her feet and shifted the bag’s strap on her shoulder. She gave him a small smile. “It’s still functional.”


  “You deserve so much better than what he’s able to give.” His hand found hers and squeezed it tight. 


  The ease by which he held her hand and the hint of disdain toward her amma left a bitter taste in her mouth. 


  Lance didn’t let go of her hand. Instead, he grunted and pulled her toward the old linden tree instead of back to their high school’s main building. Once beneath the tree, he guided her to lean against the trunk, where he positioned himself in front of her — too close for comfort. She fixed her eyes on his Adam’s apple as he swallowed. Her pulse quickened. Something about the intensity in his eyes sent a mix of warmth and unease through her. A faint recollection of a past encounter — handsome, brutish, and strong — drifted across her mind, but she pushed it away with a shake of her head. This was no time to get distracted by Brendan Ashthorn. She fixed her throat, trying to focus on Lance, but his closeness only yanked her brain back to that moment at La Belle. 


  “Arghanto5, Calysta.” Lance was breathless. “Exaspera6 ta7.”


  “Me? Trouble?”


  “Yes. You. Exaspera.”


  “What’s going on, Lance?” 


  This newfound intensity was uncharacteristic of him, his stare heightening her sense of his proximity. He tightened his jaw as his thumb grazed the corner of her lips. Her heartbeat doubled and threw countless alert signals at her brain, which — traitor that it was — went running through every rom-com cliché she’d sworn she was above. His mouth opened, and for a moment, she both dreaded and anticipated the possibility of her first kiss.


  To her relief, he backed away, tugging at the hem of his blue Henley before pocketing his hands in his jeans as if trying to put constraints on himself. His eyes roved the space between them, like he was doing everything in his power not to look at her. 


  “Look,” he said. “I know you don’t want to date. I watched you turn down every guy who has ever asked you out, but I can’t help it, okay? Senior year is almost over. We’ll be graduating soon, and I won’t be able to forgive myself if—”


  “Lance, please.” She shook her head. Her soft-spoken plea was a warning for him not to pour his heart out to her.


  A warning Lance ignored. 


  “Ami mira saña ta, Calysta.” 


  She knew little of the native language of the country she called home, but she understood the words clearly. Spoken in Cilarchi, it carried a lot more weight than if he had said it in English: “I’m so into you, Calysta.” 


  “I can’t help it,” he added. “I tried not to fall for you, but how can you not see how perfect we are together?” He took a few steps forward, and they were back to where they had started, with her back against a tree trunk and him hovering over her, his words emphasized by the way he was looking at her, like he desired her, like she belonged to him. 


  However, a quiet rumble of conviction reminded her of a commitment she had once made to herself — a promise to guard her heart and wait. She lowered her eyes to gather the right words to say. 


  As if threatened by her bowed head, Lance drew even closer and leaned his forehead against hers. He caught a stray tendril of her hair between his fingers and tucked it behind her ear. “I tried hard to fight it, believe me, but I’m done fighting. We’ve danced around this for years, haven’t we? Give us a chance, Calysta. Let me show you that this goes much deeper than just a fleeting crush. I’ll do right by you, I promise. Let me take care of you.”


  She believed he could, if she would let him. The Madisons were one of the most influential and affluent families in Lumaire. Lance could see her well taken care of and provided for. Being his girlfriend would give her status, stability, a future her father couldn’t yet afford to give, but was all of that what she was looking for?


  Calysta had long ago decided her loyalty belonged to One, and Lance was not one among those who followed the God to Whom she had surrendered her life. A deep sense of loss filled her as she faced the reality of what this could mean for her, because her choice was clear. 


  As much as she wanted to say yes, her guarded heart prevented her from doing so. She could only hope that the tremble in her voice would tell him how much this was breaking her heart. “Nari8, Lance. I can’t. Ami9 cencia10, but it would be selfish of me to say yes when I know I’m not ready for a relationship. Our friendship is too important for me to hurt you by saying yes. Please understand.” She reached out to touch his arm, but he scoffed and pulled away from her, like her touch suddenly burned. 


  The school bell rang. He didn’t seem to hear it as he cussed in the two predominant languages of Ancoria11. 


  A tear traveled the length of Calysta’s cheek. The very real threat of losing her best friend made her want to take it all back, to replace her kind nari to a sweet karo12 — a yes that would promise him a chance she shouldn’t give. 


  “Lance, we’ll be late for class,” she said with a slight quiver in her voice. 


  He paused, clenched his jaw, and nodded. He glanced at her and smiled. “I’ll wait for you, saña13. I’m not giving up.” He twisted on his heel to face her fully. “You’re im14 saña. You’re my desire. I’ll prove it to you, Calysta. You belong with me.”


  Lance’s sudden confession had somehow made her a damsel so desired, it distressed her how much she might need saving from herself and the fact that Calysta desired him, too.




  2
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  Karo or Nari?


  



  You keep him in perfect peace whose mind is stayed on you, because he trusts in you. 


  - Isaiah 26:3, ESV -


  



  Her mother’s cozy little bungalow still made Calysta smile whenever she came home from school, church, or work. It had its own charm and the stories held within its walls — a lot of which were still a mystery to Calysta — made her feel more at home than their penthouse in Marlika ever had.  


  Lance’s commitment to win her over still weighed heavily in her mind as she brushed her fingers against her house’s pastel blue exterior. It was a perfect spring evening, and she made a deliberate pause to breathe it all in. The wildflowers nearby — hibiscus, primroses, and hydrangeas — swayed gently in the breeze. The sight of them made her yearn for the lush roses her amma had once so lovingly tended in their front yard.


  Her chest tightened as her gaze drifted to the neglected rose bushes. They were still there, their thorny stems twisting stubbornly toward the sky, but without her amma’s careful tending, they seemed more like relics of a better time. A pang of longing gripped her, sharp and bittersweet. The roses’ absence was as stark as his.


  Calysta brushed her thumb against the fresh paint on the porch railing, her throat tightening. She wished he could come visit to see what she had done with the house. She missed him. Not just his care for the roses, but his quiet presence as he tried to keep them all steady through all of life’s storms.


  The sweet scent of new blossoms hung in the air. Summer would soon arrive, bringing with it yet another transition in her life: graduation. 


  Her future was more uncertain now than it had ever been before. 


  “You belong with me,” Lance’s voice echoed in her ear. 


  “I belong to God,” she whispered to counter the pain in her chest. 


  She glanced once more at the sun setting over the lush green hills of Lumaire — a final intake of the beauty of God’s creation before she had to deal with her older sister’s countless woes in life. 


  Uttering a prayer, Calysta braced herself for whatever mood Karina would greet her with. To her delight, it was the excited voice of her two-year-old niece, Sabreen, that welcomed her home. 


  “Naya15 Tal!”


  Calysta dropped her backpack on the floor. “Hey you!” She scooped the little tyke up. The huge smile on Sab’s face warmed her heart. “I’ve missed you! What have you been up to all day, huh?” 


  Sab gave her a mischievous grin as she held up a crayon and pointed to a spot next to their old sofa. A mish-mash of doodles and incongruent lines that passed as artwork only to toddlers and charlatans graced their newly painted wall. 


  “Oh no….” Calysta sighed. “Sab, again? You’ll help me wash it away later, won’t you?”


  “M-hmm,” she said, but her attention had already drifted elsewhere.


  Quick knife slices on a wooden cutting board accompanied the aroma of basil and tomatoes, distracting Calysta before she could chase her niece. “It smells good in here.”


  Karina was mincing parsley in the kitchen. 


  “What’s cooking?” 


  “Spaghetti.” The chopping grew louder and faster.


  Calysta winced. “You okay?”


  “No.”


  “What’s wrong?”


  “Like you don’t have eyes. What do you think is wrong? Can’t you see?” Karina waved the knife in the air. 


  “Kar, I’m sure Paige will come back. We’ll hear from her soon enough.”


  “Yeah? And what will that fix exactly? We’re still stuck in this freaking valley in the middle of nowhere. We haven’t heard anything from Amma. Who knows what he’s up to? And now, we have Sab to worry about! I don’t want—” She tossed the knife on the countertop.


  “Hey…” Calysta searched for words to soothe her sister, but she couldn’t formulate a response quick enough. 


  Karina’s hands gripped the edge of the counter. “I’m tired.”


  “Let me take over then. Sab and I will hang out tonight, even the rest of the weekend. Don’t worry about us. Take a break. You deserve it.” Calysta reached for the knife, so she could start cutting.


  Karina closed her eyes, exhaled, and grabbed Calysta’s wrist. “I can’t trust you with the spaghetti.” She pouted. “You’ll ruin it. I can handle this for now. Tomorrow, I’ll rest.” 


  Calysta let out a smile, careful to tow the line of Karina’s flimsy patience. “Good call.” She tugged on a loose strand that managed to escape from Karina’s otherwise impeccable blonde bun. “Thanks, Kar. I know how much you’ve sacrificed, and—”


  “Yeah, yeah. No need to make a fuss about it.” Karina waved her away.


  Calysta cast a sympathetic glance at her older sister. How much would Karina be able to take before breaking? Calysta ambled toward the living room and plopped herself on the couch, draped in a quilt of blues and greens to hide its wear and tear. There, Sab was whispering something to her doll. 


  Where on earth was Paige? She had arrived unannounced two weeks ago after months of no contact, only to bail the next day with yet another note — her M.O. — asking them to take care of Sab. No further explanations. She had just left her daughter to them! As if Karina didn’t already have enough on her plate!


  Calysta gritted her teeth at the bile rising from her stomach, leaving a bitter taste on her tongue as her soul bemoaned the absence of both her father and her sister. A riptide of self-pity and melancholy threatened to drown her in the dark depths of her shame-ridden old habits. All it would take was one cut, and she would feel relief. Just one and the scars would re-open. No. Calysta shook her head. Never again. She had once already allowed herself to be drowned by the deathly grip of depression, gasping for breath as she sank deeper. It had been a battle to struggle past all of that and return to the surface. She couldn’t go back to life without her Breath of Life. 


  “Thank You, God,” she whispered. “Thank You for Karina and for my family. Thank You that You are with us. You won’t abandon us. You promised that even if we make our bed in the depths, even there You will guide us, Your right hand will hold us fast. The Word says it, so I believe it.”


  The end of her prayer and the firmness of her declaration brought momentary peace. It wasn’t perfect peace, not the kind that defied comprehension, but Calysta was willing to take what she could get. 


  Calysta breathed deep, inhaling faith before she picked up her laptop from the coffee table. An image of her father flitted across her mind. The gadget had been his most recent gift to her, sent within a few months of his return to Eirin City16 almost three years ago. She would have preferred his presence over the machine’s. 


  Sab climbed on the couch beside Calysta and fidgeted as she combed her doll’s hair. “Doll lite Inna17.”


  “She does look like Paige, doesn’t she?” Calysta managed to smile, but her resentment toward her older sister rose within her. So much for perfect peace. To rise above yet another wave of negative emotions, she shut her eyes and whispered a prayer of blessing for her prodigal sister.


  “Why always praying, Naya Tal?” 


  Calysta opened her eyes to find Sab’s green irises twinkling with amusement. She smiled. “Because it’s good to pray, Sab. It’s good to talk to God. He cares about us and likes it when we talk to Him.”


  “About what?”


  “About anything. We can tell Him about our problems, our hopes, our dreams…”


  “Tan I tell Him about my doll?”


  “Sure you can.” 


  Sab’s face lit up. She clutched her doll between her two hands, closed her eyes, and sat still. 


  With Sab scrunching up her face in serious prayer, Calysta shifted her attention to her computer. She had scheduled a chat with Bee at 8PM her time, 8AM the next day in Bee’s. Ten minutes to go. Was Bee online already? She was. A flutter of excitement swept over Calysta as she clicked on the video call button.


  Bee’s lovely countenance on the screen refreshed Calysta almost immediately.


  “Bee!” she exclaimed.


  “Calysta!” Her mentor’s face lit up. “How are you? It’s been a while since we chatted!”


  Adam took a seat next to his wife before Calysta could respond. “We have amazing news, amoré.”


  “We haven’t told anyone yet. You’re the first,” Bee added.


  Before they could say anything else, a wave of excitement filled Calysta, and she blurted out the first thing that came to mind. “Bee, please tell me you’re having a baby. Is that it? That’s it, right?” She was about to regret the unfiltered flow of words from mind to mouth, but before she could get embarrassed…


  “Calysta Daniels! How did you guess?! We never even talked to you about trying to get pregnant!”


  “So I’m right? You’re pregnant?”


  Her heroes exchanged glances before Bee confirmed, “Yes. We’re pregnant.” 


  “Bee! That’s awesome!” Calysta practically leapt from her seat, her eyes stinging with happy tears. She covered her mouth with her hand, feeling her heart swell with so much emotion that she had to catch her breath. “Did you hear that, Sab? Bee’s having a baby.” 


  “Shh…” Sab pressed her forefinger over her lips and yawned. “I’m praying.” She leaned her head back on the couch, sneezed, and shut her eyes.


  “Looks like you’re teaching the spiritual disciplines to your niece well,” Adam teased. 


  “Oh, believe me. She’ll be the one teaching me in no time.” Calysta laughed. “But let’s not stray from the big news. Seriously. I’m so happy for you both. You must be super excited.”


  “We are.” Bee nodded and cast a fond glance at Adam. “We feel like it’s time. We’re ready.”


  Calysta couldn’t stop smiling, amazed at how in love they still appeared to be. “You will make such great parents.” 


  “That’s our prayer,” Adam said. “We’ll need a lot of God’s grace to sustain us, because we do still have a lot going on here.” 


  Adam and Bee were volunteering with an organization focused on getting victims of human trafficking out of the sex trade, and Calysta had been seriously considering spending time as a volunteer with them after graduation. Given the uncertainty of their current household situation, however, it seemed unlikely that could ever happen. “How are you both? Any breakthroughs lately?” 


  “There have been some challenges,” Bee said, “but God has been good through it all. We have a new batch of women who joined us recently. They want out of prostitution, and we’re trying to help them find a sustainable living, but it’s difficult. It can get really complicated, messy.” Bee sighed. “Cal, the brokenness you see in these women— So many lambs sacrificed at the altar of wolves.” She teared up.


  The statement left Calysta uneasy, as it reminded her of the wildling and the wolf she couldn’t quite sketch. Wolves weren’t to be trusted, but could some wolves somehow transform into sheep? 


  “Keep us and them in your prayers, okay?” Bee’s warm voice broke through her musings.


  “Of course. We pray for you all the time here.”


  “Thank you. We definitely need it.” Adam brushed his palm across his wife’s back. “How about you, Cal? What’s going on?”


  “Well, the store’s still doing great. Those new designs you sent are amazing, by the way.”


  “Thank you, but come on, Calysta.” Bee narrowed her eyes after she finished wiping the tears away. “Deb already updates us about all the business stuff. What’s up with you? You’re graduating soon. Excited?”


  “Yeah, I guess. That’s one milestone conquered, right?”


  “You don’t sound excited.” 


  “I am. It’s just that I’ve been praying about God’s direction for after high school. I don’t think we can afford college, so I might need to look for work or a scholarship. I’m not sure what I have to do. It’s the uncertainty that’s making me anxious. I’m a little overwhelmed by all the options and trying to figure out what’s next. I grew up going with the flow. We go from one grade to another, and it’s all set up for us. Fixed. But then we finish high school, and suddenly we have to figure all these things out, and I—” Calysta sighed. “I don’t have it figured out. I wish I did.”


  “What about your art?”


  “I try to put it all on paper, but I feel stuck. It’s like I never seem to have time, and when I do, I can’t bring myself to create anything. It hasn’t been easy to concentrate with everything going on around here.”


  “Still no plans to move back to Eirin?”


  Calysta shrugged. “Amma hasn’t gotten in touch for over two weeks now.”


  “That’s odd,” Bee said. 


  “I’m worried. He usually checks in at least once every week.”


  “Well, at least we know how to pray for you.”


  “Since you’re already praying, anyway…” She could’ve ended it there, but Calysta rarely ever hid anything from Bee, and she wasn’t about to start now. “There’s one more thing.” 


  “Yeah?” Bee narrowed her eyes. “What is it?”


  Calysta squirmed in her seat. “Lance asked me out on a date.” She paused and bit her lip. “I wanted to say yes.”


  “This is your best friend, Lance, we’re talking about?”


  Calysta nodded and gave her a sheepish smile.


  Bee returned the smile. “Did you say yes?”


  “I didn’t, but I was genuinely scared to lose him. He told me he isn’t giving up, that he’ll make me see that I belong with him.”


  The couple exchanged glances. 


  “Amoré18, what is with you and attracting boys who can’t seem to comprehend it when you say no?” Adam asked. 


  Calysta couldn’t help but be amused by the protective edge in Adam’s tone. It had been three years since that afternoon in Eirin when a complete stranger had attacked her with no cause. It was the same beautiful stranger that had been a constant guest in her mind — one she had recalled when Lance had professed his interest in her. At least she wasn’t the only one who still remembered that moment. 


  “I know you,” Bee said. “You’ll do the right thing, and whatever you do, know that we love you, and we’re praying for you.”


  “Thank you.” Calysta said a quick prayer of thanksgiving to God for her spiritual mentors. They never failed to encourage her, inspire her, and challenge her whenever she needed it most. “I love you guys.”


  “Dinner’s ready!” Karina yelled. 


  “That’s Karina. She made spaghetti.” 


  “Ah!” Bee rubbed her belly. “Now, I’m craving pasta.”


  “Want to go out for some?” Adam asked. 


  Bee bobbed her head in fast succession before glancing at Calysta. “I guess this is goodbye for now. Glad we heard from you, Cal.” She waved.


  “Same here.” Calysta waved back. “Congratulations again on the great news!” 


  The call ended with goodbyes exchanged over joyous squeals and laughter about a season of new birth.


  Calysta leaned back, letting the glow of Bee and Adam’s joy warm her for a moment longer. That was what she wanted — not just the romance, but the reverence, the awe of a love that was rooted in something greater than the relationship.


  She shut her eyes. Lance’s face surfaced immediately. His dimpled grin, his tousled hair, his thousand quiet kindnesses across the years. Calysta’s soul fluttered at the memory of their first meeting at the cafeteria. How he had made her feel then even with his spiky hair and feral boy energy. He looked even better now.


  That last thought made her smile, a stupid grin spreading across her lips. She had always liked him. A little too much. Only he could get away with a lot of the things she let pass just because of how much she adored him. 


  Why was she resisting him again?


  As if to balance her perspective, the answer came as memories of the darker side of him. His touches tended to linger too long, skirting right along the edge of too far. His jokes had always leaned toward the flirty side — not just toward her but this was his way with most girls. And then there was his temper. She had only ever seen it in bursts. That moment he started a fight with that one guy and got suspended for it, or that one time he punched the locker hard enough to dent after learning about his older brother’s divorce.


  Calysta had always been the type to process negative emotions inwardly, to absorb it, and punish herself for it. Lance? He lashed out loudly. She had never been able to tell what that made him. A wolf? Not quite. But no one would ever call Lance a sheep.


  The little lamb next to Calysta whimpered. Sab still had her eyes shut. Calysta nudged her niece. She toppled over on the couch, fast asleep. She poked the toddler’s shoulder. No way this one would wake up any time soon. Calysta smiled. She rose from the couch and sauntered toward the dining table. To counteract her growing desire for intimacy, Calysta reminded herself of what was best. She wanted the kind of relationship Adam and Bee shared. She longed to live life according to God’s will. 


  “I feel like I’m in a prison, Cal!” Karina announced as the clang of plates emphasized each word. “I need an out or I’ll combust!”


  Calysta’s resolve shattered. Her sister’s despair and her own loneliness yanked her soul back to a spiral. 


  Why was God’s perfect peace so elusive? Was she in danger of compromise, of giving in, of turning her no into a yes? Why did it feel as if Lance had the ability to turn her gentle nari into a willing karo? Her chest fluttered, betraying how much Calysta wanted to say the words that would make her his: “Yes, Lance. Karo. We belong together.”




  3
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  Her Perfect Peace


  



  I realized that the deepest spiritual lessons are not learned by His letting us have our way in the end, but by His making us wait, bearing with us in love and patience until we are able to honestly pray what He taught His disciples to pray: Thy will be done.


  - Passion and Purity by Elisabeth Elliot -


  



  From her first day at Harmony Hills School, Calysta had instantly recognized Malaya Cortez as a force to be reckoned with. The Filipina immigrant was loud, loyal, and unwavering in her convictions, and by simply being herself, she had many times spoken the insecurity out of Calysta. That morning, however, she was marching toward Calysta with unmatched furor. Such a wonderful thing whenever Malaya was on her side, which was often the case, but this was different. This time, she was the target, so she shut her locker, turned the key, and slipped it into her cardigan’s pocket.


  The hallway was bustling with students hurrying to their next class. The walls were covered with bright posters announcing upcoming events, and the air carried the faint scent of disinfectant mixed with shampoo and cologne. Malaya’s footsteps were almost drowned out by the sounds of chatter and lockers slamming shut, but her determined strides made her stand out. Calysta took a deep breath, trying to draw some comfort from the scent of old wood as her fingers grazed the locker’s door, bracing herself for what was to come.


  Malaya started the offensive with a bright smile and a sweet compliment. “Girl, the morning is almost as lovely as you are, yet you’re looking at me like Lance should snap a photo and add it to that one collection of his.”


  “Lost Little Ducklings?”


  “That one. The entire collection is almost entirely made up of snapshots of you, going all the way back to his Polaroid days. I am convinced that the boy’s first photo exhibit will be called The Faces of Calysta.” 


  “He has a lot more photos of you than he has of me, Malaya.”


  “That may be true. At least for now. But that’s only because we’ve known each other since childhood. You, however, have been his muse since he first laid eyes on you, and you know it.”


  “His muse? Come on. When did that happen?”


  “I’ll pretend you didn’t just ask me that question.” Malaya let out a huff. “You can’t possibly be this oblivious, amoré.”


  All of Calysta’s defenses were going up. The conversation was headed in a clear direction, and she was dreading the moment Malaya would bring up what happened between her and Lance yesterday, but there was no running from this, so she might as well be the one to bring it up. “You’re mad at me for saying no to Lance, aren’t you?”


  “I’m not mad, girl. I’m confused. You’ve had a crush on him since freshman year. Ta saña eya19. Don’t you dare tell me that’s not true. You’re into him, so I just don’t get this, Cal.” Malaya made a gesture to show how blown her mind was. “You and Lance had end game OTP energy since day one, so help me understand the logic. Why give the guy a no?”


  “Don’t pressure her.” Lance’s arm brushed against Calysta’s as he walked by her and stood next to his other best friend. “It’s up to me to earn her yes.” The gaze he fixed on her made her want to melt. “For now, let me rescue you from Malaya.” He pulled a torn envelope from his jacket pocket and waved it in their faces. “I got in.”


  Malaya’s eyes widened. “What school?”


  “Where else? OVSA20, of course. I’ll be off to the Golden Valley this fall, unless I get into Luxersom Royal21, then I’ll have to decide.” He grinned. “Have you gotten any of your acceptance letters yet?” 


  “I haven’t checked my mail, so no.” Calysta scratched her head. “I forgot to do it yesterday.” Why had she? It had been a part of her routine to check the mailbox, but she had been lost in thought the day before, thanks to Lance’s sudden confession.


  “Girl, I hope you get into OVSA, so you two can go together, and I wouldn’t have to worry about either one of you once we move to the States.”


  Calysta’s heart sank. “Malaya, it’s happening?”


  “It’s too good an opportunity for my dad to pass up. He’ll be working at his company’s headquarters in California, so I’ll most likely be going there for college. One of the best places to study film and get solid connections in the industry, so I can’t complain, can I?” 


  “You heard her.” Lance grinned. “So, Cal, what do you say? You and me in OVSA?”


  Calysta had applied for acceptance at Oro Valle School of the Arts on a whim. If she had her pick, she would have been satisfied just going to Lumaire Community College22 or Pueroe Royal University23 in the city closest to their town. Lance, on the other hand, was determined to go to OVSA, one of the most prestigious universities in Ancoria. 


  “I can’t decide on anything until I hear from my amma.” From the way things were going, could her father even afford to send her to college? Would her sisters even let him spend that kind of money on her — especially Karina who had put her life on hold to look after Calysta and Sab? 


  Calysta found it difficult to concentrate for the rest of the day. Her uncertainty over her future nagged her — college, finances, responsibilities at home. Lance. She wasn’t foolish enough to think dating him would magically solve everything, but it was tempting to imagine a path where she wouldn’t have to figure out everything alone. Lance was steady. He had plans. He believed in her.


  If they were together, his world could open doors she wouldn’t even know how to knock on. It would give her leverage, momentum, direction. She had none of those. He had plenty. 


  Then again, was that a good reason to get into a relationship with anyone?


  She wished she could answer that question with an unequivocal yes, if only for the tiniest sense of stability it would bring her. Her friends had a clear picture of where they wanted to go and who they wanted to be. Meanwhile, she meandered along. Her life’s direction hinged on her father’s attempts to revive her grandfather’s shipping business in Eirin, a city representative of a life she wanted to leave in the past. 


  Her concerns over her future had almost clouded the distress she felt over Lance’s determination to pursue her, but Malaya wasn’t about to let that happen. After prying herself away from her boyfriend’s arms, she walked Calysta from the cafeteria to the outdoor eating area at the school garden.


  The garden was a small oasis amidst the chaos of school life, filled with patches of colorful flowers and neatly trimmed hedges. The earthy aroma of freshly watered soil mixed with the floral scent of daffodils, creating a soothing contrast to Calysta’s inner turmoil. The sun filtered through the leaves, birds chirping in the distance. Calysta and Malaya made themselves comfortable on the garden bench. She wished she could take the same comfort in her decisions as she found in the serenity of this place.


  Malaya got right to the point as soon as they made themselves comfortable. “Look. Calysta. I’m not pressuring you or anything. The choice is ultimately yours. All I know is you’re the real deal. You’re the one Lance wants to take seriously.” Malaya looked over her own shoulder before leaning the slightest bit forward. “Lance doesn’t want me to tell you this, so don’t let him find out I did. Calysta, that guy has been my friend since we were in diapers. Remember his older brother, Trey?”


  “Of course. He’s always so kind to me.”


  “Well, Trey is the golden boy of their family, and Lance had always lived under his shadow. Trey failed in one thing: his marriage. Lance promised himself he won’t make the same mistake. He will marry the right person, and he is convinced that’s you.”


  “That’s a lot to take in, Malaya. Marriage is nowhere near my radar.”


  “We’re high school seniors, Cal. It’s on no one’s radar. All I’m saying is I think you should give him a chance. The spring formal is coming up. I’m almost sure he’ll ask you to go, even if it’s just as friends, but aren’t you the least bit curious about what it would be like to go as a couple?”


  Of course she was. Throughout high school, Lance had been the subject of many of her daydreams. He was a good friend, a good person. She was attracted to him. It made sense to at least try to see where a relationship with him would go. 


  For the rest of the week, her prayers consisted of bargaining with God about Lance. Just one date, just the next swan dance, just to see if she could influence Lance to pursue God as he pursued her. What harm would it do? Would it be such a great sin if she would just give in? Wasn’t dating a normal teenage experience? Why deprive herself of it? The more she bargained and the more tempted she was to give Lance a chance, the more elusive her peace became. 


  It happened on a Monday, what Malaya predicted. After her last class, Calysta found an indigo Post-It on her locker door — Lance was asking her to meet him beneath the old linden tree. There, with the sun’s near descent as a backdrop, Lance stood. On the branches of the tree hung lights intertwined with pictures of her, of him, of their trio, of precious years they had spent together as best friends. 


  The closer she got to him, the more Calysta’s heart raced. The whole situation was chipping away at her resolve. Why was she so insistent on denying his advances? If the past week had been any indication, everyone expected them to be a couple. 


  Lance gave her a rose before offering his hand to her. Rhythmic acoustic music began to play. “Dance with me?”


  She could say yes to that, couldn’t she? She took the hand he was offering. He pulled her closer, his other hand on her waist, guiding her, directing her steps. His breath was warm against her ear when he spoke. “You’re beautiful.”


  “Thank you.” There had been a time when she wouldn’t have been able to believe those words. She gave him a gentle smile, her voice equally as gentle. “I’m flattered, but I’m still somewhat confused. It’s all just so sudden.”


  “What do you expect to hear from me, Cal? I was scared, okay?”


  “Scared of what?”


  “Look. When I met you freshman year, I never imagined you would turn out this way.” He gulped as he gave her a full look-over. “You bloomed before my very eyes, and I had to stand back and be nothing other than your best friend. You turned down one guy after another, made it clear you weren’t interested in dating, so I never asked, but we’re graduating soon. I need to at least try.” He stopped walking, grabbed her elbow, and looked right at her. “You’re stunning, Calysta.”


  Her breath caught in her throat, the disappointment choking her up. Hadn’t that been the crux of why she had resisted him even at the peak of her admiration for him? The fact that she felt like the only reason he was pursuing her was because he finally saw her as beautiful enough? 


  She didn’t know how to respond, but when he leaned over and pressed his lips on hers, she didn’t back away. She could have, but she didn’t, because she wanted this for herself, to know what a kiss — his kiss — felt like. Her lips trembled at the gesture. He pulled away from her, his gaze hovering over her lips as he swallowed hard. 


  “First kiss?” he asked.


  Calysta nodded, her mouth numb, her heart heavy. 


  They stopped moving as he held her waist and pulled her even closer. “Let’s hope the second one’s better.” 


  Lance’s eyes softened as he looked at her, and his fingers brushed against her cheek, sending shivers down her spine. He claimed her lips again. She closed her eyes, trying to savor the moment. A part of her wanted to let go, to be swept away by the warmth of his embrace. It felt like a fairy tale — everything she’d daydreamed about growing up.


  But beneath the storybook façade, there was an unease she couldn’t shake. The still, small voice whispered within her, a quiet but undeniable presence. It wasn’t just a thought — it was a pull, an urging away from this young man. Words from her daily devotions that morning settled gently in her mind, a sweet caress, from Someone who would always mean more to her than Lance: I send you out as sheep in the midst of wolves. Therefore be wise as serpents and harmless as doves. 


  Her heart pounded, the sound of her pulse almost deafening. She opened her eyes and looked at Lance, who was gazing at her as if she was his entire world. It made her chest ache, but that whisper had grown louder, cutting through her emotions with a clarity that brought tears to her eyes. She didn’t want to hurt him, but she couldn’t ignore His voice — one His sheep always recognized.


  Calysta pulled away abruptly, her body moving before her mind could catch up. She felt the loss of Lance’s warmth immediately, and the confusion in his eyes only made it worse. Her fingers brushed over her lips, still tingling from the kiss, and her voice trembled as she spoke. “I’m sorry.” The words barely escaped her tightening throat. “Cencia.” She shouldn’t have let him kiss her in the first place. That hadn’t been wise.


  “Don’t be.” His chest heaved up and down as he tried to catch his breath. “You’re perfect.”


  She kept her eyes lowered, but she was well aware of how his gaze was traveling her form, tormenting her soul — like a lamb standing before a wolf. “Would you ever follow Christ, Lance?” 


  He blinked, confused.


  She exhaled. “Not for me. That’s not how this works.” She bit her lip before adding the next part, her voice quieter. “For Him.” 


  He took a step back and laughed. “It’s my turn to say ami cencia, Cal. Religion isn’t my thing, but I promise I won’t stand in the way of yours. I’ll support you in your faith, no matter what. You know that.”


  Calysta’s heart sank. In the middle of her life’s uncertainties, she knew one thing for sure: she loved the One Whose voice told her which way to go. She loved Him more than she could ever love Lance. At that moment, she could only ask God for strength to stand for what she believed was right, to obey Him despite any loss or consequence she might face. So obey, she did.




  4
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  The Unknown


  



  Waiting on God requires the willingness to bear uncertainty, to carry within oneself the unanswered question, lifting the heart to God about it whenever it intrudes upon one’s thoughts.


  - Elisabeth Elliot -


  



  The familiar scent of brewing tea wafted through Vis-à-vis24 as Calysta arranged a row of colorful scarves on the display rack. The boutique was unusually quiet for a Saturday afternoon. No customers had entered for over an hour, but that was to be expected. Lumaire Community College was holding its annual Coasts & Careers Fair — a combination of job expos, fishing expeditions, and the ever-popular student-organized boat race. It seemed the whole town had flocked to the event.


  “I should’ve brought my nail kit.” Shawna leaned against the jewelry counter, her one finger twirling loose strands of her dark curls, with most of it twisted into a messy bun. “Could’ve given you a whole spring-themed manicure by now.”


  Calysta smoothed the last scarf into place. “Tempting, but I think Deb would prefer us pretending to work instead of painting blossoms on my cuticles.”


  “Ugh. Deb.” Shawna groaned. “I love her, but she seriously needs to chill. She acts like skipping one shift would upend the universe. Half the shops downtown are closed today, and we’re stuck here folding scarves while the rest of Lumaire is out watching overpriced paddleboats.”


  “We’re still going after work, right?”


  “We’d better. If I miss the lantern show because we were babysitting necklaces, I’m calling my ex for emotional support and blaming Deb.”


  Calysta shot her a glare over the scarf rack.


  Shawna raised both hands. “Kidding! Kidding. Barely. But still kidding.”


  Calysta shook her head at Shawna, who had already overcome so much over the past three years but still found herself tempted to retreat into old comforts, to slip back into familiar patterns. She was a reminder that life as a Christian was like a bed of roses — full of thorns, beautiful in season, and prone to wither without faithful care.


  “I’m surprised you’re still thinking about him,” Calysta said.


  “It’s hard not to.” Shawna had long gone past denying it. “We went through a lot together. It’s not him that’s hard to let go of — I don’t miss the bruises. What I miss is what could’ve been. I still pray for him, and it’s hard not to love the people we always pray for.”


  That struck Calysta and deepened the familiar ache in her chest for her family and friends. She glanced toward the back of the store. Beside the stockroom door, Sab was sleeping peacefully on the padded bench they’d converted into a makeshift bed. The toddler’s chest rose and fell rhythmically, her tiny fist clutching the edge of a knitted blanket. 


  “There are a few people I could pray about more, so I can love them more.” 


  “Like Paige?” Shawna twirled the bracelet on her wrist. “Any word from her?”


  “Nothing.” 


  “How’s Karina taking it?”


  “You know her.” Calysta forced a smile. “She’ll do what needs to be done, but she’ll make sure you’re aware that she doesn’t like having to do it. She’s struggling.”


  “Can’t blame her. It’s been how many years since your amma promised to take you both to Eirin with him?”


  Calysta winced as she shifted her weight from one foot to the other, moving from the scarves to the counter. “Amma has done his best to keep us afloat. It’s just that Karina’s expectations are luxury and La Belle. He can provide living in Lumaire.”


  “Our valley is gorgeous. Karina has no right to complain.”


  “Lately, she’s been doing less complaining and more shopping therapy. I have no clue where she gets the money.”


  “That can’t be good.” Shawna’s brows furrowed. “You sure she’s not selling your house piece by piece?”


  Calysta laughed. “No, she’s just Karina. She knows how to get people to pay for her lifestyle. It’s her talent.”


  “How about you? How are you coping with all that on top of what’s going on with you and Lance?”


  “Me and Lance?” Her eyes widened as she propped herself up on the counter top. “What about us?”


  “Don’t play coy with me, Daniels.” Shawna lightly shoved her arm. “Mateo and I saw him with a girl at the new coffee shop downtown. New girlfriend?”


  “Looks like it.” Calysta tried to keep her voice neutral as she swung her legs back and forth, her heels thudding against the counter. “She doesn’t go to our school. Malaya said she goes to a private school in Pueroe25.” 


  “Rebound?” Shawna raised an eyebrow.


  Calysta shrugged, the motion feeling stiff and unnatural. “Lance plays everything off as nothing, but I can tell he’s hurt. I’d like to think that he’s serious about her, though; I’d feel sorry for her if he wasn’t.” She paused. “I hate that Malaya’s caught in the middle, and so does she. She’s outspoken about not understanding my decision, so when things get awkward with our trio, which happens most times, she retreats and spends time with her boyfriend instead.”


  Shawna reached across the counter and squeezed her hand. “Cencia, Calysta. It’s hard now, but I believe God will honor your obedience.”


  “I hope so.” Calysta’s eyes drifted back to Sab’s sleeping form. “I’m mostly just sad. They are great friends. They took me in when I had no one. I feel like I ruined our friendship.” Saying the words out loud only emphasized the ache in her heart. Lance and Malaya were precious to her. 


  “You didn’t ruin anything.” Shawna huffed. “You said no, and that’s that. If the friendship is ruined, it’s not because of you.”


  The chime above the door rang, interrupting their conversation. Calysta turned, expecting a customer. Instead, Debra Lawrence entered, balancing three takeout containers in her arms.


  “Ladies! I come bearing gifts.” Deb kicked the door shut behind her. Unlike Bee’s vibrant fashion sense, Deb’s style was more understated — practical yet elegant in tailored pants and a crisp button-down shirt. Her auburn hair was cut in a neat bob that framed her face. “I figured it would be dead in here today, so I stopped by Inna Sara’s26 on my way back from the bank.”


  Shawna jumped up to help with the containers. “You are a lifesaver. I was about to start gnawing on the mannequins.”


  “I believe that would fall under ‘destruction of company property,’” Deb said with a wink, setting the containers on the counter. “Spaghetti carbonara for Shawna, chicken pesto for me, and—” she slid the last container toward Calysta “—seafood marinara for you.”


  “Perfect.” Calysta opened the container and breathed in the rich aroma.


  Deb distributed plastic forks and napkins. The three women settled onto stools around the counter. Deb said the prayer before all three ate in comfortable silence for a few moments. Outside, the afternoon sun had begun its descent. 


  “So,” Deb said finally, twirling pasta around her fork, “what’s going on with you and Lance?”


  Calysta sighed. “You already know?” 


  “Mateo sent the family group chat a picture of him and the girl.”


  “Of course.” Calysta rolled her eyes. This was the downside of working with people who were all related. Deb, Mateo, and Shawna came from the same foster home as Adam and Bee. “Wait. Did Adam and Bee see?”


  “Adam was livid.” Shawna grinned like the entire thing was a great source of amusement. “Bee was the voice of reason, though. Always tries to understand all sides.”


  “Sounds like her.” Calysta sighed. “It’s been hard.” She gave Deb a smile. “I’ve been friends with Lance and Malaya since my first day at Harmony Hills, and we’re still trying to keep the friendship, but it’s just not the same. The dynamic is off, especially with Lance having a new girlfriend.”


  “You made the right choice,” Deb said. “Don’t let anyone make you doubt that.”


  “I don’t doubt it,” Calysta replied. “I just didn’t expect it to hurt this much.”


  “The right choices sometimes do.” Deb squeezed her arm. “Obedience isn’t always comfortable. Sometimes it’s downright painful. Know that we’re not just gossiping about you—”


  “Sorry about that, by the way.” Shawna wrinkled her nose. “I might have goaded Mateo into taking the picture and sending it to the chat.”


  “—we’re also praying about you.” Deb gave her little foster sister an emphatic roll of the eyes. 


  “Right.” Shawna giggled. “God’s got this. He’s got you.”


  The tension in Calysta’s shoulders eased slightly. This was why she loved her church family. Their support and prayers had gotten her through so much. It meant a lot to her to be able to walk through life alongside imperfect people who helped her draw closer to a perfect God. 


  “Speaking of prayer—” Deb checked her watch “—don’t forget we’re meeting at my place tomorrow night to finalize plans for the summer retreat. Bee also wants your input on the new summer collection that’s coming in next week.”


  Shawna and Calysta exchanged knowing smiles as they ate their pasta while Deb launched into full business mode. Their boss was trying to figure out the best schedule for a general cleaning of the entire store when a sudden chirping interrupted her planning. Calysta recognized the ringtone and fumbled for her phone. The screen displayed a name she hadn’t seen in weeks: Paige.


  She creased her brows and lifted the phone. “It’s Paige.”


  Deb and Shawna exchanged glances. “Go ahead,” Deb said. “We’ll keep an eye on Sab.”


  Calysta’s fingers trembled as she answered the call. “Paige?” She made her way to the front of the store for privacy.


  “Hey, Cal.” Her sister’s voice sounded thin and tired, so different from the outspoken and confident Paige she remembered. “How are you?”


  “How am I?” A surge of anger filled Calysta. “Are you serious right now? You disappear for weeks, leave your daughter with us, and that’s what you ask?”


  There was a pause on the other end. “I know. I’m sorry.”


  “Karina’s been worried sick. We all have been.”


  “That’s actually why I’m calling,” Paige said. “Karina’s been blowing up my phone with messages. She sounds... not good, Cal. Is she okay?”


  Calysta leaned against the wall, her earlier anger giving way to a protective instinct. “Of course she’s not okay. She’s had to take care of your daughter while trying to earn a degree she doesn’t even want. She’s exhausted and angry and scared.”


  “I know, I know. I messed up, but I had to get a few things in order. I’ll be back for Sab soon, I promise.”


  “When?” Calysta demanded. “Next week? Next month? What are we supposed to tell her when she asks for her inna? She’s only two, Paige. She needs you.”


  Another pause. “I’m working on it. Look, I need you to do something.”


  “What?”


  “Make sure you’re ready once you graduate. Have a plan. Don’t—” Paige’s voice cracked slightly. “Don’t end up like me, okay?”


  A chill ran down Calysta’s spine. “What does that mean? Paige, are you okay? Where are you?”


  “I’m fine,” Paige said quickly. Too quickly. “I’ll be back soon. Things will get better. Just take care of Sab, and keep an eye on Karina. I love you guys.”


  “Paige, wait—”


  The line had already gone dead. Calysta stared at the phone in her hand, a knot forming in her stomach. Why did it have to be this way? Her present was in chaos, and so much of her future was unknown. Why couldn’t obedience come with a reward, not just a challenge to trust God amid uncertainty? 




  5
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  A Joy Unequaled


  



  …I count everything as loss compared to the priceless privilege and supreme advantage of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord [and of growing more deeply and thoroughly acquainted with Him—a joy unequaled]…


  - Philippians 3:8, AMP -


  



  The air hummed with excitement and possibility, scented with fresh-cut grass and early summer flowers. The graduation ceremony was a blur of formal speeches, cheering families, and the constant flash of cameras. Calysta felt like she was floating through it, like it was all a reminder of how aimless she felt. It was almost a relief once it was all over. The deep blue graduation gown covering her simple yellow sundress weighed down her shoulders as she searched the crowd for familiar faces.


  When she finally spotted them — Karina holding Sab’s hand — she nearly did a double-take. Karina, usually so sullen and perpetually exhausted, was not just smiling, but beaming, her face flushed with unusual color as she waved enthusiastically.


  Calysta hurried over, clutching her diploma holder. She had been worried that they might not arrive in time, or at all. Karina had still been in her nighties when Calysta had left home that morning. “You made it!” 


  “Of course we made it!” Karina threw her arms around Calysta, enveloping her in a cloud of floral perfume mingled with the unmistakable scent of champagne. “Did you think we’d miss our little genius graduating?”


  “Naya Tal!” Sab reached up, her tiny hands opening and closing in a grabbing motion. “Up! Up!”


  Calysta scooped her niece into her arms, planting a kiss on her forehead. “Hello, beautiful. You look so pretty in your dress!”


  “Pretty lite you!” Sab patted Calysta’s cheeks with sticky hands.


  “Karina...” Calysta tilted her head, examining her sister’s unusually bright eyes. “Are you— Have you been drinking?”


  Karina giggled and pulled a small silver flask from her purse. “Just a little celebration starter. Amma sent it.” She leaned in conspiratorially. “Dom Pérignon. The real stuff, not that cheap imitation. He sent a whole bottle with his apologies for not being here.” She sighed dramatically. “I may have started the party a little early.”


  “A little?” Calysta raised an eyebrow, but couldn’t help smiling at seeing her sister so carefree for once.


  “Oh, come on! It’s your graduation! Someone needed to bring the joy!” Karina twirled, her sundress floating around her knees. “Besides, you never drink, so someone had to enjoy amma’s gift.”


  “Naya Tar spin!” Sab clapped her hands in delight.


  “See? Sab approves.” Karina stopped her spin to steady herself against Calysta’s shoulder. “Whoa. The world is very... spinny.”


  “Maybe we should find somewhere to sit.” Calysta shifted Sab to her hip.


  “Nonsense! We need pictures! Where’s your boyfriend with the camera?”


  Calysta felt her chest tighten. “Lance isn’t my boyfriend, Kar. You know that.”


  “Right, right. Because you’re too good for him.” Karina waved dismissively. “Or he’s not good enough for God. I forget which.”


  “It’s not like that.” Before Calysta could explain further — not that she needed to — a voice called her name.


  “Cal! You made it through without falling off the stage!”


  Malaya bounded toward them, her graduation gown open to reveal a vibrant red dress underneath, her cap already discarded somewhere. She embraced Calysta fiercely, nearly squishing Sab between them.


  “Squeezy!” Sab giggled.


  “Sorry, adorable.” Malaya tickled the toddler under her chin. “You’re just too huggable, like your naya.” She looked up at Calysta, her eyes suddenly moist despite her smile. “Can you believe it? We actually made it.”


  “We did.” A lump formed in her throat.


  “Oh no, not the waterworks!” Karina groaned. “This is supposed to be happy!” She fumbled with her phone. “Group picture! Now!”


  “Karina, are you drunk?” Malaya’s eyebrows raised in surprise.


  “No, just celebrating.” Karina wobbled as she struggled to unlock her phone. “Cal is done!”


  “Naya Tar silly.” Sab giggled.


  As Karina attempted to wrangle her phone into camera mode, Lance approached them. His graduation gown complementing his eyes. As always, his camera was in his hand. Calysta’s breath caught in her throat.


  “Ladies,” he greeted them, his voice carefully neutral. “Congratulations, graduate.” His eyes met Calysta’s briefly before shifting to Malaya. “You too, woman.”


  Malaya tugged at his toga. “Behave.”


  He smirked. “Always.”


  “Congratulations to you too.” Calysta was suddenly so aware of Sab’s weight in her arms.


  “Lance!” Karina abandoned her phone struggle. “Just the man we need! Will you take our picture? My hands are so fidgety, and I don’t know why.”


  A flash of amusement crossed Lance’s face. “Sure thing, Ms. Daniels.”


  As he positioned himself to take the photo, Calysta plastered on a smile, holding Sab close.


  “Say ‘freedom’!” Lance prompted.


  “Freedom!” they chorused, Sab a beat behind with “Fee-dum!”


  “Perfect.” Lance lowered the camera, his expression softening as he looked at the image he’d captured. For a moment, Calysta glimpsed the old Lance, the one who had made her his muse and saw the meaning behind every piece of art she’d shared with him.


  “Let me see!” Karina stumbled slightly as she moved toward him.


  As Karina cooed over the photo, Malaya pulled Calysta aside. “I have to go. My family’s waiting.” Her voice dropped to a serious tone. “I just wanted to make sure we had a proper goodbye.”


  “Don’t say that.” Calysta shifted Sab to her other hip. “It’s not goodbye. It’s just... see you later.”


  “California is pretty far from Lumaire.” Malaya’s eyes glistened. “We’ll stay in touch, right? Video calls, texts, carrier pigeons if we have to.” She squeezed Calysta’s free hand. “You’re my best girl, you know that, right?”


  Calysta nodded, unable to speak past the emotion clogging her throat.


  “And I want you to know—” Malaya glanced over at Lance, who was now showing Karina how to use his camera “—I get it now. Why you said no. It took me a while, but I see it.” She looked back at Calysta, her expression earnest. “I’m sorry I didn’t understand sooner, Cal. I could’ve been there for you a lot more.”


  “I get it, Malaya. I understand. You’re Switzerland,” Calysta whispered. 


  “Let’s face it. I’ve never been as neutral as I claimed to be.” Malaya punched her arm lightly. “I was mostly on your side, except I just really wanted my two best friends in the whole world to end up together. Would have made me feel better about leaving.” 


  “You’re really flying out today?” Calysta held back a sob. “I’m sorry I can’t take you to the airport for a proper send-off.” 


  “Girl, please. Lance and his family will be there. His girlfriend, too. I wouldn’t be able to stand the awkwardness.”


  “Down, please.” Sab wiggled in Calysta’s arms.


  Calysta set the toddler down, keeping a firm grip on her tiny hand. Lance approached them again, his camera hanging around his neck.


  “Blue eyes,” he said, using the nickname that had once made her heart flutter. “Can I get one more? Just you?”


  Calysta hesitated, then nodded, transferring Sab’s hand to Malaya who cast a warning glare at Lance before heading to Karina. 


  Calysta almost wanted to go with her, but she stood awkwardly, unsure what to do with her hands.


  “Relax.” Lance lifted the camera. “You’re perfect.”


  She took a deep breath and tried to smile naturally, remembering all the times he’d photographed her before — under the linden tree, in the school cafeteria, at the duck parade. Moments frozen in time, documenting a friendship that had shifted into something she couldn’t recognize.


  He lowered the camera. The tenderness by which he looked at her made her heart ache. “I’m headed to OVSA in the fall. Got my housing assignment yesterday.”


  “That’s great,” Calysta said, genuinely happy for him despite the awkwardness. “You’re going to do amazing things there.”


  “What about you?” His eyes searched hers.


  “Still undecided.” She smiled. “Waiting to see where God leads.”


  “You and your God.” It wasn’t said unkindly, just with a note of resignation.


  “Me and my God.”


  “We could’ve been great together, Cal.” His voice held a tremor, his jaw tightening as if to hold something back.


  Calysta’s chest constricted, her gaze flickering away for a moment before returning to meet his. “I know you don’t understand, but I do believe it’s for the best. We’re great as friends, and I can only hope that someday, we can get back to that.”


  “You’re right.” His jaw tensed. “I don’t understand.”


  Calysta’s hope for restoration collapsed under the weight of the hurt in his stare.


  “Lance.” His name was a plea — for what, she wasn’t entirely sure.


  “Cencia. I can’t help but want to memorize you.” Lance stood to his full height, squared his shoulders, and kept his eyes on her.


  Not knowing what to do, she stared back, aware of how much she cared about him, but not enough to give him the piece of her heart he was asking for.


  When he finally spoke up, she wished he had remained silent. Inexplicably unwavering in his resolve, he said, “You belong with me, Calysta. Someday, you’ll see.”


  Not giving her a chance to respond, he gave her a curt nod, saluted at Malaya, turned around, and returned to his family. His girlfriend gave him a peck on the cheek. Calysta’s eyes lingered on them, shock taking over whatever emotions he had stirred up within her earlier. How had he been able to say what he had said, walk away, and then hold his girlfriend like nothing had happened? Calysta knew then how wrong Lance was. He would always be one of her dearest, most beloved friends, but no, she would never belong with him. Someday, he would see that.


  Malaya laughed at something Karina said. Right then, the magnitude of goodbye hit Calysta. Malaya was moving to the US with her family. Lance was off to university. Meanwhile, Calysta still had no idea what her future would be like. With the uncertainty, however, came something else unexpected: not just peace, but joy. 


  Calysta ended the day with joy, not a trace of self-pity to be found despite the uncertainty of her future. She blessed her friends and prayed that they would discover God’s best plans for them. She fought the envy she had for her classmates whose paths were far more established than hers. By God’s grace, she leaned into a contentment she had never experienced before as she laid all her trust at the feet of the God she served. 


  For the past months, God had been silent when she had begged for His voice, distant when she had yearned for His embrace, patient when she had hoped for His urgency. All that time, it seemed He was preparing her for this moment. Her circumstances were far from perfect, and her future was mostly unknown. Through it all, somehow, even without champagne, God had given her unequaled joy.




  6
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  The Prodigal Sisters


  



  I sometimes wonder whether all pleasures are not substitutes for joy.


  - Shaped by Joy by C.S. Lewis -


  



  With school over, summer here, and her future unclear, Calysta spent her days working a retail job at Vis-à-vis. It had been weeks since they had last heard from their father, and though she tried not to let it bother her, the silence gnawed at her. Work was a welcome escape from Karina’s increasing restlessness, exacerbated by their unspoken worry about their amma’s lack of communication. After a week of dealing with her sister’s erratic mood swings, so much so that she needed to take Sab to work, Calysta was beginning to wonder how long the divine deposit of joy in her heart would last.


  The true test of her joy arrived one afternoon when the sky was overcast and the clouds were threatening a summer monsoon. To be on the safe side, Calysta had put Sab in a raincoat and matching rain boots for the thirty-minute walk from Vis-à-vis to their bungalow. Shawna had offered to give them a ride, but Calysta was quick to decline the offer even with the possibility of a downpour. She would rather spend a few precious minutes in the rain than home with the hurricane that was Karina Daniels, who was often storming her way from ranting while cooking to being eerily silent as she spent time on her phone.


  Their neighborhood was quiet, the houses far apart, each home more surrounded by willows, rocks, and gardens than neighbors. Humming to a tune only she recognized, Sab skipped ahead of Calysta. 


  “Stay close, Sab.” Calysta slowed down. She was in no hurry to get to their destination, even as she contemplated how aimless her life felt in general. “God, what are You doing? Where do You want me to go?” she said out loud as they turned a corner leading to their street. Her prayers moved from her lack of direction to her family. “So much is uncertain, but we’re in Your hands.” She tightened her jaw at the thought of her amma. Weeks without a word, without the usual check-in. Something wasn’t right. She could feel it in the pit of her stomach. “Take care of him, Lord. Take care of our family.”


  Almost like an immediate answer from above, Calysta furrowed her brows when she spotted a familiar figure sitting on the steps of their front porch. At first, she thought it was Karina, but as she came closer, she realized it wasn’t.


  Paige puffed out smoke from her cigarette but immediately put it out when she saw her daughter approaching. 


  “Paige!” Calysta stopped dragging her feet and sped up to welcome her prodigal sister. “I can’t believe you’re here!” 


  “Inna!” Sab squealed as she hopped up and down. Arms wide open, she ran as fast as her little legs could carry her. “Inna! Inna!”


  Paige’s eyes welled with tears at the way her daughter was celebrating her return. “My little sunshine!” She scooped Sab up and showered her with kisses, and for a moment, all was right in the world. 


  Calysta slowed down to give the pair their space. Her resentment over Paige abandoning them fought with her genuine delight to see her sister again. “God, hopefully, this time, she’ll stay.” As Paige hugged her daughter tightly, Calysta’s phone buzzed in her pocket. She fished it out and frowned at the screen. A missed call from Amma. Unease nagged at her, but she brushed it aside, even as she made a mental note to call Amma later. Paige’s sudden arrival was overwhelming enough. 


  Calysta sauntered forward. 


  Once she was close enough to join the mother-daughter reunion, Paige pulled her in for a hug. “I missed you, Cal.”


  Did she really? Or was this just another fleeting appearance, another illusion of stability? “I missed you, too.” Calysta meant it, despite her misgivings. She squeezed Paige’s arm to feel for some ounce of fat. “You’re skin and bones. What happened to you? Where have you been?”


  Sab giggled. “Stin and bones!” She poked her mother’s cheek. “Inna is all potey!” She began babbling to the tune of the ‘hotey-potey’. 


  Paige laughed it off, but there was no hiding the bags under her eyes and the exhaustion in her countenance. What had she been up to?


  The trio walked toward the blue bungalow. Paige stepped back upon reaching the door, her hesitation evident in the way she stared past the wooden entry point like something behind it might pounce on her. 


  She turned to Calysta. “Is Karina still mad at me?”


  “Of course.” There was no point in hiding it. “And so am I.”


  Paige’s shoulders sagged as if accepting their right to be upset, but when she looked Sab’s way again, her face broke into a smile. She hugged her daughter tightly, swaying Sab from side-to-side. “I’m glad to see you, amoré.” She brushed her nose against Sab’s cheek before smiling at Calysta. “You too, Cal.” She placed an arm over Calysta’s shoulders, pulled her closer, and kissed her on the cheek.


  Calysta creased her brows at the gesture. Who was this person? She pushed the front door open to find Karina emerging from the master bedroom. She was pulling luggage into the living room.


  “What’s going on?” Calysta froze on her spot upon noticing the pile of bags in their entryway. 


  “I’m moving out.” 


  “Karina, when did—” Calysta’s stomach clenched.  It was as if the floor beneath her had crumbled, leaving her grasping for some form of stability. This couldn’t be happening now. Not with Paige just coming back. She blinked rapidly, trying to keep her composure through the whiplash. Too much was happening in too little time, and she was finding it difficult to catch up. “Why? Where are you going?”


  “Lyle rented an apartment for me in Oro Valle27, and he promised to support me monthly if I live where we can see each other more often. He’s on his way to pick me up.”


  “Lyle? Who’s—” Calysta remembered. “Karina, you’re joking.”


  “Amma will not come through for us, Calysta. We will never move back to Eirin28.” Karina’s voice hardened, masking an edge of vulnerability beneath her steady tone. Her eyes, though unwavering, seemed to carry a quiet plea Calysta had not seen from her before. “I’ve come to accept that, so I took matters into my own hands.”


  “By being Lyle’s mistress? I can’t believe this, Kar. Lyle Claravall? Really? That man already tricked you before! Does Amma know about this?”


  “He introduced us, didn’t he?”


  “Amma didn’t know that Lyle had a wife and kids! He didn’t know that Lyle would pursue you. The man is older than our father, Kar.” All the flowers, jewelry, clothes, everything Karina could ask for, Lyle had provided soon after they’d met. Calysta had tried to stay open-minded about their relationship. After all, age didn’t matter when it came to love, but he had crushed Karina when she had found out that he had a whole family in Oro Valle. “Did you know about this?” Calysta snapped at Paige. “Was this what you warned me about, why you were worried about her?”


  Karina’s brow rose. “You told her?”


  “No. Nuh-uh.” Paige shook her head. “I’m not letting you two drag me into this.” She carried Sab into the bedroom, leaving Calysta and Karina to talk.


  “When did you start seeing him again? You realize his family lives in Oro Valle?”


  “They’re in the suburbs. I’ll be in the city. They’ll never even know I exist.”


  “Karina—” Calysta’s face paled. She crossed her arms over her chest, as if shielding herself from the truth she couldn’t deny. 


  “I’m not asking for your permission, Cal. This is going to happen, whether you approve or not.” Karina straightened her back, her jaw set in determination, but her eyes betrayed a flicker of uncertainty. “He’s kind to me, Cal. He promised me he will leave his wife when the time comes. Just not now. It’s complicated.”


  “He will never leave his wife, Kar. Never.”


  “You don’t know that. Lumaire isn’t enough, Cal. There’s no future here for me — no career, no real relationships. Lyle can give me a taste of something better, even if it’s not perfect”


  “Why didn’t you tell me about this earlier?”


  “You’re the only one who’s truly happy here. I don’t know what your plans are, but you still have your job at the boutique, your friends from church. This is all I have, and I don’t want you to judge me or pity me. Your faith doesn’t approve of this, I acknowledge that, and I frankly don’t care.”


  “I don’t like this, but understand it’s because I don’t want to see you get hurt. Be honest, Karina. Deep inside, something tells you this is wrong. You—”


  “Save it, Cal. If you ever want a break from Lumaire, get in touch. Don’t you want to see this country’s golden valley? We’ve barely left this town since we arrived.”


  There was no point in fighting this. Karina was her own person. Calysta couldn’t hold her here against her will. “Why now, though?”


  “I waited until you graduated.” Karina shrugged one shoulder. “He begged me to move months ago, but I didn’t want to leave you with Sab. I got a hold of Paige through a mutual friend and told her to take care of her kid, so you can live your life.” The faintest of smiles appeared on her face, but her gaze was lifeless, so void of zest. “Live life well. Keep that joy you have. I envy it.”


  “You can have it too, Kar, if only you would believe—”


  “Now is not the time to preach to me. You can’t—”


  Holding back her tears, Calysta threw her arms around her sister in a tight hug. Despite the hurt, despite the fear of losing Karina, love needed to be bigger than her objections. She needed her sister to feel loved, especially since it might be the last time they’d be close for a while. “I love you, Karina. Thank you for everything.”


  Karina eased into the embrace, albeit with hesitation. “I love you too, Cal.”


  Calysta held on tight, as if trying to anchor Karina in place. The moment Karina pulled away, it felt like a gaping emptiness was left behind.


  Despite how messed up the situation was, Karina had shown selflessness by waiting for Calysta to graduate before leaving. That was what Calysta chose to dwell on when Lyle arrived to pick up Karina soon after she was ready to go. Lyle stepped out of the car, his sharp suit contrasting starkly with the worn surroundings of the bungalow. Karina’s face lit up, her earlier hesitation replaced by a desperate eagerness as she practically ran to his arms, like she couldn’t wait to leave Lumaire and start living life in one of the most glamorous cities in Ancoria.


  A chill wind swept through the garden, rustling the leaves as Lyle’s car pulled away. The sky, once bright, seemed to dim in sympathy with Calysta’s mood, a gloomy overcast cloud settling above the blue bungalow. Calysta took a deep breath. Her heart ached for Karina, but there wasn’t much she could do other than roll the situation over to a God she could trust. Surely, He would remain faithful and guide them all. 


  “Watch over her, Lord,” was her whispered prayer.


  Calysta needed to believe that this wouldn’t destroy Karina. Paige wasn’t as optimistic.


  “That man will either devastate her or numb her.” Paige’s lips curled into a small, cynical smile, her gaze distant. She crossed her arms. “Possibly both.”


  “I hope not.” Calysta released a long sigh that carried with it the unspoken prayers of her heart. 


  “So what’s the plan now, Cal?”


  “The plan is to figure out a plan.”


  “You do that.” Paige let out a sigh. “Every time I make a plan, life spits in my face.”


  “God will show us what’s next, Paige. He won’t let us down. You’ll see.” Speaking out the words fueled her confidence with faith. 


  As if God was giving her a nod from above, her phone began to buzz in her pocket. She fished the gadget out and gasped upon seeing her father’s name on the screen. 


  “Amma?” she answered.


  Just happy to finally hear from him, she didn’t answer his call with too many expectations. All she wanted for him to say was that he was okay, but he couldn’t give her even that. His cracked voice offered a broken apology before he issued a plea for help.


  “I’m in big trouble, Calysta. Please fly to Eirin as soon as you can. Only you can save me now.”




  7
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  The Prodigal Father


  



  And do not turn aside after empty things that cannot profit or deliver, for they are empty.


  - 1 Samuel 12:21, ESV -


  



  The truth that God had a good plan for her family was a challenge to believe while Calysta climbed to the seventh floor of a dingy, old walk-up. Just a few days ago, her prayers accompanied an unshakable hope and joy, trusting God to help make everything fall into place. Now, each step she took mirrored her struggle to hold on to that belief as she wrinkled her nose at the moldy, rotten stench of the building. Glass shattered in one of the lower floors, followed by profanity-laced shouting. A mouse scurried across the hallway, causing her to jolt and back away and almost fall down the stairs. 


  Amma lived here? How had it come to this? This wasn’t how he had been painting his life in Qranth29. It had already come as a shock that he wasn’t living in Marlika, an elite part of Eirin City, where they used to live. Instead, here he was, living not far from the Shallows of Lamettro, a place he once never would’ve let any of his daughters visit. He had told them time and time again that all was well, that business was picking up, that he would bring them back home to Marlika soon, that it would be a fresh start for all of them. Nothing about this place spoke of a promising fresh start.


  She double-checked the address on her phone. Room 72. The hallway had two doors. Rusty brass number 71 marked one door while the other didn’t have a number. “I guess this is 72.” She held her breath and knocked, her fingers trembling slightly at what might greet her from the other side. She half-wished she had made some sort of mistake, and this wasn’t the correct address, but what would she do if it was some random stranger who would open the door for her? 


  The door swung open before her brain could remind her of kidnappings and missing persons lists. The man who opened it gave her a weak smile. “Calysta.”


  “Amma?” 


  Stick thin, gray hair wild, and complexion sallow, Simon Daniels looked like he hadn’t slept or eaten for weeks. “Come in, come in.” He coughed as he stepped aside to allow space for her to enter. “It’s a mess in here. I tried to clean up, but—” He shrugged. “Dinner will be ready soon. I hope you like meatloaf.”


  Calysta entered the cramped apartment, which looked decent enough — not as bad as she had feared considering the hallway outside. Amma moved about in the kitchen. Not knowing what to do or where to position herself, she followed him and peeked inside. “Do you need any help?” she asked. How was it possible he looked almost ten years older in the one year since he had last visited them?


  “I have it all under control.” He glanced her way. His eyes softened. “You look lovely, Calysta.”


  “Thank you.”


  “I’m sorry I missed your graduation.”


  She didn’t know what to say. That one still stung. “Karina liked the champagne.” She didn’t bring up how crazy it was for him to splurge on that bottle when he was living this way.


  “Champagne?” He frowned. “Why would I send alcohol? I know you don’t drink.”


  Calysta wrinkled her nose. Had Lyle sent Karina the bottle? Some sort of celebration that Calysta had just graduated, and they could be together? “Kar must have made a mistake.”


  “I wish I could have sent you something, amoré.” His shoulders sagged. Another series of coughs followed.


  She winced and stepped forward to rub her father’s back. “How long have you had this cough, Amma?”


  “It’s nothing. Just a cold.”


  Calysta winced. “Doesn’t sound like it.”


  “Don’t worry about me.” He waved a dismissive hand at her. 


  She wanted to ask him what was going on, but she didn’t want to push, so they shared a quiet dinner, which was pleasant enough, though her mind kept wandering back to the promises Amma had made, and the hopes she once held for their future. The contrast between those hopeful conversations and the harsh reality before her made it difficult to fully enjoy the moment. They exchanged small talk, but she could barely concentrate. What trouble was he in? Why did he look this way when in all his calls, he had kept saying everything was great, that he would send for them soon? 


  Finally, dinner was over. Amma insisted on cleaning up before discussing anything. This time, Calysta insisted on helping, partly because she wanted to speed things up and get her answers but mostly because she felt bad over how tired he looked. They put away the dishes together before he asked her to wait for him in the living room. She obliged.


  The wall clock’s tick-tock and the faint scent of bleach and mold provided a momentary distraction to the questions circling her mind. She sighed with relief when her father emerged from the kitchen and walked past the small dining area. He sat on the wooden chair across from her.


  “Would you like to sit here?” She motioned to get up from the couch to give him the comfier seat. 


  He shook his head. “I’m fine.” He leaned back and ran a hand over his hair. 


  “What’s going on, Amma? What happened to you?” Calysta was about to reach for him, but he lifted a hand to stop her. 


  He cleared his throat. “I don’t even know where to begin. I hate that it had to come to this, but I’ve exhausted all options, and I—” He tapped his foot over the wooden floor. “I don’t know how to say this.”


  “Start from the beginning, Amma. We have time.”


  He tapped his knee with his fingers, reminiscent of how he had looked the night he had told them that the shipping business he had inherited had gone bankrupt three years ago. This moment had that same air of dread. Calysta wasn’t sure she was ready for what he was about to say, and it seemed neither was he.


  “I messed up, Calysta. When I visited you a year ago, everything was going great. I truly believed things were turning around. The finances at Old Rose were on an upturn, and I was getting ready to move you and Karina back here, but—” His features tensed. He was the very image of abject defeat.


  Calysta’s breath caught as she awaited the rest of what Amma had to say, her stomach churning with a mix of dread and compassion. What had brought him to this state?


  “My business partner screwed me over, Calysta. He ran off with all our money. I tried my best to keep the shipping line afloat over the past year, and I was so close, but life just won’t let up. Here we are. I failed yet again. Now, I’m in more trouble than when I started.”


  The reality of what happened hung over Calysta like a weight threatening to crush her. Her mind struggled to process all the ramifications of what her father had revealed. She grappled for the right words to encourage her amma and herself. “It’s okay.” Her voice came out breathless, unconvincing. “We can go back home and pretend this never happened. I worry about your health. You’re not looking well.”


  “You don’t understand, amoré. I can’t leave Eirin.”


  “Why not?”


  “The only way we could revive Old Rose Shipping was through a huge loan, which at the time seemed like the best — if not the only — option we had. My partner helped get us the loan, and we were making enough to pay for it every month, and still generate a profit. We would’ve made it, Cal, but he ran off with all the money, and—” His fists clenched. “The bank has been trying to reach me, but—” He shook his head. “Calysta, I could go to prison if I don’t pay up.”


  “I don’t think you can go to prison for not being able to pay a loan.”


  “Yes, but I can go to prison for fraud. We falsified information when we applied for the loan.”


  Calysta shut her eyes. Unbelievable. She tempered her disappointment with a reminder that he was still her father. “I wish you had told us, Amma. Things could have been different. We could have helped somehow. I understand you were desperate, but this?”


  “Cencia, Calysta.” He buried his face in his palms. “The plan was working perfectly, but he did me dirty. I don’t know what to do.”


  She fought to push the disappointment away. She couldn’t possibly be more disappointed than he already was in himself. “How much do you owe?” 


  He shifted on his seat. “Five hundred thousand cils30.”


  Calysta winced, even as her brain did the math. How many years would it take for her to pay that off with her job? Five years? Seven, max. Maybe she could ask for a raise, take extra shifts. “That’s the entire loan?”


  “No. That’s only the amount I need to come up with, if I want to avoid scrutiny.”


  Her throat ran dry, her heart sinking further. “The full loan?”


  His head bowed. “It’s an obscene amount of money, Calysta. Short of a miracle, there’s no way any of us can come up with it.” His shoulders sagged in defeat. “I don’t want to go to prison.”


  “There has to be something we can do. Maybe we can strike a deal, ask for time. I will ask Kar—”


  “There is a way out.” 


  “Great.” Calysta sighed. “Some hope. What is it?” 


  “I’ve heard whispers of a figure in Marlika business circles. They call her The Guardian.” He shifted on his seat. She didn’t think he could exude more shame, but his countenance shrank by the minute. “Rumors say that she’s helped a lot of people get out of trouble. Not too long ago, she reached out to me through an old acquaintance of ours. Do you remember Tomas Jacinto?”


  It took a second for the name to register. “The chef?”


  “Yes. Him. The Guardian got in touch with me through Tomas, and he assured me that she’s the kind who helps people. She said she could help me pay for the loan, but in my case, she can only help in one condition.” He cleared his throat and stared at the floor like that was the end of the story.


  Calysta winced, not sure she wanted to hear the rest of what he had to say. “The condition?”


  “She said that she can only tell me if you are present to hear it. She asked for you by name, Calysta.”


  “Me?” Curiosity and dread mingled within her. “Why? How does she even know about me?”


  “I don’t know, Cal. I asked Tomas, but he said he didn’t have any other information other than that The Guardian wants a meeting with you to discuss her stipulations. That’s why I asked you to come here. I didn’t have any other options.”


  “Amma, you should have told us about all of this earlier. You didn’t have to go through this entire mess alone.”


  “I didn’t want to disappoint you, Cal. I really did hope I could come through for you girls this time.”


  Her heart softened at how dejected he sounded. Yet again, her father was before her, a broken man. Over the years, she had borne witness to how hard he had fought to give her sisters the life they wanted. She knelt on the floor before him, laid her hands on his knees, and smiled. “Thank you for everything you have done and continue to do for us, Amma. Life dealt you a bad hand, but I am grateful that you’ve never given up despite everything. We will be okay. Whether talking to this person helps or not, we’ll figure something out.” 


  Their eyes locked together, and he saw her tears. That was his undoing. He broke down, his now lanky frame racked up in sobs. She wrapped her arms around his neck and cried right along with him, quietly giving God her whys. After all the prayers Calysta had said on behalf of her father, why had God allowed this to happen? 


  Amma coughed again. She made him a hot drink and insisted they see a doctor once they get back to Lumaire. He didn’t have the energy to object. Her last image of him before making herself comfortable on the couch was the blank stare on his face as he lay flat on his bed. He was at the end of himself, and she could only pray that her father would still find God amidst his despair.


  Calysta stared at the ceiling, her heart heavy with uncertainty. She could only hope that God would come through for them somehow. Joy had comforted her just days ago; how fragile that joy now seemed in the wake of her father’s despair. Only hope in God could anchor her now, a hope that allowed sleep to overpower her fears. 


  The next morning, she rose before dawn. To curb her anxiety, she got on her knees and poured out her heart to the heavens. Every question, every hurt, every disappointment. She laid it all bare, raw, and honest before the God she believed cared for her. She wanted to feel God’s embrace, hear His voice, grab hold of His presence, but she didn’t feel Him, hear Him, nor hold Him. What she got instead was a calm that silenced all the chaos within her. She was exactly where God wanted her to be.


  Later, when The Guardian arrived at their apartment, Calysta was able to greet the stranger with a genuine smile. She wasn’t at all what Calysta had expected, though she hadn’t really known what to expect. 


  Before her stood a woman with sharp eyes that seemed to pierce through everything, a tired face etched with experience, and a gentle countenance that held an unexpected warmth.


  “Hello,” she said. “You must be Simon’s daughter, Calysta.”


  “That’s me. You must be The Guardian.”


  “I am known by that name, yes, but I insist that you call me Emilia.”


  They shook hands, The Guardian’s hand soft to the touch. Calysta couldn’t explain it. Perhaps it was gut instinct, discernment, or a gentle tug from above, but there was something about Emilia, an air about her that made Calysta feel like this was someone she could trust.


  The trust would’ve lasted if only Emilia hadn’t brought them the most preposterous proposal.




  8


  [image: floral]


  The Most Preposterous Proposal


  



  Don’t forget to remember: God uses rescued people to rescue people.


  - Christine Caine -


  



  Stunned silence enveloped Calysta on the outside, but her insides scrambled to make sense of what The Guardian had just said. “Let me get this straight.” She rubbed her temples, where a dull throb had started to build. She gulped, trying to swallow her unease. “You’re willing to pay for my father’s loan — every single cent — if, and only if, I agree to stay with you for four years?”


  “That is correct.” Emilia Deacon sat on their living room couch, shoulders squared, back straight, chin slightly tilted up. She took a small sip from a cup of jasmine tea, the reserved smile never leaving her thin lips. The juxtaposition of her calm and the madness of her proposal was nothing short of surreal.


  “You understand why anyone with common sense would hesitate, don’t you? You’re asking me to put a lot of trust in a complete stranger.”


  “That is true, yes, but who else would offer you a deal like this? All I can do is assure you that your safety will be my utmost priority. Not only that, I will make this deal as advantageous for you as it needs to be. All you need to do is agree.”


  “What exactly are you offering my daughter, Emilia?”


  “I will provide for your education.” She barely glanced at him, her eyes fixed on Calysta. Amma’s face hardened, his eyes narrowing as he shifted in his seat. Emilia continued. “Whatever field of study you want to pursue, I will make a way for you to be able to pursue it, with the one caveat that you do it from my villa. If there is any training you would like to undergo, any skills you would like to develop, I can provide personal tutors for you. You can get a degree online, if you wish. All your needs, and more, I will provide with the best money can buy.”


  “As long as I remain imprisoned in this villa of yours?”


  “The villa I am speaking of is a large estate in the country. Hardly anyone would consider it a prison.”


  “A prison can be beautiful, but if I am trapped within its walls with no way of getting out, then is it not a prison still?”


  Emilia’s smile faltered for a moment, her fingers tightening around her teacup. She quickly regained her composure. “Calysta, darling, I would request that you first see the villa and the environment and lifestyle we have there before you call it something it is not. For this agreement to benefit both parties, I need you to look deeper and see past mere appearances.”


  Her words gave Calysta pause. “Where is this villa?”


  “I cannot tell you where it is. If you agree to this deal, I will make all the travel arrangements to keep the location of the villa a secret. I will also require you to sign a nondisclosure agreement indicating you will never reveal anything about this deal, the villa, and anyone who lives in it.”


  “Why me?”


  Emilia frowned. “I’m sorry. I can’t tell you why. Not until you’ve agreed to the deal.”


  “I’m not comfortable with that.” Calysta shook her head. 


  “Of course you aren’t. My proposal is unheard of, I’ll grant you that, but these are my terms.” She turned to Amma. “I assure you, Mr. Daniels. We will take care of your daughter. No harm will come to her, and she will lack for nothing. I will personally see to that.” She then gave Calysta a long look before speaking slowly, choosing every word carefully. “If it makes you feel better, Calysta, you have my assurance that you will not be a prisoner. While in the house, I will expect you to live by the rules of the villa, but in case anything makes you uncomfortable, consider yourself free from our agreement. If you choose to leave, I will pay your father’s loan regardless. Understand, Miss Daniels — I want this to be crystal clear, so I must repeat it — should you agree to this, you will not be my prisoner, but my guest. Perhaps my ward is a better way to term it. You will be free to come and go as you please, but there will be rules you must follow. Curfews. I expect you to be true to your word that if you say you’ll come back at a certain time, you will. It will be at my discretion whether you can go out on your own or with someone I trust. You will have your own quarters and a monthly allowance, which you can spend however you please.”


  Calysta frowned. The idea of being paid to stay sounded too much like a gilded cage, yet there was an allure in the security it promised. She glanced her amma’s way. He was staring at Emilia like she had gone mad.


  The Guardian took a deep breath. “I understand this is not conventional, but I must reiterate that I mean you no harm, Miss Daniels. This is me asking for your help with a matter that’s close to my heart.”


  “What kind of help would someone like me be able to give someone like you?”


  Emilia didn’t answer immediately. The silence lingered, and their guest was breathing slowly, her eyes distant, her demeanor unhurried, like she had all the time in the world.


  Calysta squirmed, unsure if Emilia even heard the question. Should she repeat it?


  “I have a nephew who lives in the villa with me,” Emilia finally said, as if she had already planned to the last letter what she would let herself say. “He’s a few years older than you, and he has been through a lot over the past three years. He needs a friend, a companion, someone who will not judge him by his appearance.”


  “Ridiculous.” Amma scoffed. “The answer is no. Alisara, Emilia.”


  “Amma, wait.” Calysta’s skin bristled at the idea of being paid to be the friend of some wealthy recluse. “You want me to befriend your nephew?” 


  “Yes.”


  “I don’t like this.” Amma shook his head. “Miss Deacon, my daughter is not some escort you can throw money at and expect to be your nephew’s friend.”


  “Mr. Daniels, I understand your concern, but I assure you that our intentions are clean. My skin crawls to even think of words like ‘escort’ in association to your daughter. You have my assurance that my nephew will do nothing to harm your daughter nor will he treat her in any untoward way.”


  “Right. All he wants is a friend. Then get him a golden retriever. Why my daughter?” The edge in his tone grew as he continued to speak. “What’s wrong with the boy, anyway? How pathetic can he be? Is he so grotesque, his aunt needs to hire a friend for him?”


  “Amma.”


  Emilia’s lips pursed as she hung her head. “My offer stands.” The cold exterior gave way to something tender. “I wouldn’t make such a ludicrous request if I wasn’t so desperate.”


  “Four years is a long time, Emilia.”


  “As I said, you are free to leave whenever you wish. I will not stop you. I just want you to give my proposal fair consideration.”


  Calysta narrowed her eyes. “What’s in it for you?” 


  “Atonement. My nephew is where he is because of me. I want a better life for him. I want him to hope again.”


  The tenderness by which Emilia spoke gripped Calysta’s soul. “What happened to him?”


  Emilia’s lips curled to form a soft but bitter smile. “I come from a wealthy, but broken, family, Miss Daniels. He became a byproduct of the environment we created for him. His plight is the collateral damage of the brokenness of our bloodline. That’s all I can say regarding the matter.”


  Calysta wanted to know more but decided not to push. However, the sense of mystery and intrigue Emilia brought wasn’t without its allure. “So if I go with you, meet your nephew, and in a few days decide I don’t want to do this, I can just leave?”


  “Yes.”


  “And my father’s loan?”


  “I’ll still pay it in full.”


  “That’s a lot of money, Emilia.”


  “I do not want for money, Miss Daniels.”


  It sounded too good to be true, yet too advantageous to ignore at the same time. Multiple alarms were going off within Calysta, but something about Emilia and the blatant audacity, randomness, and sincerity of her proposal somehow assured Calysta. Either Emilia was desperate and had nothing to lose, or she was a complete psychopath manipulating Calysta to a violent and gruesome death. The latter sounded like something Calysta’s imagination would concoct during one of her spirals — dramatic, unhelpful, unlikely — so she figured it was most likely the former. Still, wisdom called for caution. 


  “Can Amma come with me to the villa my first time going there? I’ll feel safer that way. I also want contact with him to assure him of my safety. If he doesn’t hear from me, at least he’ll know how and where to find me.”


  Emilia didn’t answer immediately. Her gaze latched on to a random object over Calysta’s shoulder. She tapped her forefinger on one kneecap several times before finally nodding. “Very well then. As long as Simon signs a nondisclosure agreement. He cannot tell anyone anything about the villa. Also, only Calysta can meet my nephew.”


  “Will you prevent me from having outside contact once I’m there?” Calysta asked.


  “Not at all.” Emilia smiled. “As long as you protect the privacy of the villa and all who live there — my nephew, especially — we won’t have any problems. However, in the interest of full disclosure, our security system will prevent any attempt to trace your location. Then again, I give you the assurance that there will be no need for such precautions. You are not our captive, but our willing guest.”


  Calysta’s mind reeled. More and more, she leaned toward agreeing to Emilia’s terms. She glanced at her father. How could she not agree? Did she even have a choice? Could she live with herself if she allowed her amma to rot in a Qranthi prison when she could’ve done something to prevent it? 


  “You’re not seriously considering this, are you?” His face creased as he took hold of her wrist. “Calysta, you don’t have to do this. We’ll find another way.”


  “What other way is there, Amma? It’s either this or prison.”


  “Her word means nothing to us.” Amma’s voice cracked, his hands clenching into fists. “We don’t even know this woman.” 


  “But Amma, you were willing to meet with her.”


  “To hear her out, Calysta. I didn’t think she would propose to purchase four years of your life!”


  Calysta flinched at her amma’s outburst, but it failed to shake the sense growing within her that this was something she needed to do. She turned to Emilia. “How do you know Tomas? He recommended you to Amma, yes?”


  “He is the chef at the villa. You’ll see him around should you accept my offer. He and his family live within the estate. Your amma can even receive regular updates from him about your well-being if that makes you feel more secure.”


  Calysta raised a brow. Tomas was an expensive and highly-sought-after chef. Even at the peak of their wealth, they could only afford his services during special occasions. Him working full-time for Emilia said a lot about how affluent this woman was.


  “I need to pray about it,” Calysta said. “When do you need my decision?”


  “Calysta—” Amma shook his head.


  “I’ll be in the city for the rest of the week.” Emilia stood up. “Your father knows how to get in touch with me. If you don’t contact me within the week, then I will assume you are declining my proposal. I hope you don’t. I trust the Lord will direct your path.”


  Calysta’s back straightened. Her heart lifted slightly. “You’re a Christian?” 


  “For over three years now.”


  That revelation brought her a modicum of comfort as Calysta nodded and shook hands with Emilia. Their gazes lingering on each other, an understanding of sorts formed between them. 


  “You’ll be praying as well?” Calysta asked.


  “Count on it.” Emilia let go of her hand. “One more thing. Please don’t tell anyone my name. The Guardian is fine should you want to speak to anyone about what we’ve discussed today, but I would like to keep my real name private.”


  “Of course.” Calysta walked her to the door. Just as Emilia reached the top of the staircase leading out of the building, Calysta called out her name to ask a question: “What’s your nephew like?”


  Emilia’s face fell, like a mask had fallen to reveal her sorrow. For a moment, Calysta thought the woman was about to burst into tears. Instead, Emilia stood straight, shrugged one shoulder, and smiled the most bittersweet of smiles. “He’s broken, Calysta. My nephew is broken.”


  Hearing that, Calysta brushed her fingers against her left arm. She had once been broken — still was, in places no one could see. Somehow, this made Emilia’s mysterious nephew feel like less of a stranger to her already.  




  9
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  A Fate Decided


  



  When your values are clear to you, making decisions becomes easier. 


  - Roy E. Disney -


  



  Happiness was evident in Karina’s expression as she emerged from her walk-in closet with a handful of dresses. She glanced at Calysta through the computer screen just as Calysta finished updating her sister about The Guardian and her preposterous proposal. Calysta couldn’t tell if Karina cared or not; it didn’t seem like it, given her long yawn as she preened in front of the mirror. 


  “You’re not seriously considering this, are you?” Karina asked.


  With a final sip, Calysta emptied the cup of hot cocoa she had made for herself earlier. She shifted her weight on the rickety chair of her father’s dining room table. Seeing Karina’s posh new apartment through their video call made her amma’s home seem even drabber by comparison.  


  “It feels like I don’t have a choice.”


  “Of course you have a choice. Stop being so dramatic. Where is he, anyway? Why isn’t he with you? He’s the one who got you in this mess.” Karina held up two dresses. “Which one?” 


  “I don’t know. The pink one. He’s asleep. I insisted he take a nap after The Guardian left. He’s not looking well, Karina. If you could only see him.”


  “Amma can’t go to prison if he’s sick, can he?”


  “Come on. It doesn’t work that way. They’ll just treat him while he’s incarcerated, I guess, but that’s out of the question, right? We can’t just let Amma go to prison.”


  “Are you going to take the stranger’s offer then?”


  “Should I?”


  “Your decision.” Karina re-entered the closet and emerged a few minutes later, wearing the dress Calysta didn’t pick. “This fits me better,” she explained.


  Calysta shrugged and bit back a bitter comment about bigger things to worry about than what Karina was wearing. “What would you do?” 


  “To be honest, I don’t want to think about it. For the first time in a long time, I like my life. I don’t want to spend my energy worrying about something I have no capacity to change. There’s nothing I can do to help Amma. You, however—”


  “You think I should take the offer, don’t you?”


  “As I said, it’s your decision, not mine. Four years is a long time, Cal. I can’t tell you what to do, especially about something like this.”


  Calysta huffed out her frustration. “That was no help.”


  “You’ll figure things out. You’re an adult now. Help Amma, don’t help Amma. Do whatever feels right for you. It’s your call.” 


  “What about Sab?”


  “What about her?”


  “I should just leave her with Paige?”


  “Why not, Cal?” Karina rolled her eyes as she put a set of stunning gold earrings on her ear. “She’s Sab’s mother. We never should’ve been left to care for her daughter in the first place.”


  “Yeah, but it’s not like Paige has a great track record for being reliable.”


  “Have you talked to her?”


  “Not yet. I’ll call her later. I wanted to hear from you first.”


  Karina batted her eyelashes and pressed her palm on her chest. “Flattered.” She sighed. “Look, Cal. Whatever you choose, make sure it’s the choice that’s right for you, not for everyone else.”


  Calysta wasn’t entirely sure she agreed with that piece of advice. 


  Karina sighed. “Lyle’s coming over in a bit. Anything else you’d like to say?”


  “No.” Calysta checked her watch. Almost an hour past noon. “I’ll probably go out and grab some takeout while Amma is napping. I also want to pawn something.” Calysta slipped her hand inside her jacket’s pocket. She rubbed a velvet box with her thumb — her mother’s engagement ring.


  “Why would you need to pawn off anything? If you take this deal, you will have all your needs met. What do you need more money for?”


  “It’s not me who needs it.”


  Karina paused. “You’re giving it to Amma?”


  Calysta didn’t answer.


  “He’s a grown man. He can take care of himself, Cal.”


  “You haven’t seen him.”


  Karina shrugged it off before letting out an exaggerated sigh and throwing her arms in the air. “It’s your money.”  


  “Don’t you care that he’s not well?”


  “I do—” her eyes softened, but she quickly looked away, the indifferent mask falling back in place “—but we’re all trying our best to make things better for ourselves, Calysta. We wouldn’t even be in this predicament if it weren’t for him! Have you forgotten that he’s been lying to us all this time? You’re practically in the Shallows, Cal! Ugh.” Karina shuddered in horror. “We’re going in circles. I have to go now.”


  “Alisara31, Karina.”


  “Look after yourself, Cal. No one else will.”


  Calysta couldn’t agree. God was watching out for her. She held on to that faith for the rest of the day as she asked God to guide her which way to go. His answer came through an email from Bee later that evening. Calysta could hardly believe her mentor’s response to her request for prayer. She paced the floor of her amma’s living room for a good minute before returning to the computer monitor to read the email again. 


  



  Dear Cal, 


  Adam and I prayed like you requested. Honestly, when you told us about this offer, my initial instinct was to tell you to run. I think that makes me a normal, sane person. I didn’t even see the need to pray about it, but I wanted to honor your request, so we prayed.


  Neither of us can believe we’re saying this, but we both think you should take the offer. 


  Trust in the Lord with all your heart and lean not on your own understanding. In all your ways acknowledge Him, and He will direct your paths. Proverbs 3:5-6


  We don’t understand it completely, but something about this struck us as important. No one gets this kind of deal. Maybe God has a purpose behind it all. Deb’s praying about this, too, and we’re not sure what she’ll tell you, but Adam and I have peace about the whole thing. 


  Of course, let Godly wisdom guide you. Make sure there’s a way for you to get in touch with us once you’re there. We don’t want anyone to take advantage of you in any way. I’m just saying this because you’re like a sister to me, and I care about you, so I tend to worry, but I’m confident everything will be okay. If God is leading you to go for this deal, then we support you.


  Finally, when Adam and I prayed about this, we received the same word from God: Always love. 


  That’s it for now, Cal. We’ll keep praying for you. 


  Love you, girl.


  Blessings, Bee


  



  Calysta stared at the screen, her eyes scanning the words over and over. She hadn’t expected that. Bee and Adam actually recommended for her to accept Emilia’s offer. She took out her phone and called Deb, to whom she had already told the details of the deal earlier.


  “It’s crazy, Cal, but I have peace. You should go for it. Even the girls prayed about it and said the same thing. Just keep us posted, okay? We want to be sure you’re safe.”


  Calysta couldn’t believe her ears. She had assumed they’d all tell her to walk away, but here they were, encouraging her to take the risk.   


  Why was she surprised? During the times she spent praying about it, she had the same peace. Whenever she doubted, a mental image would revisit her: Emilia’s face upon telling Calysta her nephew was broken. Calysta didn’t know why, of all people, Emilia had asked her for help, but if she wanted an answer to that, she had to agree to the offer.


  She would not do it, however, unless she got Amma’s blessing, so during dinner that night, she was determined to tell him her thoughts on the matter. She was trying to figure out how best to do it, when he brought it up himself.


  “You’re going to accept Emilia’s offer, aren’t you?”


  Calysta chewed on the fried chicken, swallowed, and then responded. “I’m inclined to.”


  “Calysta, we can’t find any information about this woman. It’s like she doesn’t exist beyond what she wants us to know. If anything happens to you, I wouldn’t be able to forgive myself.”


  “We were both there when Emilia laid out the terms of her proposal. Did you get a sense she was up to no good?”


  “She seems decent enough, Cal, but don’t most con men?”


  “I don’t see how it can be a con, Amma. She’s not asking us for any money or anything of value.”


  “Calysta, amoré, this woman is asking for something priceless. She’s asking for four years of your life. She’s asking for you. How much more valuable can anything get? What if she’s the leader of a human trafficking ring, huh? What if she’s some kind of criminal mastermind? Who knows what she will put you through once you’re in her grasp? She could feed you to a pack of wolves, and I wouldn’t be able to do anything about it.”


  “But Amma, that look on Emilia’s face when I asked her about her nephew—” Calysta winced. “I want to—” She sighed. “Amma, what if I can help? What if this is something I have to do?”


  “I don’t want you to do this just because of me.”


  Calysta took a few bites of her dinner. “There’s something about Emilia. I feel like I can trust her. I prayed about it. Deb prayed about it. Even Adam and Bee prayed about it. We all have peace about this. I’m not doing this just for you, Amma. I need this, too. What if this is God’s answer to my prayer for direction? It’s not like I have a plan beyond this. Besides, wolves are everywhere, Amma. Even back home in Lumaire. Island of wolves, remember? I’m safe only because my God is a lion.”


  Amma stared, the sorrow evident in his eyes. “You really believe in this God enough to stake your life on the word of a stranger?”


  “I do.”


  “Then ask Him to give me peace too, Calysta.”


  “Why don’t you ask Him yourself?”


  “I don’t know how.”


  She held his hand tight. “Would you like to ask Him now?” 


  Calysta hadn’t even finished the question, and Amma was already nodding. 


  As she prayed with him, her tears welled up; it wasn’t easy to see her father so broken and vulnerable. His voice and shoulders shook uncontrollably as he spoke to God, each word soaked in years of regret. He begged God to keep Calysta safe, and through tears, he pleaded for forgiveness. By the time he said “Amen”, a reverent calm filled the room.


  “He forgives you, Amma,” Calysta said. “I forgive you.”


  He nodded. “I know.” His face lit up as he squeezed her hand. “Go then. Take the offer.”


  And so, it was sealed. Calysta accepted Emilia’s offer. 
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  The Haunting of Calysta


  



  Go now, be very persistent and investigate, and see where his haunt is and who has seen him there; for I am told he is very cunning. 


  - 1 Samuel 23:22, AMP -


  



  Whether she was still in Qranth’s capital or in a completely different country, Calysta couldn’t tell. She had no sense of either time or place as she relinquished control and let The Guardian be her navigator. Emilia’s private plane gave no indication of their whereabouts, nor was there any sign of civilization when the aircraft landed on a tarmac devoid of planes or people. The air was crisp, carrying a faint scent of pine. The distant rustle of leaves hinted at a nearby forest. She strained her ears, but there was no sound of traffic, only the occasional bird call, adding to the unsettling sense of isolation.


  A gentle summer breeze made Calysta’s chest ache for her valley in Ancoria. She missed the wildflowers that dotted the meadows, the snow-capped mountains on the horizon, and the way the sun painted the hills in golden hues during the late afternoon. Somehow, her yearning for home morphed into warmth and affection for wherever this place was. If it reminded her of Lumaire, perhaps it could be home, too. 


  Right after they disembarked, Emilia led father and daughter straight to a Rolls-Royce waiting for them on the tarmac. With everyone retreating to their own thoughts, it would be a while before someone dared to break the silence.


  Calysta preferred the quiet. She would rather observe all the places they passed through than engage in small talk. She let out a quick sigh of relief upon seeing the first sign of civilization since they had left the small airport — if it could even be called that. The classic car rolled past what looked to be some sort of town square, full of people going about their daily business. The scent of freshly baked bread wafted from a nearby bakery, and the sound of children laughing echoed from a small park. Vendors called out their goods, and the chatter of townsfolk gave the place a lively, welcoming feel. 


  Wherever they were, people lived here. This wasn’t some abandoned island. Emilia and her villa’s occupants weren’t its only inhabitants. The more homes and establishments she saw, the better she felt. 


  Her father wasn’t on the same page. “If I want to see my daughter at any time, will I be able to?” 


  “Certainly. Inform me when you want to see Calysta, and I’ll arrange for someone to pick you up and bring you here,” Emilia said. “You’ll have to use our private plane. We’ll pick you up at any airport of your choice.”


  “That won’t do.” He shook his head. “I should be able to visit my daughter without your permission. What if you’re some sort of cult?”


  The driver stifled a laugh.


  “The best compromise I can give, Mr. Daniels,” Emilia said, “is for you to let Calysta know which airport you prefer as your pick-up point. Calysta has the freedom to arrange everything with the villa’s staff. I don’t even have to know. She will always have online access at the villa, and as we’ve already agreed, she may keep in touch with you on a regular basis. I want you to always be assured of her well-being.” 


  Before her father could come up with more protests, a series of coughs racked his body.


  Calysta frowned. “Amma, promise me you’ll see a doctor as soon as you get back.” Her voice tightened with concern. “I told Paige to make you go.”


  “I don’t need to see a doctor. It’s just a cold.”


  “Promise me,” she insisted.


  “Fine. If it makes you feel better.”


  “It will.”


  “I can arrange a complete medical checkup, if you wish,” Emilia offered. “Consider it a gift.”


  Amma shook his head, but Calysta interrupted before he could decline the generous offer. “I would appreciate that, Emilia. It would give me a lot of peace, even more so if someone close to Lumaire could have a look at him.”


  “The city nearest your town should have at least one competent medical facility. It shouldn’t be too much of a challenge for my people to find a good doctor in Pueroe.”


  “Thank you, Emilia.” 


  Amma mumbled something under his breath but held back further objections when Calysta mouthed for him to “please go”.


  The road led their vehicle up a winding path. It twisted and turned toward what looked like the top of a hill. Calysta’s stomach lurched at the sight of the steep cliff outside her window, but hot springs and a freshwater lake distracted her from the deadly drop. The higher they went, the more magnificent the view, and it took her breath away.


  “I hope you’re a fan of nature, Calysta,” Emilia said. “There are plenty of outdoor activities you can do out here.”


  “I’m not sure.” The vast, unfamiliar wilderness outside dwarfed her. She wasn’t sure if she was ready for the sense of isolation losing herself in it might bring, but the picturesque landscape still held a familiar allure. “I  appreciate the beauty of nature, but I’m more of an indoor type.”


  “So is my nephew.”


  “And yet he chose to live here?”


  “I chose the villa, because it’s secluded. He just wanted to be far away from prying eyes.”


  “Why?”


  “Patience, darling. You’ll get your answers soon enough.” Emilia spoke in a-matter-of-fact way, with neither edge nor condescension in her tone. “We’re almost there.”


  “Does your nephew have a name?”


  “I’ll let him introduce himself to you.”


  Amma and Calysta exchanged glances. The mystery of this nephew of Emilia’s had been a favorite topic of theirs since Calysta had agreed to the deal. Why was there a need to keep him hidden, his very existence a secret? Amma’s theory had been that Emilia’s nephew must be revolting to look at.


  “Why else would he have trouble making friends?” he had asked earlier that week, during one of their many curious bouts of speculation. “People can’t stand the sight of him.”


  Calysta had chosen to not form an opinion about it. Part of her dreaded meeting this mysterious person, yet a greater part of her anticipated it. Her natural curiosity was begging to be satisfied.


  The car took a turn toward a gravel road leading to large steel gates that swung open as the vehicle drew near. Cameras by the gate monitored whomever came in and out of the estate. After James drove the car in, the thud of metal gates behind them startled Calysta. Amma grabbed her hand and squeezed. They passed through line upon line of birch, pine, and cypress trees.


  The sun shone high in the sky, but gloominess pervaded the place. Long shadows were cast by the towering trees, and an eerie silence enveloped the area, broken only by the occasional rustle and squeak of unseen creatures. The air felt heavy, as if the forest itself was holding its breath, watching their every move. An isolated mansion in the middle of dark woods and mountain wilderness, Calysta’s imagination painted it as a great setting for a suspense-thriller, a gothic novel, a vampire’s lair, a werewolf’s haunt. 


  “Perfect place for a murder,” Amma muttered loud enough for her to hear. 


  Calysta wasn’t sure if he was joking or genuinely worried. She tried to smile, though unease settled in her stomach. She made an effort to lighten the mood. “Exciting, yeah?” 


  He glared.


  She widened her smile, not sure if she was trying to ease his concerns or her own.


  “I don’t like what I’m seeing, Emilia.”


  “Mr. Daniels, I believe there’s a statement people like to say about books and not judging them by their covers.”


  “I don’t see any books around. All I know is you could murder us right now, and no one would ever find out.”


  “There is truth to that. Add the fact no one knows your exact whereabouts, and I can see why you have a reason for concern, but let’s not be so morbid, Mr. Daniels. No one is getting murdered. The only danger here are wild animals in the woods, so I would caution Calysta not to venture into the forest at night, not that the creatures in these hills have ever been known to attack.”


  “That’s what a wolf in sheep’s clothing would say,” Amma whispered. “They make you relax, pretend you’re safe, then they pluck your heart out and eat it for dinner.”


  “What?” Calysta held back a giggle. “That’s morbid, and I can’t think of any villain saying that. Also, what’s with the heart?”


  “That’s what happens in fairy tales, amoré. The evil queen always aims to eat the heart of the good princess.”


  “We’re not in a fairy tale.”


  Emilia cleared her throat. “If you’re done whispering, we’re here.”


  They got out of the car. The size of the sprawling Victorian villa made Calysta’s jaw drop. It wasn’t just the sheer magnitude of the building; the intricate architecture, with its ornate carvings and towering spires, made it look like something out of a storybook. The people coming out of it to help bring in their luggage were dwarfed by the mansion. How could anyone not get lost inside? 


  Groomed stems of morning glories spiraled around trellises that climbed from the ground to the top of the villa. They had boarded shut several windows from the upper and lower floors — all of which were on the left side of the imposing structure.


  “It’s a castle,” Calysta whispered.


  Next to her, her father was just as awestruck. “Like in fairy tales.”


  “This is Villa Eliza.” She motioned toward the mansion as staff emerged. “They’ll take care of your belongings.” A young woman was standing by the front door. Emilia gestured for her to approach. “This is Pearl. She’ll lead both of you to Calysta’s quarters. We will have lunch in an hour and a half. After, Calysta can meet my nephew, at which point she can decide if she wants to stay.” Emilia sounded out of breath by the time she said the last sentence.


  Calysta looked at the young woman Emilia introduced as Pearl. Calysta estimated her to be in her late twenties. She had short, dark hair, brown eyes, and a splash of freckles on her cheeks.


  “Welcome to Villa Eliza, Miss.” She smiled at Calysta then acknowledged Amma with a bow of her head. “Sir.” She motioned for them to follow her. “Come this way please.”


  A large foyer with a marble floor and a grand staircase welcomed them. On the high ceiling hung a lavish chandelier. Thick curtains covered the full-length windows, preventing natural light from entering the mansion. The darkness made Calysta uneasy, as if the villa was deliberately trying to hide something. It added to the mystery, making her wonder what secrets lay behind the gloom. 


  “Do you think her nephew is allergic to the sun?” Amma whispered.  


  She chuckled as she hooked her arm over his. “That would explain a lot.” 


  “His quarters are in the west wing, so I would advise you to stay away from that side of the villa. Unless, of course, he invites you,” Pearl said as she went up the staircase that led to the right side of the house. “Your quarters are in the east wing.”


  By “his quarters”, Calysta assumed Pearl was referring to where Emilia’s nephew resided. That brought up a lot of questions in her mind, but she figured it best to save them for Emilia. They walked past a hallway and up another flight of stairs. Pearl led them to a living area with colorful bean bags, sofas, and a door with glass panes leading to an open-space veranda. All the windows were wide open. Air and light cascaded in and freed the space from the foreboding atmosphere of the rest of the sprawling villa.


  “You have this place to yourself, Miss.” Pearl opened double doors to another room. “This is your bedroom.”


  Calysta never would’ve imagined that she would find herself complaining about too much personal space. “It’s huge,” she said as she stepped inside. A king-size canopy bed, draped with relaxing pastels and cool hues, served as a centerpiece to the room’s classic-modern aesthetic.


  “If you need anything, you can use the intercom system to get a hold of me.” Pearl demonstrated how it worked. “I’ll come get you when it’s time for lunch.”


  “Thank you, Pearl.”


  “I’m glad you came, Miss. You have nothing to worry about. He doesn’t bite. He’s just miserable, that’s all.”


  Calysta wanted to ask if Pearl meant the nephew, but she had already scurried away. Calysta plopped down on the soft bed as she tried to process everything happening. The place was lovely, and so seemed Pearl, but could she really follow through with this?


  Not long after Pearl left, James brought her luggage inside. Amma stood by the door and observed. After James left, he stepped in and walked around the room to peruse the intercom system, flat-screen TV, and computer unit. He looked behind mirrors, frames, and various other objects. 


  “Amma, what are you doing?”


  “I’m checking if they have hidden cameras. They could have bugged this entire room. I don’t want anyone spying on you.” 


  What would normally amuse her and make her think he was paranoid made complete sense given this abnormal scenario. 


  Ten minutes later, seemingly satisfied to have found nothing, he made himself comfortable on one of the love seats. 


  “How do you feel about all of this, Amma?” Calysta asked. “Honestly?”


  He tapped on the space beside him. She walked toward him, plopped herself on the love seat, and leaned her head against his bony shoulder. 


  “I don’t like any of this.” Amma’s shoulders slumped. “If it were up to me to decide, I’d take you home with me right now. Emilia already paid for the loan, so we can say we don’t feel comfortable and just leave. She said we’re free to do so.”


  “I don’t think I’ll be able to live with myself if I do that to her. We’re not that kind of people, Amma.”


  “Maybe we should be.”


  “I haven’t even met her nephew yet. I owe her at least that.”


  He sighed. “How are you staying so calm, Cal? We’re on top of a hill in the middle of nowhere. My brain is concocting one frightening scenario after another. I don’t know what will happen to you once I leave, and that scares me.”


  “We prayed about this, Amma. We’ve gone this far, haven’t we? Right now, I’m just trying to put my trust in the Lord. I want to believe the best about Emilia, but if the day ends and you’re still unsettled, then I’ll leave with you.”


  “It helps to hear that. I want to trust that you’ll know what to do, Cal. As strange as she might be, I do trust Emilia, but I’m far from being an excellent judge of character.”


  “God will take care of me.”


  He kissed her on the cheek. That’s when Calysta decided it was time. She took her purse and retrieved an envelope containing her hard-earned savings and the money she got from her mother’s engagement ring.


  “Calysta—” Amma shook his head “—don’t.”


  “Amma, please. I want you to have this. It’s not much, but you can use the money to start over. Go back home and recover your health. Paige and Sab will be with you. It’s time you meet your granddaughter. I’m sure you’ll love her. ”


  “Calysta, no. I can’t.” He refused to take it. “You’ve already done so much for me.”


  “And you’ve done everything for us. You provided for us through some of the toughest years our family’s gone through. Let me bless you, Amma.”


  “You already have, Calysta. In more ways than one.” Tears brimmed his eyes as he relented and took the money. He wrapped her in a tight embrace. “I’m so proud of you, thaline32. Your inna would be too if she was still here. I promise when I go back home I’ll remain faithful to God. I’ll make you proud. You’ll see.”


  She kissed him on the cheek. “I’ll always be proud to be your daughter, Amma.”


  They spent the rest of their time together talking about her mother and his plans. Time flew by, and Pearl soon showed up to call them to lunch. 


  By the time they reached the dining area, her anxiety made it difficult for Calysta to concentrate on anything. Lunch looked delicious, and she was sure it tasted that way too — after all, Tomas had prepared the food — but she could barely enjoy the meal. Tomas came to greet them and catch up with Amma, assuring her father that she was in good hands. Amma made him promise he’d look after her. Tomas made it clear that everyone at the villa would.


  When lunch was over, Calysta noticed the look on Emilia’s face, and it was as if The Guardian’s countenance mirrored Calysta’s soul — troubled. 


  “Ready?” Emilia asked.


  “As ready as I can be. You?”


  “I don’t know,” she admitted. “Just remember, Calysta, he’s been through a lot.” Emilia motioned for her to follow. Calysta glanced at Amma before trailing after Emilia, who led her to the west wing. The further they went, the dimmer the mansion got. Finally, Emilia brought her to what appeared to be a music room and asked her to wait. Calysta scanned her surroundings, the disarray piquing her curiosity. The grand piano had more than a few missing keys and a cracked frame. Most of the strings on the cellos, guitars, and violins had snapped. Someone boarded all the windows shut. Sick of the dim surroundings, she turned on a lamp to provide a little more light.


  The flood of incandescence relieved her for but a breath, because the light brought with it a thick growl. She turned around and gasped. Everything faded into the background. Her senses honed in on one presence filling the entire room and shifting its atmosphere by the second. Her insides trembled, and her pulse quickened. 


  Fear unlike anything she had ever experienced took over. Her hands began to shake, her knees felt weak, and her breath caught in her throat as she struggled to stay upright. Nothing could have prepared her for this. What was standing next to Emilia by the door? 


  This wasn’t just a wolf in front of her. No. Emilia had brought her to a demon.


  And for some reason, the one name circling her mind was Brendan Ashthorn. 




  interlude
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  The Boy Who Ruined Perfect


  



  Brendan, 4 — The clear blue sky failed to brighten the gloomy occasion. A few familiar faces and a sea of strangers surrounded the frightened child. Most of them scared him, all dressed in black, and none of them seemed happy. The low murmur of voices and the chill of the air heightened his awareness of how small he was, how scared. None here were like his amma and inna, who always wore smiles on their faces. At least they used to. Inna hadn’t smiled at all since they had placed his amma inside the large white box they had hidden under the ground.  


  Brendan wanted to talk to his amma, ask him why Inna was sad and why Amma was hiding, but they wouldn’t let him. Inna had done nothing but cry as they lowered Amma to the ground and covered his box with dirt. When Brendan tried to hold her hand, she hissed at him and pulled her hand away. 


  Brendan couldn’t remember breaking anything, but Inna was acting like something needed fixing. The whole ceremony proceeded in a blur. The sympathetic looks he got from everyone made him sad, but no more than his inna ignoring him. 


  “Inna, I want to go home.” He tugged at her black sleeve after most of the guests had left. 


  She pried his hand away from her arm, her face void of any warmth, and continued to ignore him until everyone left, leaving only Inna, Emilia, and him by the pile of dirt where they had hidden Amma. 


  Inna glared at him, like it was his fault Amma was hiding under the dirt. Cold, spiteful eyes etched her apathy into his young memory. “You will stay with your Naya Emilia from now on.”


  His naya was always so stiff, like she’d forgotten how to smile. As usual, she was frowning at his inna. “Cecille, you can’t be serious. Reuben wouldn’t have wan—”


  “Don’t you dare even say his name, Emilia.” Inna spoke in a low, calculated tone. Her shoulders shook, and her face flushed with anger. “You have no idea what he wants!”


  Electricity shot from the base of his spine to the nape of his neck. Brendan had never seen her so angry before. He clung to Emilia’s arm as he backed away from his inna and hid behind his naya. 


  “Everything was perfect.” His inna’s eyes glazed over, her gaze distant, traveling past them. All of a sudden, terror filled her expression like she was seeing something terrifying. She began shaking her head, her lips tight, her fists clenched. “He ruined it. That child ruined everything. I wish we never had him.”


  Emilia flinched. “You can’t mean that.”


  Cecille shook her head. “I mean every word. The boy is a curse.” Her eyes left him, and it felt then as if she would never look at him again. “He’s better off under your care, Emilia. You can raise him better than I can. The curse won’t consume you like it consumed us.”


  “What are you going on about, Cecille? What curse?”


  “We never should have—” Again, she shook her head. “No. What’s done can’t be undone.”


  “Exactly.” Emilia took a step forward. “If you do this to your own child, you might regret it for the rest of your life.”


  “I don’t have a choice, Emilia. He’s better off without me.”


  “You’re his mother! How can he be better off apart from you?”


  “You don’t understand. This is what has to happen. I refuse to argue. If you can’t see to his care, then send him to someone who can. Money won’t be a problem. I’ll pay for all his needs. Send me the bill, and I’ll take care of it. Just keep him away from me.” Without another word or even a fleeting glance at her own son, Cecille walked away. 


  “Cecille!” Emilia tried to reach for her sister, but Cecille’s quick steps were a clear indication that she couldn’t get away fast enough. 


  Brendan watched his inna fade into the distance and for the first time since they had put his amma in a box, he cried. 


  Emilia scooped him up and allowed him to sob on her shoulders. She said nothing. No words of comfort, no sign of sympathy. She just held him in her arms and walked to her car. 


  Brendan wept from the cemetery all the way to her home. When they arrived, she took him from the passenger’s seat and made him stand by her front door. She knelt in front of him and gripped his chin. 


  “Stop crying, Brendan.” Her gray eyes widened, her lips drawing a thin, firm line. “That’s enough of that.”


  Brendan tried to control his tears but failed. His shoulders shook with every sob. 


  “I said stop! You need to be strong. Never cry again. Ever.” 


  The intensity of her command forced him to use every ounce of his willpower. He swallowed back the tears and tried to listen, his chest aching. 


  “Whatever your inna said back there, forget it. Do you understand?” 


  Brendan nodded. He held back the tears in fear of making Emilia mad. 


  “Do you want your inna to take you back?”


  His lips quivered as he answered her with a meek “Yes.”


  “Then be perfect. Be everything your amma was and more. Make Cecille regret the day she turned her back on you. Do you understand me?”


  He didn’t, but he nodded anyway. In the days that followed, however, Emilia made sure he understood the fullness of what she had asked of him. She made it clear he had to say goodbye to the carefree days he had once known. It had always been hard to have fun without Amma around to make Inna happy. Everything had changed, and Brendan needed to do his best to cope if he wanted his inna to love him again. 


  Emilia pushed him every step of the way. She challenged him to endure further, be better, never settle for less than his best. Her demand for perfection consumed his entire life. She made him run drills in the garden until his legs gave out and insisted he practice piano for hours until every note was flawless. He had to excel at everything, and excel, he did, but none of his accomplishments changed the way his inna treated him — like he didn’t exist. Cecille was unwavering in her apathy.


  Emilia sent Cecille regular reports of his progress in school and in his extracurricular activities. The only response they got from her was a monthly check in the mail and a random call to Emilia when she felt like it. Never a call to her son.


  Despite years of relentless disappointment, some small part of Brendan still hoped that one day, he would reach the level of perfection his amma had attained. Reuben Ashthorn had always been admired and respected by everyone; being his wife had been Inna’s pride and joy. If he could be like his amma, Brendan might finally earn his inna’s love and fix the perfect family he had somehow ruined. However, from the moment Cecille had walked away from him at his amma’s funeral, uncertainty had begun to rot Brendan’s soul. It gnawed at his belief that anything he did could ever be enough; it burned away all hope that he was someone worthy of being loved.




  


  
  PART II

  
  



  The Breaking of a Beast


  



  

    [image: separator_swan]

  


  



  This is the story of a man who turns into a beast, of the fall that comes after the free flight of pride. Oh, I took no pleasure in what needed to be done, but mortals get to choose their paths. When they venture into the dark, we aren’t always at liberty to drag them to the light. 


  



  Unless given summons to intervene, we can only stand back and wait while the dark has its way with them.


  



  Mortals must take heed, for this much is true: tread too far into the realms of darkness, and you risk the danger of the agents of light restrained from rescuing you.
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  What Perfect Deserves


  



  Perfectionism doesn’t believe in practice shots. It doesn’t believe in improvement… Perfectionism measures our beginner’s work against the finished work of masters. Perfectionism thrives on comparison and competition. It doesn’t know how to say, “Good try,” or “Job well done.” The critic does not believe in creative glee--or any glee at all, for that matter. No, perfectionism is a serious matter. 


  - Finding Water: The Art of Perseverance by Julia Cameron -


  



  Brendan, 17 — His life was his own.


  Brendan Ashthorn repeated those five words in his mind like a mantra he needed to believe in. He broadened his shoulders to assure himself that his senior year in high school would be legendary. Sendrasa Heights High33 would never forget him and would forever brag about its association to him. He would make it so, because his life was what he could make of it, and he had decided on nothing short of greatness.


  He slouched back, knees nearly hitting the chair in front of him as he stifled a yawn. His gaze drifted past the window to the basketball court outside. The back row had its perks. It meant he didn’t have to endure the full, blemished glory of their algebra teacher’s face. The man kept prattling on about linear relations like it was the most complicated thing in the world. That high-pitched baritone was painful to hear, like puberty malfunctioned before it could finish the job. 


  “Score!” Luke Royce’s muffled whisper pulled Brendan’s attention from the empty court outside. “Can’t stop thinking about tryouts later. Three more classes.”


  “We have a strong team this year,” Brendan said. “You’ve got speed. I’ve got strategy. The rest? Pieces on the board. Ours to control.” 


  “Got that right.” Luke was nodding, but his attention was elsewhere, his head turning away from Brendan. Seconds later, he placed a neon pink origami heart on Brendan’s desk. “Someone wants to give you her heart, cap’n.”


  Brendan smirked more at being referred to as captain than the idea of getting a girl’s heart. The latter was easy; the former had been hard to achieve. He deserved that spot; oddly enough, he could have lost it to Luke, but their coach had rightfully picked Brendan for the role. He opened the note. It read: XOXO tonight.


  A jolt of anticipation surged through Brendan at the promise of hugs and kisses. It could only come from one. His eyes instinctively traveled toward a specific direction. Scarlett Roux’s moss green stare and her sultry smile awakened a primal longing within him. Arghanto, she was lovely to look at. The girl had an almost edgy beauty about her that demanded male attention. Guys pined for her, but she had eyes only for him. He owned her heart — beating and origami. As it should be. The most beautiful girl in school could only belong with her equal, but he wasn’t just her equal. He was above her. She would remain his girl while they both still existed in this adolescent ecosystem, but after graduation? What benefit would it be for him to keep her around?


  He fixed his stare on her. All Scarlett needed from him was to make her feel wanted, and he did want her, at least for now, because she still looked so good on his arm. 


  “Mr. Ashthorn.” Their teacher’s voice made Brendan grit his teeth. “Is there something you and Miss Roux would like to share with the rest of the class? Something in that pretty pink note perhaps?”


  Brendan straightened his posture and set his jaw, as if to gear up for a fight, but his eyes remained on his girlfriend.


  “Brendan Ashthorn.” The teacher whose name Brendan never could remember snapped his fingers. “Are you still with us?”


  He cleared his throat to keep himself from snickering at how his brain defaulted to mocking Sir Algebra on sight. “Scar’s just excited for tryouts. It’s hard to contain that much school spirit. ”


  “Ah, yes. Basketball, is it?”


  Only then did he face their teacher. “We’re going all the way to championships this year.”


  His teammates hollered their agreement, their “yeahs” mixed with jubilant cussing. The cheerleaders jumped in, long legs and noise, their scripted energy perfectly on cue. It wasn’t long before the rest of the class joined the fun. One nudge toward chaos, and they’d have an impromptu miniature pep rally right there. He leaned back on his seat and raised a brow. All he had to do was yell ‘Lions!’ and this classroom would roar. The space would be under his full control. Should he do it?


  “Okay, okay!” Sir Algebra lifted his arms in the air and motioned for the class to settle down. 


  If anyone noticed, they didn’t seem to care. Brendan simmered in the glory of the moment for a few more seconds before letting out a loud wolf whistle. Immediately, silence. All eyes were on him. He swayed his head toward the front of the class. “We should behave,” he said. “Let’s listen to the new guy. He seems to know what he’s talking about.”


  That was all it took, and Sir Algebra once again had the class’s full attention. There was, however, no question about it. Brendan commanded this room. 


  Their flustered teacher leaned against the desk in front of the room. “You’re quite the popular guy, Mr. Ashthorn.”


  Brendan shrugged a shoulder in response. Was he supposed to apologize for who and what he was?


  “Let me make this clear to everyone.” Sir Algebra stood to his full height in what seemed like an attempt to appear intimidating. “I don’t care who you are outside this classroom. When you’re in this class, all that matters to me is for you to learn my subject. This is my time, and I don’t care for anything that might distract you from listening to what I’m teaching you. Is that understood, Mr. Ashthorn?”


  “I was listening.” Brendan exchanged smirks with Scarlett.


  “Were you now?” The man’s brow rose. “Mind if I put that to the test?”


  “Go ahead.” 


  “Can you tell me what a quadratic relation looks like on a graph?”


  “I can.”


  “Very well then. Do enlighten us all.”


  “It will look like a parabola.” Brendan pointed at the board. “Do you want me to point out which relations open above or below the x-axis?”


  The lanky middle-aged teacher with a crooked nose stared at him like he was a caveman who had just recited the table of elements. This man was acting as if he was teaching everyone the secrets of the universe, when all of it was so basic, so easy to comprehend. 


  Brendan was almost disappointed when his teacher backed down. 


  “That won’t be necessary, Mr. Ashthorn.” He reprimanded Scarlett instead. “Miss Roux, the next time you want to send love notes to your boyfriend, don’t do it on my time. Understood?”


  “Of course.” Scarlett bit her lip to stifle a giggle. “It won’t happen again.”


  Muffled snickers filled the room as their teacher tried to return to his lesson. He was new, so Brendan let it slide. Sir Algebra would soon learn what everyone else already accepted as bible truth: Brendan was the closest thing this man could ever get to perfection.
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  Pressure Makes Perfect


  



  Perfectionism is a twenty-ton shield we lug around thinking it will protect us when, in fact, it’s the thing that’s really preventing us from taking flight.


  - The Gifts of Imperfection by Brené Brown -


  



  His naya’s gray eyes followed his every move as Brendan went about making breakfast for himself. Apart from a few stolen glances her way, he tried to ignore her perusal of him as he opened a cabinet and grabbed a shaker bottle. What was her deal? He’d proven himself a thousand times over, smashed all her expectations, and yet she still insisted on monitoring him like he was some simpering idiot kid about to mess up at any given moment. 


  He moved to the fridge and retrieved almond milk. Her scrutiny grated at him. That he cared made it even worse. He should be used to this by now. This had always been her way. What was new? 


  He smirked. 


  Well, those lines of silver on her black hair, for one. The wrinkles on the sides of her lips and her eyes were growing deeper. Apart from that, nothing about her demeanor had changed. She still had the galling straight-back posture of someone who ruled her world like royalty. Her overpowering perfume still marked her like a personal signature. Her aristocratic nose still tilted north of everyone around her. 


  His guardian remained among the few people who could intimidate him. 


  Brushing off her close speculation of him, he opened the pantry for his protein powder — chocolate, performance-grade. Two scoops. No heaping. No spills. He added the milk, a banana, and a handful of spinach, then shook the bottle with methodical force.


  “Good morning to you too, Emilia.”


  No response. 


  He stopped once the blend was smooth. Unscrewing the cap, he took a huge gulp. “Basketball season has started.”


  “I know.” 


  “Will you come to the games?”


  “Your axo34 will be there. That should be enough.”


  The youngest of the three siblings — Emilia first, then Cecille, then Kirk — had never missed any of Brendan’s games whenever he was in town. Not once. Emilia and Cecille on the other hand— 


  “How’s Cecille? Any news from her?”


  “Don’t change the subject.”


  “What is the subject? All you’ve done since you got here is stare at me.” He took another gulp of his shake.  “Like a hawk.”


  “Is it not what I’m supposed to do? See what you can’t? My job is to keep you sharp.”


  He swallowed. “Do I look dull, Emilia?” 


  “Dull? No. Satisfied with yourself?” Emilia raised a brow and tsked at him. “Who’s the girl, Brendan?”


  “Girl?”


  “The girl sleeping in your room as we speak.”


  “Oh.” Brendan flexed his jaw. “Her.” He should’ve seen this coming. “Yeah. Scarlett’s my girlfriend.” 


  Her face fell, her chin tilting up slightly, as if the aristocrat in her was aghast over the idea of him wanting something so common, so base, like... “A girlfriend?” 


  Brendan wanted to take a picture of her expression. Scarlett was the first girl he had ever taken to Emilia’s manor, so his aunt’s reaction shouldn’t have surprised him. Still, he found himself taken aback by how quickly she expressed dismay. Her next question only exacerbated his shock. 


  “Do you love her?” 


  Brendan held back a scoff. Love? He narrowed his eyes at his naya. “What kind of question is that?”


  “One I would like an answer to.”


  He took a long drink from his shake. He shrugged as he finished every single drop. Love was irrelevant. Scarlett was useful, pleasurable, easy on the eyes. That was all that mattered. Brendan placed the container on the counter and met his naya’s stare — so sharp and honed, it could carve out whatever was left in him capable of love.


  “She’s my girlfriend, Emilia.” His lips twitched, annoyance beginning to constrict his throat. “Of course I love her.” Why not mess with the woman for starting this ludicrous conversation? “Do you want to meet her?”


  “You’re seventeen, Brendan.” She ignored his question. “You don’t know what love is.”


  Why was she talking to him about love then? Brendan kept a stoic expression, but he was beginning to boil inside. If he didn’t know anything about love, wasn’t that her fault? She raised him, didn’t she? He took a deep breath to calm himself, but he still failed to hide the edge from his voice. “I don’t need this right now, Emilia. Cut me some slack. Axo Kirk has met her, and he likes her.” 


  “That’s meaningless. Kirk likes any girl with proper curves and a pretty face.”


  “Proper curves?”


  Her raised brow wiped the smirk off his face. “The girl has a heart and a soul, Brendan. She bleeds when cut. She cries when hurt.”


  Brendan clenched his jaw. His fingers dug into the edge of the counter, knuckles white with tension. His pulse pounded in his temples, as if something feral inside him was clawing to get out. Why did she have to make this so dramatic? She hadn’t even met Scarlett. If everything they had done the night before was any indication, Scarlett wasn’t some fragile flower. 


  “Brendan, you need to focus. How does having a girlfriend even help you—”


  “Emilia, stop. Let it go.” He meant it as a plea, but it came out as a sharp order. “Scarlett is none of your business, okay? I do everything you expect of me, more than you expect of me, so just—” He paused as the furrow of her brow deepened and her eyes softened in a way that made his skin itch. Whether she was hurt or upset, he couldn’t tell, but it was as if she was pitying him for being her constant source of disappointment. He took a deep breath and calmed himself. He needed to stop letting Emilia get to him. He couldn’t allow her to be a weakness. In a lower, gentler, much more controlled tone, he said, “Scarlett is mine. This is my thing. Let it be.” It wasn’t as if she would be his girlfriend for long anyway.


  Emilia started shaking her head and continued to do so as she walked away without saying a word. He kept his eyes on her until she disappeared from view. Tightness wound through his chest. Her disapproval weighed heavy on his shoulders. He blew a sigh through gritted teeth. 


  To her, he would never be perfect.
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  Scarlett & Emilia


  



  ...especially those who indulge their fleshly desires and who despise authority. Brazen and insolent, they are not afraid...


  - 2 Peter 2:10, NET -


  



  Emilia’s trite words weren’t supposed to be haunting. 


  “She bleeds when cut. She cries when hurt.” 


  His naya’s melodrama was unbearable, yet for some reason, the statement had been stuck in his head all week. Was it some strange bout with conscience over something he didn’t even see as wrong? Or was it just because the phrase had a certain rhythm to it? 


  “You bleed when cut, and you cry when hurt,” Brendan mouthed Emilia’s words in time with the beat of the melody he was composing on the grand piano. “But what if I make your pain feel good?” He smirked at the darkness of the sound and the sentiment, but just as the rising rhythms were about to drown his fluctuating frustration, there came a pause. A check. A moment to think, to reflect, to reckon. Could he be this callous and still be considered perfect? Silence answered him with enough time and space for Emilia’s voice to condemn him again.


  “You’re seventeen,” he whispered through gritted teeth. “You don’t know what love is.”


  He struck the keys with deliberate force to create a furious harmony. Frustration burned through him — a seething resentment for the expectations he could never escape. If one were to listen, they would’ve heard his soul’s storm raging against the sound the most trained ear could still appreciate as powerful and impactful music — each note a reflection of his inner turmoil.


  Brendan’s concoction of harmonies created for him a world he could lose himself in. Music was an escape, a place where everything ceased to matter. It was a source of pleasure and a means of release without strings attached to it. It healed without ever asking for anything in return. But even the music couldn’t last. It had to reach its conclusion and end his journey, forcing him right back to where he started, but at the advent of silence, he wasn’t the same as when he had begun. By the last note, his breathing had already steadied. An inexplicable calm settled over him and soothed his anxious soul. 


  “Is there anything you can’t do?”


  Scarlett. The unwelcome sound of her voice shattered his elusive peace.


  He freestyled a playful tune in hopes of getting his calm back. Entranced by the music, he flinched when her palms brushed up from his back to his shoulders. 


  Scarlett stood behind him for a tiny fraction of time before she yawned. 


  “Scoot over.” She nudged him to share the bench with her. 


  Scarlett didn’t like being ignored, something he had in common with her. The knowledge that she craved his attention was something Brendan often used against her. This time, however, her neediness grated at his nerves. It clashed with his fight for control. He didn’t want to be tied down by expectations — his and Emilia’s. He especially didn’t want to be pulled along by Scarlett’s fickle emotions. 


  Scarlett, already seated beside him, wasted no time in fighting for his attention. She was quick to have her hands all over him. 


  Brendan’s music came to an abrupt end, his fingers lifting away from the keys. To reel his aggravation in, he blew out a sigh through gritted teeth. He had half the mind to push her away, but shrugged it off. If she wanted to throw herself at him, then so be it. He responded to her actions in kind, but before the situation could get more heated, Pearl, the younger of the two household maids, showed up. She knocked on the already open door to get their attention.


  “What?” Brendan asked. 


  “Sir, Miss Emilia is calling for you.”


  Emilia didn’t enjoy waiting, so he pulled away from Scarlett, tension tightening his shoulders. “Where is she?” 


  “In her study. She asked that you bring Miss—” Pearl glanced at the girl on Brendan’s lap before quickly averting her eyes. 


  “Her name is Scarlett. Scar, this is Pearl.”


  Scarlett didn’t even bother to look at their servant as she got off his lap and groaned. “Why is it always so difficult to get you all to myself?” 


  Brendan smirked, because her words rang true. Emilia kept his life on a rigid schedule. He was the student body president, the captain of the basketball team, and the strongest candidate for valedictorian. If he didn’t have to study, practice, or meet with the student body organization, he had private music lessons or some other social event Emilia had him involved in. After all, to succeed, he had to learn how to network. To have his attention at all was a privilege, something Scarlett should realize every time she was with him.


  “Aren’t you used to it by now?” He pulled her closer and pressed his lips against her red hair. “Everyone wants me, and you, amoré, have me. You should be proud.”


  “Who says I’m not?” 


  Why wouldn’t she be? She belonged to him. Aware that he was unlikely to get her to leave him alone with his music, he decided to keep playing the game she had started. He rubbed his palm against her back, running the length of her spine. “I think you should meet my naya. Do you think you’re ready?”


  “Am I?” The coy smile on her lovely face made it difficult to gauge if she was surprised or intimidated by his proposition at all.


  “No one can ever be truly ready to meet Emilia, but you’ve never been someone to cower at a challenge.”


  “You make me sound brave. You also make her sound horrifying.”


  “Well, you are, aren’t you? And she is. You should be horrified by Emilia.” 


  “How very comforting.”


  “Come on then, amoré.” Brendan held her hand and pulled her to the hallway, brushing past Pearl. “You’ll survive, I’m sure.”


  They passed through the bright and spacious living room, past the sunlight streaming through large windows across plush furniture and polished floors. They climbed up the grand, arched staircase of the main lobby, their steps echoing in the expansive space, and continued through a walkway lined with Emilia’s rather morbid taste in art — surrealist pieces depicting moonlit landscapes and wolves, their forms twisted and ghostly, as if they were caught between worlds. Finally, they reached the manor’s west wing, which served as Emilia’s personal space — a part of the house that always felt colder, more isolated, like entering a fortress of desolation. 


  Brendan loathed venturing to that part of his naya’s sprawling Sendrasa35 mansion. Emilia summoning him there almost always meant one of two things: either he had gotten himself into trouble, or she had more work for him to do. 


  Luke had once asked him, “If it’s so bad, why do you even stay? Why do you let your aunt treat you that way?”


  “I owe her. That’s why. She took me in when no one else would; in return, I upended her entire life. She never wanted to raise a kid, but she raised me. It’s not about what I want — it’s about paying back a debt I can never fully repay.”


  Despite everything he hated about her, Emilia had taken him in when no one else had wanted him, when the woman he could never again call inna had considered him her curse. Emilia had pushed him to be the best version of himself while providing everything for him. She had been running a successful cosmetic surgery clinic, but when Brendan hit a rough patch during his elementary years, she had sold her practice to focus on supporting him. Buried beneath his resentment was a grudging sense of gratitude — she had given him a home, after all, even if it came with strings attached.


  Brendan was Emilia’s entire life. That’s what pressured him the most — a pressure so keenly felt when they finally reached Emilia’s study. He was about to knock when Scarlett suddenly grabbed his arm. “Wait.”


  “What? Scar, you okay? You’re shaking.”


  “I’m nervous.”


  “She won’t eat you.”


  “You make it sound like she will.”


  “She’ll try.” Brendan shrugged. “But I won’t let her. Come on now—” he tapped his lips with his forefinger “—for courage.” 


  She smiled and tiptoed to plant a kiss on him. 


  “Just be you.” Whether that was the right piece of advice to give Scarlett, he wasn’t sure, but whatever happened, this encounter was bound to be memorable. He turned to knock on the door. 


  “Enter,” came Emilia’s flat emotionless voice. 


  Brendan twisted the knob and pushed the large door open. 


  Emilia filled a glass of wine behind the bar, then approached. She stopped right in front of Scarlett and eyed the girl from head to foot as she took a sip of her drink. “So this is her.”


  “Emilia, this is Scarlett Roux, my girlfriend. Scarlett, this is my naya, Emilia Deacon.”


  Scarlett smiled, or at least she tried to. He held back a snicker at how tense she was. What a monstrous image of his aunt he must have painted in his girlfriend’s mind. Scarlett was practically cowering. 


  “Roux, is it? Any relation to Sebastian Roux?”


  “He’s my father.”


  Emilia threw her head back ever so slightly. She lifted her brow and nodded. “I see.” She turned her back on them and returned to her spot behind her desk, where she took a gulp from her wine and set the glass on top of her table. “I’ll be honest, Miss Roux. I would rather my nephew not date.” Emilia gave him a sharp glance. “However, he has made it clear he wants me to stay out of this, so I will.” She gave Scarlett a once-over — the kind most would find insulting — before she fixed her pointed glare at Brendan. “I do hope she knows what she’s getting herself into.”


  Scarlett’s face twisted into a rather odd expression. “I love your nephew.”


  At that, Emilia scoffed. “I’m sure you think you do.” 


  Brendan shifted his weight from one foot to the other, discomfited by the way his aunt eyed him — like she knew him better than anyone else did. She finished what remained of her wine. 


  Scarlett’s anxiety must have given way to indignation, because to Brendan’s surprise, she cast a dismissive wave Emilia’s way, threw her arms around his neck, and kissed him full on the mouth. Brendan froze only for a moment before taking part in the brazen display. When Scarlett pulled her lips away from his, it took all of him not to laugh. He couldn’t even dare to let his eyes linger on Emilia. If her glares could commit murder!


  “I know exactly what I’m getting into, Miss Emilia,” Scarlett said. 


  She had never been hotter in his eyes, but even as his body stirred, something in him recoiled. Scarlett had no idea what she was getting into. Nothing about her awakened any significant emotion in him. It was all heat, no warmth. He wanted what she offered now, with no real vision of a future with her.


  Emilia’s eye twitched — almost as if she could see right through him. “If you say so, darling.” Tight-lipped and narrow-eyed, his naya gave them a slow and deliberate smile. “If I may have a word with my nephew in private, please. Will you excuse us, Miss Roux?”


  Scarlett looked to Brendan for permission. He nodded. She squeezed his hand, her fingers trembling — whether out of adrenaline or terror, he couldn’t tell. She masked her forced smile with a suggestive wink. “I’ll be in your bedroom.”


  Once Scarlett shut the door behind her, Emilia sat on one of the velvet couches. “She has pluck. I can see why you like her.”


  “Rude much?” Brendan crossed his arms over his chest. “What ever happened to showing respect and good manners?”


  “She had none of that for me while she was shoving her tongue down your throat.”


  “How very graphic, Emilia.” Brendan gave her a look of feigned indignation as he laid his palm over his chest. “Honestly, she took me by surprise when she did that. Makes her all the more attractive and interesting, does it not?” 


  Her voice dropped. “Your axo’s influence on you concerns me.”


  “Funny. That’s the same thing Axo Kirk says about you but with more swearing involved.”


  A muscle in her jaw twitched. “Be careful that you don’t break one too many hearts.”


  “You worry too much.” The desire to be free of her control gripped him, like a wild animal straining against a cage, yearning for the open wild. How he craved the day he could break free from her entirely. 


  “Brendan, you will reap what you sow.”


  “Do you want me to get into farming now, Emilia?” 


  “I’m serious.”


  His shoulders sagged. He held back a scoff at the fact that his naya was uttering karma according to Christians in a country ruled by power. “I don’t know where all of this is coming from. I’m just dating a girl who is clearly into me. Nothing out of the ordinary here. You already control everything I do, Emilia. Leave this part to me.”


  She opened her mouth to say something else, but for some reason, she decided to hold back her thoughts and retreated into silence instead.


  He couldn’t take much more of this, much more of her. “I’ll be out with Scarlett.”


  “What time will you be home?”


  “Axo is in town. I’ll stay at his loft tonight. I’ll see you after school on Monday.”


  He recognized all too well the expression in her eyes — the one that painted him as her biggest failure. Without another word thrown his way, Emilia stood up, went to the bar, and filled her glass almost to the brim. 


  There was nothing left to say.


  Brendan had convinced himself long ago that Emilia blamed him for her own addictions. That Saturday morning, however, as she drank her misery away, a layer of callousness formed around Brendan’s heart. Emilia could go ahead and drown her sorrows in alcohol. As she sank in a sea of her own vices, he would watch her descent and cut himself free from the anchor that was Emilia Deacon. Someday, he would be the one controlling her life, but for now, all Brendan could do was step back and observe while Emilia drank herself to oblivion. Someday, she would bend a knee to him — the pinnacle of perfection she had never been capable of becoming.
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  Under the Influence


  



  True strength does not come out of bravado. Until we are broken, our life will be self-centered, self-reliant; our strength will be our own. So long as you think you are really something in and of yourself, what will you need God for? I don’t trust a man who hasn’t suffered; I don’t let a man get close to me who hasn’t faced his wound.


  - Wild at Heart by John Eldredge -


  



  A salty breeze mingled with the earthy scent of dried leaves and carried a crisp chill that made Brendan tug at the sleeves of his cardigan. He walked along the shoreline, the waves lapping gently at the sand beside him, as the midday sun shone brightly above, its light glinting off the water. The cobbled path led him from the windswept beach up to the covered porch of his uncle’s seaside loft, which stood in sharp, angular lines of concrete and glass. Its façade was sleek, with steel beams accentuating the minimalist design. Floor-to-ceiling windows framed the living spaces. Smooth stone steps led up to the porch, where his axo was standing with a distant expression on his face, his eyes fixed on the ocean view. He leaned against the doorframe, arms crossed over his chest, as if in deep thought. The somberness disappeared the moment he saw Brendan. That signature smirk of his immediately brightened his countenance. 


  “Brendan, my boy! You look like you need a beer.” Kirk Deacon — most normal of the Deacon siblings — let out a hearty laugh as he clapped Brendan’s back. “Too bad you still can’t have one.” 


  “What makes you think I want one?” Brendan mirrored his uncle’s amused expression. “I wouldn’t want to turn out like your sister, would I?”


  “Why wouldn’t you?” Axo swung the door wide open and motioned for Brendan to come in. “Emilia is perfect.”


  “Is she though?” 


  At that, he got another laugh. “What has the woman done now? It sounds like you’re about to tell me a story that will make my day.”


  Brendan stepped into the modern industrial living room, its clean lines and open spaces a sharp contrast to the heavy, curated perfection of Emilia’s home. Unlike the suffocating elegance of his naya’s manor, Axo Kirk’s pad was unpretentious, with mismatched throw pillows scattered across the sectional couch and a scuffed coffee table bearing the marks of a well-lived life. Its imperfections made it a refuge. 


  Brendan dropped his weight on the couch — Scarlett’s encounter with his aunt still fresh on his mind. 


  Axo Kirk emerged from the kitchen, holding two bottles — beer and sparkling water — with one hand, brushing back his dark brown hair with the other. 


  He handed Brendan the sparkling water and plopped himself on one of the leather recliners. He flashed the wide, toothy grin that made him such a hit with the ladies. “So? What did Emilia do this time?”


  “She’s been acting weirder than usual all week.” Brendan drank a gulp of water. “One morning, she was just staring at me while I was making breakfast, like she’s part hawk or something, and then she went on and on about whether or not I love Scarlett.”


  “Love, huh?” He took a swig of beer. “Makes you wonder if she’s high on something.”


  Brendan eased into the couch, the relief of being understood settling into his bones. The youngest of the Deacons always had more than a few choice words to say against Emilia and the rigid lifestyle she expected from everyone in her life.


  Wiping his mouth, Axo Kirk’s eyes lingered on Brendan. “Does Emilia know you’re seventeen? It baffles me how she still can’t seem to just calm down and relax after all these years.” He swore beneath his breath. “That woman! But wait. What did you tell her?”


  Brendan snickered. “I told her Scarlett’s my girlfriend, so yeah, I love her.”


  His uncle guffawed. “No wonder she’s acting crazy! She’s probably worried you’ll marry the girl! My boy, I doubt you even realize how intense you can come off sometimes, especially when you’re passionate about something. You took the girl home, introduced her as your girlfriend, and on top of all that, claimed you love her. Of course Emil—” Amusement drained out of his face. “Wait. Do you?”


  “Do I what? Love her?” He cussed. “No!” If there was anything Emilia had gotten right, it was that he didn’t have a clue what love was.


  A huge grin lit up Axo Kirk’s face. “I wish I could have seen the reaction on Emilia’s face.”


  Brendan groaned. “Not as satisfying as you might think. She went on about Scarlett having a soul and gave me this whole bleeding heart speech. It was strange.”


  “Yep. My sister is sniffing something for sure.” 


  “Well, she was half-drunk at that point.”


  “What can I say, huh? I don’t envy you, my boy. No wonder you came running here. I would’ve bolted too if forced to have that kind of conversation with Emilia.”


  “Ah, but you should have seen her when I introduced Scarlett to her.” Brendan told him what happened all the way to the sudden kiss. 


  It took a while for his axo to recover from that news, as he took a few seconds to process, before asking, “How did Emilia not have a heart attack?” His brows met as he leaned back on his recliner. “Who is this girl, anyway? Have I met her?” 


  “I introduced her to you after tryouts.”


  “The redhead? Well, no wonder Emilia freaked out!” Axo Kirk’s eyes flickered with delight at the mental picture. Whether he was thinking of Emilia’s reaction or Scarlett’s appearance, Brendan could only guess. 


  “Oh, come on. She can’t be any prettier than the girls you hang out with.”


  “Well…” A playful streak of mischief danced in his gray eyes. “You should have seen the girl I was with last night. Man, what a doll.”


  “Do you remember her name?” 


  “No, not really. Why?”


  Brendan chuckled at his uncle, whose dating philosophy could be summed up in a piece of advice he had given Brendan soon after starting high school: “Girls? Romance them until you get what you want from the relationship, and when it’s over, it’s over. Don’t get too attached. Women are beautiful creatures, but no matter how beautiful they are on the outside, when you dig deeper, you’ll find they’re all the same: a complicated mess. Keep it simple. Love ‘em, leave ‘em. Emilia already has control over your life. Do you want another woman calling the shots?”


  Axo Kirk did whatever he pleased whenever he pleased. Neither responsibilities nor the pressure to be perfect weighed him down. Part of Brendan envied his uncle, but the greater part of him couldn’t imagine living that way. How could one settle for such mediocrity? How could anyone not want to strive for greatness, even if it meant sacrifice? Still, though Brendan didn’t understand, he would sometimes muse over whether Kirk Deacon had it right all along. He didn’t care at all what others thought of him, and he seemed happy — happier than Emilia at least.


  “So—” Axo Kirk’s brow rose. “How’s Emilia’s plan for your life going?”


  Brendan shrugged. “It’s all quite doable. Win basketball championships, become class valedictorian, get into Stanford, take up cos—”


  “She’s still pushing Stanford?”


  “She says she likes their cosmetic surgery program.”


  “Is that what you want?”


  “I guess so. At the very least, I can enjoy some measure of freedom if I study in the US.”


  “You really think that? Emilia will keep tabs on you no matter where you are.”


  “Probably true.” Brendan squirmed at the notion. “Doesn’t matter. It’s the plan.”


  “It’s her plan.”


  “She wants me to revive the practice she gave up to take care of me. I guess I owe her that.” The words were heavy, loaded. Did he truly owe her? Gratitude and resentment warred within him — no way of knowing which would win.


  “Are you happy?” 


  Brendan stiffened, the question catching him off guard. He forced a laugh, brushing it off as if it didn’t matter, but deep down, the words unsettled him. Happiness? The very thought felt indulgent, almost foreign. “Since when was any of this about happiness, Axo? Hers or mine?”


  “If not that, what is it all for, my boy?” Axo Kirk shook his head and took a final gulp from his bottle of beer. 


  To that, Brendan had no response. To his relief, his uncle’s phone rang, providing a welcome diversion from the sudden weight of their conversation. 


  Since the loft was an organizer’s nightmare, Axo had to look under several magazines and pillows before finding the phone tucked on the edge of one of his couches. He creased his brows when he saw who was calling. “Sylvia?” 


  This one must be special. He actually remembered her name. Brendan snickered as he thumbed through a magazine he found beneath the coffee table. He paused over an ad for La Belle — a model in an avant-garde red gown, its fabric cascading like liquid ink to the floor. Her piercing eyes stared directly at the camera, framed by sharp cheekbones and lips painted the color of ripe cherries. 


  “Brendan. Here.” Axo Kirk handed him the phone. “It’s Sylvia.”


  Brendan stared at the gadget. “Who’s Sylvia?”


  “Your inna’s assistant. She says Cecille wants to meet with you.”


  Nothing could’ve prepared Brendan for that. Numb, he took the phone and gulped before pressing it against his ear. “Hello?”


  Sylvia spouted out details about where and when his inna wanted to meet him. Her tone was clipped, brisk, and businesslike, not a single hint of emotion. Like he was just another item on her to-do list and Cecille’s schedule. Brendan’s stomach tightened as he listened, his pulse quickening. His grip on the phone turned his knuckles white, and a bead of sweat trickled down his temple. Most of the details flew over his head. Cecille finally wanted to see him, and all he could think about was how unprepared he was to face his own mother.


  He had convinced himself that he was perfect, but his apprehension at the thought of being in the presence of his own mother made him question everything. A summons from Cecille, and Brendan was already questioning if he was at all — or could ever be — perfect. 
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  Queen of La Belle


  



  A gracious woman gains honor, but violent people gain only riches. 


  - Proverbs 11:16, CSB -


  



  A deafening crash punctuated the hysterical yells of an irate woman. “How is this fashion?! This is a joke!” 


  Brendan could almost imagine the complete chaos happening on the other side of the thick mahogany door leading to the office of La Belle’s CEO. Was that his mother brewing up a storm inside, commanding the room like a berserker lost in the heat of battle? 


  “Whoever had the bright idea this garish drivel is worth my time, you’re fired! How is any of this La Belle?!”


  Sylvia, who stood right beside him, winced as she grabbed his arm.


  Brendan would’ve smirked if he wasn’t so nervous himself. His palms were clammy, and his pulse thudded in his ears as he fought the urge to turn around and leave. He had tempered all his expectations down to zero when he had set out to meet his mother, but he hadn’t expected this. 


  Then came the sharp shatter of glass against the door.


  Brendan flinched. 


  Sylvia blushed. “Perhaps it’s better if you see her some other time. When she’s in a more… social… mood.”


  “What are you talking about, Sylvia?” A guy wearing hipster glasses, a striped violet polo, and pink pants hissed at her as he positioned himself behind her, as if to use her as a shield. “She will never be in a better mood.” He gave Brendan a cautious look. “At least I doubt she will. You must be new here. I’m André.”


  “Brendan.” They shook hands. 


  “He’s Brendan,” Sylvia said. “As in her son.”


  “Oh.” André withdrew his hand almost as if touching Cecille’s son was some sort of violation. 


  “Do you think she’ll get mad if I make him wait here?” Sylvia addressed André. 


  “Maybe we should take him to the photo shoot. We’re already late for that. The photographer won’t be happy.”


  “Yeah.” She gave Brendan a nod. “You’re better off seeing her when things cool down. Hopefully, that happens soon.”


  André scoffed. “Cool down? When? The next lifetime?”


  “She’s always like this?” Brendan asked.


  “No, of course not.” Sylvia scowled at André. “Don’t listen to him. He’s just a bit shaken.”


  “Shaken? Honey, I’m traumatized. If working for Cecille wasn’t such a dream-come-true, I would quit.” 


  Sylvia’s eyes grew in reprimand. 


  André gasped. “You won’t tell your mother I said that, will you?”


  Brendan shook his head. He barely knew his mother. He wouldn’t know what to say to her. “I won’t.”


  “See, Sylvia? He’s cool.”


  He found their terror of Cecille somewhat comforting. At least he wasn’t alone. He found it almost impressive how they all seemed to tiptoe around his mother, like they all had some sort of obsession over securing her happiness. She was ruling an international fashion empire. Why wouldn’t people fall all over themselves to please her? 


  They left the building and walked several blocks to the photo shoot’s location: the roof deck of a high-rise building. The expansive deck was bordered by glass railings, offering an uninterrupted view of the city skyline. Assistants darted between lighting rigs and racks of summer-themed clothing, their hands full of steaming coffee cups and clipboards. A makeup artist knelt by a model, hurriedly applying bronzer as her hair whipped in the sharp wind. They arrived just in time to see the models shed their coats, exposing threadbare sundresses clearly meant for summer. 


  “That’s all they’re wearing?” Brendan asked Sylvia as he pulled his coat over himself. “It’s freezing.”


  “The shoot is for the summer ads,” she explained. “They’ll be fine.”


  The models were shivering.


  Not at all as glamorous as he had imagined.


  Finally satisfied with the setup of the lights and the equipment, the photographer took his place. The moment the shoot started, the models transformed into untouchable beauties, unaffected by the cold, the wind, or the people scrutinizing them. 


  All the glamor — and how it was created and surrounded by breathtaking pretense — fascinated Brendan.


  As they morphed from one pose to another, Brendan studied their features. His stomach turned when he realized what kept running through his mind: Scarlett had nothing on these girls. He compared her to them, and she fell short.


  Could he ever introduce Scarlett to his mother? Brendan shifted his weight from one foot to another as he mulled over the question. It didn’t sit well with him how much it bothered him that Cecille would most likely never approve of his girlfriend, but why did he even care about Cecille’s opinion on who he dated?


  “Where’s the guy?!”


  So focused on the gorgeous women, he hadn’t even noticed how Sylvia and André were already out and about, doing whatever they did in these shoots. At some point, André stopped next to him to catch a breath.


  “What’s happening?” Brendan asked. 


  “The male model is missing.” The panicked expression in André’s eyes seemed permanent. 


  “Him!” The photographer began snapping his fingers in quick succession before pointing toward their direction. “What about him?!” 


  Brendan searched for whomever the photographer was pointing to. 


  “You! Don’t move!” 


  Brendan froze when he realized that the photographer was not only talking to him but was already focusing his camera to take a shot. 


  André side-stepped out of the frame, so the photographer could snap his pictures. He took several. Sylvia noticed the commotion, rushed toward the photographer and tapped him on the shoulder as she shook her head adamantly. 


  “No, no, no!” She inhaled. “You can’t. Not this one.”


  The photographer stopped and gave Brendan a once-over before scrolling through the camera’s digital display. He smiled and showed it to Sylvia. Her brow rose. 


  “Appears you’re cut out for this, Cecille’s spawn,” André whispered. 


  Arms crossed over his chest, Brendan tried to process what had just happened. Though it wasn’t without its appeal, posing for a camera was something he had never considered doing. 


  Sylvia approached them even while the photographer desperately tried to show her Brendan’s photos. 


  “He’s a natural. Cecille will love him. Why would she not?”


  “Can I see?” André tiptoed so he could peer at the photos over the photographer’s shoulder.


  Sylvia shifted her gaze from Brendan to the camera’s digital screen then back to Brendan. She let out a huff. “They’re great images, but no. He’s not a model.” 


  The photographer rolled his eyes and threw his arms in the air. “Makes no sense. Someone find me a model then!”


  “André, get in touch with the agency. We need a guy now.” Sylvia gave Brendan an apologetic look. “Sorry about that.”


  “It’s fine.” Brendan dropped his hands to his sides and shuffled on his feet. “I can do it. I’ve never modeled, but I think I can pull it off. If you need me, I mean.”


  “Oh, for sure. You can. He’s right. You’re a natural. Of course you are. You’re Cecille’s son. All you did was stand there, and he was able to take some compelling photos of you. If you’re wearing La Belle right now, some of those photos deserve to be on a billboard.”


  “Then why not?”


  “You don’t know your mother very well, do you? It’s none of my business, but to be honest, it surprised me to find out she has a teenage son.”


  He grimaced at the slice of resentment cutting through his heart. Who was Cecille? What impressed her? What did she love or hate? Was there anything at all that could make her happy? He knew nothing about his own mother. “We haven’t seen each other in years.” 


  “Yeah. I gathered that much from the little information your uncle told me. I was under the impression he was the only relative Cecille had.”


  No mention of even Emilia? Brendan bowed his head and pocketed his hands in his coat. “What does Cecille have against me modeling? Enlighten me, will you?”


  “You’re her son. It’s beneath you. If I don’t have her direct blessing, she could fire me for letting you do this.”


  The reality of it all hit him: all these people trembled under Cecille’s control, and because he was her son, that gave him power over them too. The realization sent a jolt through him. For a fleeting moment, the intoxicating allure of wielding that power, of commanding the same fear and respect she did, made him straighten his shoulders, stand a little taller. 


  Sylvia’s phone vibrated. She answered the call. “Hello?” Long pause. “Okay. I’ll get him there.” She hung up. Her eyes scanned the roof deck and stopped at André, who was talking to someone on the phone. She motioned toward the exit and mouthed, “We have to go.”


  He nodded and dismissed them with a wave of his hand.


  Sylvia held Brendan by the elbow and nudged him toward the door. “It’s time.”


  Brendan squared his shoulders and followed. The anticipation and dread washed away. In its place, curiosity swelled. They returned to La Belle headquarters following the same route they had taken earlier. Finally, they reached Cecille’s office.


  Brendan stepped in, Sylvia following behind him. He found no trace of the havoc that had happened earlier. 


  Cecille leaned against her red leather swivel chair behind a massive glass desk. She took a long whiff from a cigarette and nodded for Sylvia to leave. 


  Cecille’s dark brown hair was in a short pixie cut. The curves of her oval face were a lot more delicate than the hard angles of Emilia’s. She had her older sister’s and younger brother’s gray eyes, but looked a lot younger than both. She had an air of sophistication about her. Classy. Confident. Powerful. 


  Brendan’s skin bristled as she studied every inch of him. He did the same thing to her. He was fine until he saw her stoic face — not a hint of affection present. She perused him in a matter-of-fact way, like he wasn’t her estranged son, like he was a piece of fabric requiring her appraisal. 


  He choked. Even through the emotions wreaking havoc inside him, the threat of tears was non-existent. He had long since forgotten how to cry, but something resurfaced from the depths of him, winning over every other emotion he had: anger. 


  All those years, where had she been? What kind of mother was she?


  His hands balled into fists. He wanted to break the silence to cut the tension, but the words remained stuck in the pit of his stomach. A rage unspoken. A fury incomprehensible.


  Cecille pressed the end of her cigarette against the crystal ashtray on her table. She gestured toward an empty seat. “You can’t just stand there.”


  “Why can’t I?”


  “Suit yourself.” She drummed long manicured fingers on top of her desk. “One of our photographers sent me a photo of you.” She flipped a blown-up photo lying on her desk and pushed it to the edge for him to see. 


  Brendan glanced at it. What did she want him to say?


  “You are the spitting image of your father.”


  A muscle in his jaw twitched. 


  If Reuben Ashthorn was perfection, and he was his reflection, then how could he not be perfect too? 


  His mother tilted her head to the side as she further scrutinized him. 


  “You’re more refined. More… beautiful than he was. Perhaps it’s your youth. I met him when he was older than you.”


  “Why am I here, Cecille?”


  She tensed at him calling her by name. 


  His brows met. She hadn’t expected him to refer to her as his inna, had she? Inna was too tender a word to refer to her; it simply didn’t fit. 


  “I’ve been told I’ve neglected you. Apparently, it’s time we get to know each other.”


  “You’ve been told?”


  She sighed. “My therapist says I need to reconnect with you. That’s why you’re here. Is that what you wanted to hear?” 


  Brendan’s stomach clenched. Was this all he was to her — an obligation assigned by a therapist? Her candor was a slap in the face. Brendan wanted to lash out at her, somehow make her feel regret over abandoning him, but the person in front of him was made of steel. He doubted anything he said could affect her. 


  “This is getting tiresome. I don’t have time for this.” She made it sound like he was an inconvenience she had to bear with. “I might as well get straight to the point. My therapist suggests we spend time together every weekend for the next few months. Since I have too much work, I can’t gallivant around town trying to create mother-son memories with you, so I suggest you come work for me instead. An apprenticeship of sorts.”


  “Doing what?” Brendan scowled. Instinct drove him to glance at his photo on her desk. “Modeling?”


  She mirrored his frown. “Dear Kraros, no. This photo is print-worthy. You have what it takes to model, but why you would want to is beyond me.”


  “I never said I want to.”


  “We agree then. As an Ashthorn, you are to command every inch of space you occupy. You can’t exist to be adorned and posed for the pleasure of others.”


  Brendan couldn’t pinpoint what it was about Cecille and the way she said things, but with her, even compliments sounded like insults. The most striking similarity she had with Emilia was that they both acted like everyone was inferior to them. 


  “What are you expecting me to do for you then?”


  She stood up, her posture rigid, her palms laid flat on the edge of the massive glass desk. “I have given my entire life to this company. You stand to inherit La Belle. I expect you to prove you won’t burn my company to the ground.”


  Exhilaration rippled through him. He could inherit her empire? He gathered his composure and kept himself steady. This was clearly a negotiation; he needed to appear formidable to gain her respect. “I can’t give you all my weekends.” 


  “Why? Basketball? Kirk told me you played.” She stood to her full height. In her heels, he was only a few inches taller than her. “Are you telling me you’re serious enough about this game to make it as a pro?”


  “If I want to, that’s an option. You’ve never seen me play. I’m actually quite good.”


  “I don’t doubt it, but you didn’t answer my question. Is this what you want? Are you willing to do what it takes to make it as a pro?”


  He didn’t respond, because he didn’t know the answer to her question. 


  “Hmm.” She made her way around the table and circled him. “It worries me how much Emilia has you focused on all these trivialities she mistakes as worthwhile activities. What is it all for? Some esoteric attempt at balance?”


  Every muscle in his body tensed. It was one thing for him and Axo Kirk to speak against Emilia pushing too hard, but Cecille? She had no right to criticize Emilia. “She means well. Why not afford me every opportunity available, so I can pursue whatever I want?”


  “And what is it that you want? Do you know?”


  Brendan scoffed. “Not this.”


  For the longest time, all he wanted was for her to want him. After meeting her, however, he wondered why. Who would want to be anywhere near this cold and heartless creature?


  “Suit yourself,” Cecille said. “I’ve made my offer. Should you change your mind — and frankly, it’s madness if you don’t — I’ll give you one chance to apologize and work for me.”


  “Apologize for what?” He cussed. “You really are a piece of work.”


  She sneered. “That I am. I’m something you’ll never be able to fully comprehend. If only to try and figure me out, you’ll come back, Brendan. You’ll see.”


  “Don’t hold your breath.” Brendan shook his head and turned to leave. He walked out of La Belle headquarters determined to never see Cecille again, but the closer he got to home, the more her words rang true. For all her sharp words and unyielding demeanor, she had planted a seed of curiosity — what would it take to truly get under her skin? To Brendan’s surprise, it was Emilia, of all people, who pushed him over the edge. 


  An hour later, Brendan stopped his car on the driveway of Emilia’s manor. Even before the engine could stop its rumble, he had already caught sight of his naya standing on top of the bowed steps leading to her home’s front door.


  He let out a groan before getting out of his car. The moment he locked gazes with Emilia, he could tell by the accusation in her manic glare that she knew where he had been. A string of curses escaped his lips as he tossed the keys to the valet and approached his aunt. 


  “Emilia,” he said, his voice cracking.


  “I can’t believe Kirk put you up to this.”


  “Axo had nothing to do with this. Cecille got in touch with me.”


  “Through him! So that’s it? You’ll welcome her into your life? After she abandoned you all these years?”


  Brendan creased his brows. Never before had he seen Emilia so shaken. “I don’t understand. Isn’t this what we wanted all along? For her to see my worth? Now, we have a chance to show her.”


  “What about Stanford, Brendan?” Her voice wavered. Her shoulders were drawn so tightly it was as if she were bracing for impact, her lips pressed into a thin line that barely restrained her words. “What about our plans?”


  “Our plans? Emilia, they’re your plans, and I’ve been working hard to make them happen just to make you happy. My entire life has been all about following your schedule, your instructions, your plans. You can’t deny that I have done everything you asked of me.”


  “You’re still dating that girl.”


  “She means nothing to me, and you know it. At least give me the credit I deserve, Emilia. I’ve done the work. I’m as close to perfect as I can get, and I want Cecille to see that.”


  “That’s all you want?” Her eyes were so wide, she seemed almost crazed to the point of hysteria. 


  “Of course! I thought that was what you wanted as well. Whatever Cecille wants from me, it changes nothing.”


  “This changes everything.” Her stare lingered. She stood there trembling, with fists clenched and eyes ablaze. 


  He braced himself for the worst confrontation possible, but he had forgotten who Emilia was. All it took was a few blinks, and whatever storm was raging inside her subsided into complete calm. She straightened to her full height, gathered her composure and stared at him with that all-too-familiar look of disappointment. She turned and walked through the front door, leaving him dumbfounded. 


  Her calm conjured up a storm within him. “I don’t get what your problem is, Emilia!” He called after her. “What’s wrong with you? It’s like nothing ever pleases you!”


  The words fell on deaf ears. Emilia had already returned to her shell of steel. 


  Cold. Safe. Impenetrable.


  Had she spoken to him and told him what she truly felt, he probably would’ve declined Cecille’s offer. But Emilia’s silence had cut deeper than any argument could. Her turning away was final confirmation that no matter how hard he tried, he would never be enough for her. By accepting Cecille’s offer, he could prove them both wrong — not just Emilia, but the mother who had left him behind. Her back turned to him had sealed the deal. He grabbed his phone from his pocket and sent Sylvia a message.


  Brendan: I’ll be there on Saturday. I accept Cecille’s offer.


  He had no clue what he was getting himself into. Cecille was a great unknown, but he would discover her and conquer her. It would be his greatest accomplishment, someday being able to control the woman who had shattered his entire life and subjected him to Emilia’s rule. 


  He needed to do this. 


  If only to spite Emilia.
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  In Cecille’s Shadow


  



  The hunger for love is much more difficult to remove than the hunger for bread. 


  - Mother Teresa -


  



  The chandeliers in the grand ballroom of the Bellamont Hotel36 sparkled like frozen fire, refracting the light in a thousand directions. The air smelled of wealth. French perfume mingled with aged whiskey and the faint tang of imported caviar. Brendan adjusted the cuffs of his tailored suit, the silk brushing his wrists — a small comfort given the strange sense of pretense surrounding him. It was almost as if there existed an underlying hostility in all interactions.


  This was Cecille’s world. La Belle’s Winter Gala was an event none of the who’s who of Eirin’s upper class would dare to miss, and at the center of it all was his mother. She was right in her element, as she moved through the crowd with the elegance of a queen and the grace of a prowling lioness. Her laughter was like the tinkle of glass — reserved and almost intimidating, as if it was a sound that needed to be earned, one that could cause a soul to shatter if not handled with care. 


  Brendan stood quietly a few paces behind her, like a bodyguard, and not the son of the queen of this affair. She had barely acknowledged his presence all evening, as he followed Cecille through the crowd. His task was simple: watch, learn, and stay out of the way. She flitted from one group to another, seamlessly shifting tones. She complimented the architect of the venue on the design’s subtle elegance, laughed at a tech billionaire’s dry joke, and redirected a probing question about her recent acquisition of an eco-friendly brand with a charming anecdote. He almost felt jealous as she greeted a media mogul with a warm handshake, nodded solemnly to a philanthropist discussing their latest initiative, and brushed off an overeager socialite with a perfectly timed, dismissive retort. At the very least, Cecille actually made eye contact with them.


  That much couldn’t be said of him. 


  It had been two months since he had started spending his weekends working with Cecille. Two months of shadowing her, memorizing what he could observe of her every strategy, and enduring her clipped, businesslike commands. Her nonchalance would have already made him walk away if not for her undeniable brilliance: she knew how to read people, how to twist a conversation to her advantage, and how to manipulate the unspoken rules of power. 


  Even as he trailed her, he couldn’t deny his fascination over how well she was working the room. The more she paid attention to others, however, the more her indifference gnawed at him. 


  As she spoke to a group of fashion enthusiasts complimenting her work, Brendan drifted toward the bar. He could tell from her posture and the clipped tone of her words that this wasn’t a conversation she deemed particularly significant, so neither did he. He needed a break, a moment to breathe outside Cecille’s orbit.


  “Brendan Ashthorn,” a voice purred beside him.


  He turned to find a figure he had once only seen in magazines, often representing La Belle. Straight from the runways of Paris, she had been taking Eirin by storm. 


  Her gown shimmered under the soft lighting, a cascade of silver that seemed almost liquid. Lara’s shoulders were relaxed, her movements deliberate yet unhurried. Her head tilted slightly toward him, her lips curved in a smile. She leaned in just enough to hint at intimacy without crossing the invisible lines of propriety. 


  The pull of her presence was undeniable. She had a magnetic confidence that seemed crafted to ensnare. Little did she know that it was her, not him, who was falling into a trap. 


  Brendan kept his posture casual as he swirled the ice in his glass of club soda. He turned to face her fully, taking his time, his eyes sweeping over her as if assessing, appreciating, but not overly impressed.


  “Lara Dubois.” He kept his tone smooth and measured. “The face of La Belle herself. Or is it the heart these days?”


  Her smile deepened. “That depends on who you ask, no? What would you say, monsieur?” She pressed her finger against his chest. “Am I your heart?”


  Brendan’s gaze held hers, unflinching. “To me, mademoiselle, you are a cover.” 


  “A cover? What is meant by this?” 


  He let the words hang for a beat before answering. “I’ve seen the photos, the campaigns — impressive work — but covers are surface-level, aren’t they? What’s the story behind all the sparkle? If I look past the cover, will I find anything of substance?”


  Lara leaned back slightly, the corner of her mouth lifting as though she were savoring a private joke. “I did not think you would be the type who asks questions like this. Boys like you usually prefer shallow waters, no?”


  “It’s foolish to avoid the deep, Miss Dubois. It’s where the real power lies — if you know how to navigate it.”


  Lara tilted her head. “Ah, but power, it is a dangerous thing, monsieur. One can lose themselves chasing it, especially in deep waters.” 


  “Only if you don’t know how to swim.” Brendan took a slow sip of his drink, letting the silence stretch just long enough to keep her attention firmly on him. “Tell me, won’t you? If I do a deep dive into Lara Dubois, is there anything there worthy of my attention?”


  “Worthy?” Her brow arched. “It is my attention you must fight for, I think.”


  “Why should I?” He smirked as he inclined himself to her, his voice dropping just enough to create a private bubble of sound between them. “I already have your full attention, Lara.”


  “Ah. Arrogance.”


  “I don’t waste time pretending to be what I’m not.”


  “Clearly.” She tilted her glass toward him in an unspoken toast. “It suits you, monsieur.”


  He was about to press further, to see just how far he could draw her into his web, when from his periphery, Cecille emerged.


  “Brendan.” Her tone was sharp but controlled. “I don’t recall instructing you to take a break.”


  Brendan turned, deliberately unhurried, and met her piercing gaze. Her lips were set in that subtle, disapproving line he had come to recognize all too well. “Cecille.” His voice remained calm, neutral. “I wasn’t aware I needed permission to step away.” He lifted his half-empty drink. “People do get thirsty.”


  Her eyes flicked to Lara, then back to him. “Thirsty for more than just a drink, it seems. I need you to focus, Brendan. If you have enough time for Miss Dubois, I assume you’ve mastered the art of reading this room.”


  Brendan straightened to his full height as he narrowed his eyes at his mother. “Let me know if I’m wrong, Cecille, but the architect? A potential investor, it seems, but he’s more interested in leveraging our brand for his own projects than contributing to La Belle. The philanthropist in the green dress? She squirmed every time you mentioned ROI — it’s a passion project, not a business opportunity.” He stepped closer, lowering his voice so only Cecille could hear, though his words were firm enough to carry weight. “And the media mogul? He’s already decided to commit. You closed him the moment you referenced his article on ethical fashion. Would you like to hear more or should I return to observing?”


  Cecille’s expression flickered just for a moment. It wasn’t quite approval, but something close — a fleeting acknowledgment of his competence. Her lips curved into a faint smile that could have passed for maternal pride, if not for the sharpness behind it.


  “Not bad.” She kept her voice cool, but there was no mistaking the edge of what sounded like satisfaction. “You can read a room. Perhaps, one day, you’ll command one.” Without waiting for a response, she turned sharply on her heel, gliding back into the crowd as effortlessly as she had demanded his attention.


  Brendan stayed where he was for a moment, his gaze following her retreating figure. Lara’s eyes were on him, curious and perhaps impressed, but he didn’t turn back to her immediately. Instead, he reached for his glass and took another measured sip.


  “Well—” Lara broke the silence, her tone laced with amusement “—that was… how do you say… intense.”


  Brendan tilted his head, the smirk returning to his lips as he met her gaze again. “She’s always like that. Keeps everyone sharp.” He set his glass on the counter. “I should probably get back to being her shadow.”


  “Someone like you cannot stay in another’s shadow for long. “ She brushed her knuckles against his jaw. “You will outshine her soon enough. It is inevitable.”


  Before Brendan could respond, a figure approached with the efficiency of someone who had already mastered the art of interruption.


  “Brendan, a word, if you don’t mind.”


  His brow lifted slightly. “Sylvia.”


  Lara, sensing the shift, stepped back gracefully, her smile faint but knowing. “Duty calls, Brendan. Do not let it stop you from enjoying the night. Au revoir, mon beau.”


  Brendan nodded slightly, watching as she moved away, her gown shimmering under the soft lights. He then turned his full attention to Sylvia, whose carefully composed expression hinted at a message she wasn’t eager to deliver.


  “What is it?” The sharpness in his tone was subtle but present.


  Sylvia hesitated for the briefest moment before speaking. “Cecille wanted me to let you know that your presence won’t be required again until after the holidays.”


  Brendan’s ears stung, but he fought to keep his expression impassive. “What does that mean?”


  Sylvia’s voice softened, a rare note of sympathy threading through her professionalism. “You’ve done well these past months, Brendan, but Decembers are always a difficult time for her.”


  Brendan’s jaw tightened. “She couldn’t tell me this herself?” The words came out sharp, edged with a bitterness he couldn’t suppress. She always made him feel like an afterthought.


  “She decided it’s best to have me deliver the message.” Sylvia’s gaze remained steady but kind. “It’s nothing personal.”


  Brendan let out a quiet, humorless laugh. “Nothing personal. Of course not.” How could a dismissal like this be anything but personal between a mother and her son?


  Sylvia didn’t respond to his comment. Instead, she straightened slightly and nodded. “If there’s nothing else, I’ll leave you to enjoy the rest of the evening.”


  He stared at his glass. “Enjoy the evening?” The ice had already melted. “Right.” He downed the rest of the club soda in one smooth motion before setting the glass back on the bar. He cussed under his breath and turned away.


  With a final glance toward the crowd, where Cecille moved effortlessly, unaware of his presence, and unmoved by his absence, Brendan turned and made his way to the exit. He needed air, space, anything to remind him there was life outside the shadow of the queen of La Belle.
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  Collateral Damage


  



  Let men tremble to win the hand of woman, unless they win along with it the utmost passion of her heart! 


  - The Scarlet Letter by Nathaniel Hawthorne -


  



  The morning sun was just beginning to climb when Brendan and Luke arrived at their local mixed martial arts studio for a sparring session. Brendan buzzed with energy, ready to dive into the workout. After a quick warm-up, they stepped into the ring. As soon as Brendan began throwing punches, the world outside the ropes disappeared — the pounding music, the grunts of other fighters, the hum of idle chatter, even the squeak of rubber soles against the floor. The faint stuffiness of the gym, not yet thick with sweat, barely registered in his mind as he focused entirely on the rhythm of his strikes. 


  They were evenly matched at first, but it was easy to recognize the moment Luke began to panic. The twitch in his friend’s left eye gave it away — the same nervous tic that always surfaced before a big game or a tough loss. That was how Brendan knew he was winning, and that made him all the more determined to keep jabbing even as Luke’s back hit the ropes lining the boxing ring.


  Brendan retreated into his own rage and let it take control. The bottled-up frustration of balancing too many demands finally boiled over. Each punch was a release, a futile attempt to knock away the gnawing sense of inadequacy that seemed to cling to him no matter how hard he tried. 


  Only when his best friend finally reacted to the force and yelled for him to stop did he snap out of it. 


  “What has gotten into you?” Luke asked as he shoved Brendan backward. “You’ve gone berserk. What’s the goal here? Break all my bones?” He leaned against the ropes and rubbed his wrists. “Something bothering you? What happened?”


  “Nothing.” Brendan stepped out of the ring, his breaths coming in short bursts as he wiped sweat off his face with the back of his hand. He walked over to the corner where his bag sat, crouched down, and pulled out his water bottle. Twisting the cap off, he drank over half of it in several huge gulps, the cool liquid soothing his parched throat as he tried to calm the adrenaline still coursing through him. “Just family. You know.”


  “Rough time?”


  “What’s new?”


  Luke sighed, his shoulders slumping as he rubbed the back of his neck. He shifted his weight, crossing his arms as if to steady himself. His furrowed brow betrayed lingering concern, but they’d known each other long enough for him to not pry any further. Instead, he tapped Brendan’s back as a sign of solidarity. 


  Luke Royce was the closest thing Brendan had to a brother. Right now, he couldn’t stand the sight of him.


  Brendan didn’t know how to explain even if he wanted to, but life had been wearing him down. Cecille’s dismissal at a time when he felt like he was proving his worth had been a hard blow to recover from. At home, Emilia was rarely speaking to him. Axo Kirk had left the country for another one of his excursions. Apart from his family troubles, he had to juggle school work, basketball, music, and the student body organization. 


  “Give yourself a breather and chuck out one of these activities, Brendan. You don’t have to do everything,” was Axo Kirk’s advice. 


  Brendan couldn’t heed it, of course; he didn’t want to disappoint himself. So, instead, he pushed harder — too hard, judging by the faint bruise forming on Luke’s jaw.


  “Ready to call it a day?” Luke asked, his tone cautious, as though Brendan might snap again. 


  Brendan only nodded, grabbing his towel and walking toward the showers without another word.


  The hot water cascaded over Brendan’s tense shoulders, but even the soothing heat couldn’t wash away the stains on his soul. 


  By the time they finished getting cleaned up, the tension had dulled but not disappeared. Brendan and Luke walked out of the shower room, past the main gym, and into the parking lot. 


  “So,” Luke said, “how are you and Scarlett?”


  “Why do you ask?”


  “I know it’s not my place to say anything, but I’m a little worried.”


  “Worried about what? Has she been talking to you?”


  “Nah. You’ve just been distant lately, and I get you have all this stuff going on, but Scarlett—”


  “We’re fine. And you’re right. It’s not your place to talk to me about my relationship with her.”


  “Yeah. Sorry. I just wanted to remind you that—” Luke rubbed the back of his neck “—she’s had it rough too.”


  “Don’t worry about it. I know how to take care of my girl.” Brendan wasn’t exactly thrilled about his best friend “worrying” about his girlfriend. Still, he understood where Luke was coming from. 


  One thing Brendan and Scarlett had in common was that they were both covered up to the neck with family issues. After almost two years of dating, the only family of Scarlett’s Brendan had ever seen was her black cat, Shady. 


  Luke didn’t have the same drama they had. His family was intact and closely knit. Among the three of them, Luke was the only one looking forward to winter break. 


  When they reached Brendan’s Ceyren Monster37, Scarlett was already waiting there, leaning casually against the passenger door. Her polished oxford shoes tapped softly against the pavement as she listened to music from her phone, a faint smile playing on her lips when she spotted them. She was dressed in a fitted navy blazer over a pleated skirt, paired with a crisp white blouse that had a subtle lace trim at the collar. Her auburn hair was pulled back into a low ponytail, a few loose strands framing her delicate features. Her moss-green eyes lit up as Brendan approached. She removed her earphones and tucked her phone into the pocket of her blazer, straightening up.


  “Hey, Luke.” Scarlett waved casually before shifting her full focus on Brendan. “You’re late,” she teased, taking a step toward him with an exaggerated pout.


  The bags beneath her eyes and the gap between her incisors made him cringe inside. Ignoring the imperfections, Brendan chuckled, closing the distance between them as he planted a hand on her waist. “You mean fashionably late, right?” He brushed her hair lightly before adding, “You’re still here. Means I’m worth waiting for.” 


  “I feel like I haven’t seen you in days.”


  “We were just together yesterday. In school.”


  “Yeah, but you’re always so busy.”


  “I’m here now, aren’t I?” He caught her lips with his. She was breathless by the time he pulled away. He looked at Luke and winked. “Nothing to worry about. My girl is fine. Right, Scar?”


  Scarlett creased her brows and looked from Brendan to Luke. “Yeah. Sure.”


  Luke forced a smile. “I’ll see you at the party later? My brother and his family are home for Christmas. He’ll pick me up.”


  “Okay great. See you later, bro.” The two exchanged fist bumps before Brendan opened the door to the front seat for Scarlett.


  Once they were both warm inside his muscle car and settled in its heated leather seats, she asked, “What was that about?”


  Brendan began driving. “What was what about?” 


  “What you said to Luke about me being fine. That he had nothing to worry about.”


  “Aren’t you fine?”


  “I am.”


  “Then what’s the problem?”


  Her lips parted and closed. She fixed her eyes outside the window as her palms straightened her skirt. “We’re okay, right? You and me?” Her voice quivered. 


  He pulled over on the side of the road. He cupped her face between his hands and kissed her. With his lips still over hers, he smiled. “What do you think, Scar? Are we okay?”


  Scarlett pulled away, her green eyes moistening. “I love you, Brendan.”


  Countless hard knots formed inside his stomach. Those words weren’t supposed to feel like a punch in the gut, but they did. Her vulnerability, so open and raw, clashed with the hollow response he knew he would give. Still, he was who he was. He told her what she expected him to say. 


  “I love you too, amoré.”


  The words sounded mechanical to him, but she seemed to buy it. She laughed and pulled him close to kiss him with gusto. 


  Meanwhile, all Brendan could think about was how big of a liar he was. Emilia’s words ran through his mind: “The girl has a heart and soul, Brendan.” 


  The words hadn’t had the impact Emilia wanted. Instead, she only made him realize that as long as he got what he wanted from Scarlett, he really didn’t care.


  “How much do you love me?” she asked between kisses, her fingers clutching his hair. 


  Brendan unbuttoned the top of her blouse. “Let me show you.”
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  Ice Cream Trauma


  



  Stronger than lover’s love is lover’s hate. Incurable, in each, the wounds they make. 


  - Medea by Euripides -


  



  Pop music blared inside Kirk’s beach-side loft. Strobe lights and glow sticks set the atmosphere for an all-out dance party on the ground floor of the house. Meanwhile, designated private lounge areas, each one lit by LED candles of varying colors to set a more intimate tone, started to fill up with the more popular crowd on the second floor and basement of the loft. Several party-goers, already drunk, were getting wild, but it was no cause for worry. Brendan liked holding parties at the loft because of its distance from other houses. Unless someone ratted them out, they were unlikely to get caught. Scarlett had spared no expense on the year-ender rave and handed Brendan just enough credit to keep up appearances. The venue, after all, was provided by him. Might as well take advantage of his uncle’s absence.


  Taking a break from the dancing, a bunch of them were lounging on the second floor. Scarlett referred to the area as the VIP section. 


  Brendan sat back on one of the giant bean bags and cradled Scarlett in his arm. His grip was firm, almost possessive. The gesture wasn’t born of affection; it was a reminder to anyone watching that she was his. He held a cup of beer with his free hand — mostly for show. He had never been drunk, and he wasn’t planning to begin that night. 


  Scarlett, on the other hand, was getting tipsy, even as she told their friends about how an agent had approached them at the restaurant where they had lunch earlier that day. Brendan’s jaw tightened slightly, though he kept a cool expression. He listened as Scarlett’s words spilled out, her excitement clear in the way her voice rose and her hands gestured animatedly. It grated at him — not because of her enthusiasm, but because it reminded him of how easily others seemed to believe in her, while he was still expected to prove himself at every turn. 


  “He recognized Brendan as Cecille’s son. He said he wanted to sign us both. I got his business card immediately,” Scarlett gushed. “I didn’t want to pass up the opportunity.”


  “So, Cap’n, are we going to see you on a billboard soon?” one of the guys from the team asked.


  Brendan scoffed. “No way.” 


  Scarlett rolled her eyes. “He said no to the agent right off the bat.”


  The group threw simultaneous “whys” his way.


  “I’m not cut out for modeling.” 


  “You can’t be serious.” Scarlett eyed him from head-to-foot and then back. “Have you looked in a mirror lately?”


  “Just because you look the part, doesn’t mean you have to play the part, Scarlett. Let’s just say it’s your thing, not mine.” 


  “Whatever.” She threw her hands in the air. “Just don’t come complaining once I’m a famous model, and you’re still—”


  “Still what?” Brendan smirked. “The sole heir of La Belle? If this modeling thing works out for you, I’m one of the people you would be competing to work for. If I were you though, I wouldn’t bet all my money on this one horse.”


  “Why? Don’t you think I can succeed as a model?”


  “Can you?”


  “The agent seems to think so.” 


  He brushed his fingers on her bare shoulder. “The agent approached us because he recognized me, Scar.”


  Hurt clouded her eyes, but as usual, she never let her guard down. Not in front of the others. “Ugh.” She pushed his hand away. “You’re so full of yourself sometimes.”


  “Don’t I have the right to be?” 


  Awkward chuckles surrounded them. Scarlett tensed beneath his embrace. She pulled away from him and stood to her feet.


  “Where are you going?” 


  “I’m getting dessert.” She straightened her dress before walking away. 


  “Come on, man.” Luke’s jaw tightened. “That wasn’t necessary.”


  “She’ll get over it.” 


  “Whatever.” Luke focused on the other people in the group and cracked some jokes to cut the tension.


  Brendan took a sip from his cup of beer. Lara, with her unwavering confidence, tiny waist, and sultry accent, drifted back to memory. How was Scarlett to compete with the likes of Lara?


  As if to challenge that thought, Scarlett sauntered back with a spark of mischievous confidence. She walked in a way that highlighted her tailored, plaid mini-dress and how it hugged her slender frame, emphasizing her impeccable posture. Loose strands of auburn hair framed her face, the rest cascading down her back. In her hands? A bowl of ice cream. Every muscle in Brendan’s body tensed as he glared up at her. From the corner of his eye, he could see Luke rising to his feet. Scarlett was treading dangerous ground, and all three of them knew it.


  “It’s freezing. Who has ice cream at this time of year?” one girl piped up.


  “I do.” Scarlett scooped a spoonful of the cold dessert and stuck it inside her mouth. She shoved the bowl right in front of Brendan. She smiled. “Want some?”


  Scarlett couldn’t have known how effective her attempt to get back at him was. If her aim was to hurt him, she had succeeded. How could she use something so deeply loaded with trauma against him?


  Brendan’s blood boiled. Heat rose to his cheeks, and his grip on the beer cup tightened, the plastic groaning under the pressure of his fingers. Scarlett’s smirk felt like a spark to dry tinder, igniting the bitter thoughts that raced through his mind. Her casual defiance, her knowing smile — it all felt like a challenge he couldn’t back down from. His vision tunneled, shrinking until all he could see was the bowl, her smirk, and the echo of a heartbreak too loud to ignore. Before he could think it through, he stood up, took the bowl from her, and poured its contents down her dress, right along with a cup full of beer.


  “That’s how much I love you, Scar.” He crumpled the plastic cup with a tight fist and threw the bowl down on the hardwood floor. The shattering of the glass echoed throughout the open-spaced loft. “The party’s over! Everybody get out! Now!”


  The tears threatened to come, but Brendan held them back. He wasn’t allowed to crack; he couldn’t afford to cry. Not even when the wounds ran so deep, they could never heal, never scar. They only gaped open, triggered by the smallest of things, causing him immense pain at the mere sight of a few scoops of ice cream.
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  Once Upon a December


  



  Do not grieve so much for a husband lost that it wastes away your life. 


  - Medea by Euripides -


  



  Brendan, 4; Villa Eliza — Tears streamed down his face as he stood in the middle of the library of their hilltop vacation home. His amma stood by the window, one hand rubbing the stubble along his jaw. His inna crouched down to comfort him, her palms brushing against his shoulders. She had been trying to console him for hours, doing everything she could to make him stop crying. Her every attempt failed. 


  “Brendan, Amma can’t go out right now. It’s dangerous. The snow is deep, and it looks like a blizzard is coming.”


  “I want it!” He kicked his feet. “You promised!”


  “I know, baby,” Inna said, “and I’ll make it up to you, but right now, we can’t.” 


  “I think I can still make it, Cecille. The town is only a few minutes’ drive from here.”


  She shot a sharp glare at Amma. “Nonsense. You’re not leaving this house.”


  Amma gave Brendan a sympathetic look. To increase his chances of getting what he wanted, Brendan puckered up, sniffled, and sobbed. His small fingers intertwined as he clasped his hands in a pleading gesture. His tears were dripping from his chin.


  His inna looked back and forth from Brendan to his amma, unsure of what to do.


  “I’m going.” Amma planted his feet on the ground. “We need supplies anyway. I should have gone earlier. Who knows how long we might get stuck here?”


  “Reuben, it’s unsafe.”


  “I know. I’ll be careful.” 


  Inna could do or say nothing to dissuade him. Amma had always done what he said he would do and had always gotten whatever he wanted. Brendan wanted to be just like him when he grew up. 


  After Amma left, Inna gathered Brendan in her arms. As young as he was, he sensed her worry. She set him on her lap as she played music on the grand piano to calm them both. She wasn’t great at it — not like Amma — but the soft, hesitant notes filled the room, each one trembling slightly. Brendan nestled into her, feeling the warmth of her embrace against the chill of the drafty library. The faint scent of roses clung to her, and the vibrations of the piano keys traveled through her body into his.


  “You can stop crying now.” She pressed her lips onto the top of his head. “Amma will be back soon.” 


  By the time the sun started to set, Brendan didn’t want the ice cream anymore. He just wanted his dad back, but Amma didn’t return. Not until the next day. 


  It was much later before Brendan fully understood what had happened. 


  His father had been careful, but someone else hadn’t. Another car had skidded off its lane and had crashed into his. Reuben Ashthorn had died on impact when the other car had hit his side of the vehicle and had pushed it over a cliff. The police had only been able to get to his body the morning after the blizzard had cleared. 


  They had gone to Villa Eliza to spend the holidays together as a family. Just the three of them. None of them could have predicted that Brendan would lose his father — all because his mother had promised to get Brendan ice cream, and he had refused to relent until she made good on her promise.


  Cecille swore to never set foot in the villa again.


  The morning they left, Cecille and Brendan rode in a limo that would take them to the airport. She took one look at Brendan, her face pale and tight, her lips pressed into a thin, unforgiving line. “You can never be as perfect as he was. You can never take his place. It’s your fault he’s gone.”


  At four years old, he had no choice but to believe her. Reuben was gone, and Brendan had no one to blame but himself. He couldn’t, however, live with that guilt, so he blamed ice cream instead. 
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  Pancakes, Prayer, and Melancholy


  



  Whoever sows to please their flesh, from the flesh will reap destruction; whoever sows to please the Spirit, from the Spirit will reap eternal life. 


  - Galatians 6:8, NIV -


  



  The sound of his own heartbeat awakened Brendan. Dread unearthed a pile of unwanted emotions, assaulting him with blame for all that he had lost. The high ceiling of his bedroom became his focal point as he lay smack in the middle of his king-size bed. Rays of sunlight broke through the full-length windows kissed by frost. He closed his eyes and imagined himself outside in some wide open space — somewhere warm, somewhere free of his annual reminder of the day he had shattered perfection. 


  This was the one day of the year when he couldn’t ignore that his very existence was a curse.


  While the world celebrated with mistletoe, carols, and gifts beneath glittering trees, the Deacons and Ashthorns kept to themselves, hoping that time would speed up and the season would soon end. Axo Kirk had escaped to some tropical paradise in the Philippines, leaving behind all the melancholy of the holiday season. Part of Brendan wished he could join his uncle, which seemed like a better alternative to moping around in his bedroom, waiting for winter break to be over. 


  Three quick knocks resounded on the door. His ears perked up.


  Who on earth? 


  He got up from the bed and moved toward the walk-in closet. “Come in!” He grabbed a robe and put it on. Cinching it around his waist, he walked out of the closet to find his naya standing in the middle of the room, her eyes downcast. 


  “Emilia?” What was she doing here? He tilted his head. Sober?


  She raised her eyes to meet his. “I wanted to check on you.”


  “I’m fine.” Too abrupt. Even he didn’t believe it. “As fine as any of our family can be this time of year.”


  “Have you heard from Cecille?”


  “She refuses to see me until next year.”


  Emilia’s lower lip twitched.


  Brendan expected her to try to talk him out of spending time with Cecille, so he straightened when she instead squared her shoulders and said, “I’ll make breakfast. Would you like to join me?”


  “You? Make breakfast?” He raised a brow and allowed the idea to sink in. He narrowed his eyes at her. “I don’t know. Is it safe to eat?”


  The slightest of smiles threatened to ruin Emilia’s ever-serious demeanor. She must have taken his reaction as a yes, because she scanned him and said, “Get dressed. Breakfast will be ready soon.”


  She left without another word, her fidgeting hands betraying a rare nervousness.


  Brendan stood on his spot several minutes after she had walked away and wondered what had just happened. The household help were all home for the holidays, and he couldn’t remember Emilia ever cooking a meal since his childhood. 


  This was going to be interesting. 


  Brendan showered and changed before heading for the dining room, only to find it empty. He checked the kitchen. He found chocolate chip pancakes on top of the island counter. Emilia flipped another one on a pan. What had gotten into her? 


  “That smells good,” Brendan said.


  Emilia kept her attention on the pancake she was flipping, but her smile showed delight. Whatever was causing her joy, he could only guess. He doubted it was his presence. When had he ever made this woman happy? 


  He grabbed an apple from the fruit basket and took a bite. Emilia made more pancakes as he finished the apple. She laid another plate on the counter and turned the stove off. He rose to his feet to throw the core in the wastebasket. There, he noticed several unopened bottles of alcohol. 


  Emilia caught him staring. 


  Brendan pointed his thumb at the trash. “What’s going on?”


  “It’s time I stopped drinking, don’t you think?”


  “What caused the change?”


  “It’s just time,” was the only answer he got.


  They both propped themselves up on bar stools by the counter. He sliced a piece from the scrumptious pile of pancakes on his plate and was about to pop it in his mouth when Emilia closed her eyes and bowed her head.


  Was she praying? His brain short-circuited with questions, half of them profane.


  Emilia raised her head and caught him staring. Her lips pressed into a faint, unreadable line, and her gaze lingered just long enough to unsettle him. Then, without a word, she turned her attention back to the pancakes, acting like nothing was out of the ordinary. “Eat, Brendan.”


  He almost found comfort in how authoritative she sounded — so much more like the Emilia he knew. They went through breakfast in silence until he couldn’t take it anymore. “Emilia, what’s going on? This isn’t normal for us. We don’t do this. We don’t do pancakes for breakfast.”


  “Maybe we should start.”


  “Why?”


  She was about to respond, but she clammed up like she always did. 


  Emilia had never been a woman of many words. It seemed the only time she spoke was when she wanted to reprimand him or tell him what to do. 


  “This is beyond weird.” He dropped his fork on the plate. “I can’t take this.” He motioned to leave. 


  “Brendan.” A plea.


  He froze in his seat. 


  “I’m worried about you.”


  “Why?”


  “I—” Her voice was hoarse. “This is a tough time of the year, and you— I thought— You seem so exhausted these past weeks.”


  At that, he scoffed. This? Coming from the woman who had kept him on a rigid daily schedule since childhood? “You never cared how tired I was even when I was a kid, Emilia. Why care now?”


  Silence. Long, awkward silence.


  It was so like her to keep her mouth shut when she was at fault. She was nowhere near the perfection she demanded of him. That fact niggled at him, clawing at a raw nerve he had desperately tried to ignore. He had always been better than her. 


  Not quite sure what to make of his aunt’s strange behavior, Brendan returned to his bedroom. His phone, which he had left on top of the bedside table, vibrated. 


  He checked to see who it was. 


  Scarlett. Again.


  She had been leaving him a bunch of messages since the party at Axo’s loft. Rants. Apologies. Classic Scarlett Roux drama. He hadn’t responded to any of her attempts to reach out. She had even tried to get Luke to mediate, which only heightened his ire. Why were they communicating?


  As far as Brendan was concerned, he and Scarlett were over. 


  That morning, however, the last thing he wanted was to stay at the mansion. He didn’t want to deal with Emilia and her constant deflections, but he didn’t want to be alone either. For the first time since he met Scarlett, he actually felt like he needed her. He needed her companionship, her warmth, her touch. 


  So, despite the morsel of humanity in him that told him he should stop using her, he answered her call, accepted her apology, and told her he loved her and wanted her. He fed her exactly what she needed to hear, so he could go to her house and hold her in his arms. 


  Emilia’s stern word of caution kept circling his mind as he wrapped Scarlett in his embrace: “You will reap what you sow, Brendan.”


  However, every moment with her, every sweet whisper and lingering touch was a fistful of dirt on the coffin of whatever guilt he had left. Every time he rationalized that she had placed herself in the predicament she was in, it quieted the voice within him telling him to empathize. By the time winter was over, he had convinced himself that he couldn’t be blamed if she was so in love with someone like him. 


  This was all Scarlett’s fault. If someone had to reap what he’d sown, let it be her.
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  An Answered Prayer


  



  Beauty is transcendent. It is our most immediate experience of the eternal. Think of what it’s like to behold a gorgeous sunset or the ocean at dawn. Remember the ending of a great story. We yearn to linger, to experience it all our days. Sometimes the beauty is so deep it pierces us with longing. For what? For life as it was meant to be. Beauty reminds us of an Eden we have never known, but somehow our hearts were created for.


  - Captivating by John and Stasi Eldredge -


  



  Brendan, 18 — An impeccable string quartet accompanied his expert command of the grand piano. The mesmerizing harmony filled the ballroom, echoing off the arched ceilings and resonating through every corner of the space. Music stole him away from the crowd Emilia had hand-picked for this black-tie affair. He became the melody’s willing captive, swallowed whole by its alluring embrace. The story it told was nearing its end, and Brendan wanted to somehow suspend time and stay lost in the symphony’s breathtaking beauty. It would be much better than rejoining the masquerade. 


  The night was young, and he had hours of pretending ahead of him — shaking hands, smiling, acting like he cared. It was always the same routine, a series of polite conversations that meant nothing, exchanging pleasantries with people he would barely remember once the night was over. He already felt the exhaustion setting in, the hollowness of it all. Yet, there was no escaping this. He would have to keep playing the part, uphold the façade until the very end. 


  As much as he longed to delay it, the inevitable happened. The song reached its end, and a momentary hush chased the music away. Quiet reigned for a single breath before wild applause filled the hall. 


  Brendan breathed a deep sigh and opened his eyes. He turned to face the crowd and stood to his feet. He smiled, mouthed “Thank you”, and searched the faces for Cecille, but he found someone else instead: Belle.


  The name registered in his head even though he had never met her before. She didn’t applaud like the others. She stood in the middle of the crowd, staring straight at him with those piercing blue eyes. The glimmer of her liquid blue gown in contrast with her glowing rosy white skin made her appear nothing short of ethereal.


  Breathtaking.


  Emilia grabbed his elbow to pull him toward some acquaintance she wanted him to entertain. “Brendan, come meet—” 


  Drawn by the stunning stranger, he shrugged his aunt’s hand off his elbow. “I’ll be back, Emilia. Entertain the guests for a while.” Brendan said it to placate her, but he doubted he would want to be anywhere other than with this newfound challenge. She must have placed him in a spell because he couldn’t resist the compulsion to follow her as she headed toward the balcony. 


  Before his naya could express any objections, he bolted away and weaved past the crowd wishing him a happy birthday.


  For once, he was relieved to find Scarlett busy talking to his best friend. He didn’t want to deal with his girlfriend’s drama, which would surely happen if she saw him pursuing a woman he hadn’t even met. Belle was magnetic, irresistible. He ignored Cecille, who had just entered the ballroom, her arm linked to her brother’s. All Brendan could think about was Belle and how desperate he was to find out if that was indeed her name. 


  As Brendan drew closer, she grew even more breathtaking in his eyes. He stopped several feet away from her and stared. His heartbeat doubled its pace as he beheld her and hoped she was as beautiful close-up as she had been from a distance. 


  She had dark luscious curls that went all the way down to her waist. The gown she wore clung to her feminine curves in a way that made her look more elegant than sensual, the  flowing fabric adding fluidity to her every movement. The blue highlighted her flawless alabaster skin.


  Too good to be true.


  Perhaps sensing his stare, she turned to face him. He drew another breath upon seeing her lovely, oval face and drinking in its soft, feminine contours. Her eyes sucked him into their blue depths. Her sultry red lips formed into a wide smile to show a perfect set of white teeth. The way she was looking at him, it was almost as if she recognized his very soul. 


  For the first time in his life, Brendan felt like he was staring at perfection, and he wasn’t going to let anything stop him from making perfection his.


  Something about her presence electrified the atmosphere. The closer he got, the more he saw of her, and the more taken he was by her. When she approached him, something akin to flutters broke out inside his stomach. 


  She was The Beauty. She was La Belle. 


  Brendan opened his mouth to speak, but his throat constricted, and the words got stuck there, unable to leave his lips.


  “Brendan Ashthorn.” There was no admiration or curiosity in the way she said his name. From her, it sounded almost like a summons, a beckon to approach and listen to what she had to say. 


  He shifted his weight from one foot to the other, as if his body was demanding for him to even the scales. He meant to say, “You are?” Instead, what came out was a croaky “You know me?”


  “I do. Far too well, in fact.”


  Though captivated by her beauty, he couldn’t let her statement slide. He narrowed his eyes at her. “What do you mean? How do you know me?” If he had already met her before, he would remember. 


  “Let’s just say I’ve heard a lot about you.”


  “From whom?”


  “From those who care.”


  Shady. “Who are you? What do you want from me?”


  “Who I am is of little importance right now.”


  “What’s your name then?” 


  “For now, you may call me whatever you wish to call me.”


  Brendan took a step back, not quite sure how to handle the situation. To say she intrigued him was an understatement, but the sane and rational part of him told him to bolt away and run. Still, he stood there, rooted to her presence, unable to look away. “Okay then. I’ll call you Belle.”


  “Belle?” Her trimmed brow rose. 


  “It means beauty. I think it fits someone as stunning as you, doesn’t it?”


  The collected smile remained on her face. The compliment didn’t seem to influence her at all. “Beauty has always had a way of drawing you in, hasn’t it, Brendan?”


  “You could say that.” 


  “You think you recognize beauty when you see it.”


  “Think?” He shook his head. “I know, and there is no question about it, Belle. You are beautiful.”


  “It doesn’t matter what you think or know of me. I come here as an answer to a prayer, a messenger sent to give you a dire warning.”


  A cold sting crept up his spine and stopped right below his neck. His stomach tightened, and an uneasy shudder spread through his chest. What was this girl? 


  Despite his wild suspicions and his growing apprehensions about the enigmatic angel standing before him, he still couldn’t take his gaze off her face. She raised her eyes to meet his. Compared to his height and build, she appeared lithe and fragile, yet her countenance exuded power. She looked young, but she had a timelessness about her. It was as if hers was the wisdom of someone who had seen things that couldn’t be unseen. More than an old soul, she was ageless, and she held him fully in her grip. 


  “You should know you were meant for greatness.”


  “I already know that.” He smirked. “How about you tell me something I don’t know?”


  “Very well.” One nod. “You don’t know that, sometimes, to reach the heights, you have to experience the depths. The higher the heights you’re aiming for, the deeper the depths you must comprehend; otherwise—” she shook her head slowly “—your character will make the heights meaningless. You must learn to go low, Brendan.”


  “That doesn’t make any sense.”


  “Someday it will. The deep cries out to deep.” 


  “Well, aren’t you the poetic one?”


  “You’ll understand in due time. What you need to know right now is you are heading down a dangerous path that will not only destroy you but will destroy everyone close to you. Three scars, Brendan. Be careful how you treat others because once you get the third scar—” She drew a breath. 


  “What are you talking about?” Too bad she was insane.


  “Do not question my sanity.”


  He froze, eyes narrowing. “I didn’t— I wasn’t—”


  A wisp of a smile crossed her lips before her jaw tightened. “Heed my warning. For your own good. This is a test you don’t want to fail. The scars will appear—” she laid a hand over his heart “—right here. As I said, I came to warn you.”


  “Okay. Whatever.” So much for perfection. “Let’s both pretend I believe this nonsense. What happens if I fail this test of yours?”


  “Trust me.” Sorrow unlike anything he had ever seen before glazed her eyes. Her voice broke when she said, “You don’t want to find out.”


  “And if I pass?” He raised a brow and leaned closer to her. “Do I get you as a prize?”


  “If you indeed pass the test, Brendan, I doubt you’ll want me.”


  He would have asked what she meant by that, but based on the flow of their conversation, he doubted she would give him a straightforward answer. 


  “How can I not want you?” He stepped forward, not quite understanding the sensations coursing through him. “How could anyone not want you?”


  Her smile faded. Her blue eyes pierced right through him. Cutting. Incomprehensible. “I sincerely hope you pass.”


  “Don’t worry, Belle.” He grinned. “I’ve never taken a test I didn’t pass.” 


  “Wrong answer, Brendan.”


  “What do you m—”


  “Brendan!” Scarlett’s voice was a high-pitched assault to his eardrums. He turned his head and found her rushing toward him, a huge smile on her face. She laughed upon reaching him, linking her arms with his. “What are you doing there? And who are you talking to?” 


  He gestured toward Belle only to find wonderment, pride, and fright fighting within him. Unholy curses sped out of his mouth in quick succession. 


  Belle was no longer there.
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  Scarring Steel


  



  Who controls the past… controls the future: who controls the present controls the past.


  - 1984 by George Orwell -


  



  Maybe Belle was a witch.


  Brendan couldn’t shake the thought, no matter how ridiculous. Her presence had lingered in his mind far longer than he was comfortable admitting. It wasn’t just her cryptic words or the eerie serenity in her gaze — it was the way she seemed to see through him, as if she knew his secrets better than he did himself. 


  Brendan stared outside the window of the long limousine. Cecille sat across from him, listening to Sylvia and André blabber about some genius fashion designer featured on Stylista’s blog. 


  He had Lara in his arms, her faint floral perfume briefly pulling his attention. He brushed his fingers along her bare shoulders, marveling at the warmth of her skin beneath his touch. Was Belle’s skin as warm, as smooth, or was it other-worldly cold? 


  It had been over two weeks since his birthday. He could barely even remember what happened after she had disappeared. Despite her apparent lunacy, her magnetism had claimed the forefront of his mind, and he had nearly convinced himself she had somehow cast a spell on him. 


  No one else had seen her. Emilia had no clue who she was. 


  “What’s wrong with him?” Cecille’s tone suggested irritation.


  André winced. Sylvia shrugged. Both gave Brendan sorry glances. 


  Brendan blinked to pull himself back to attention. “What?” 


  Cecille snapped her fingers thrice and huffed. “What’s distracting you now, Brendan? Don’t tell me your mind is off to one of those games of yours. I swear Emilia involves you in too many—”


  “Basketball season ended a month ago.” They’d won. Not that she cared. “And no. My extracurricular stuff has nothing to do with this.”


  “Good.” Cecille took the glass of wine Sylvia had poured for her. “I need you to focus. This designer will come over in a week. We’ll meet with her then. I want your perspective on whether or not she would make a good fit for La Belle.”


  “You do?” A muscle in his jaw twitched. His perspective on anything was something Cecille had never shown interest in. “We’re meeting with her?”


  “Yes. You and me.”


  “And you want my perspective?”


  “By Kraros, Brendan, am I not speaking in English? Do you need a Cilarchi translation?” Cecille eyed Lara. “French maybe?”


  He held his silence. All this time, she had barely trusted him with anything worthwhile. She kept treating him as an observer, her shadow, forced to wait in the sidelines and learn by watching her.


  Until now. 


  Out of the blue, it seemed he would have a say.


  “Who’s the designer again?”


  “Her name is Rebekah Jones,” Sylvia explained. “She runs a small boutique in some obscure village in Ancoria. Vis-à-vis.”


  “Curious name for a boutique,” Brendan noted. A face-to-face meeting, it meant. “I’ll check her designs online.”


  Cecille took a sip of wine. Her gaze dropped to his feet then climbed until her steely eyes settled on his face.


  “Sylvia says you’re bringing La Belle a lot of good press.” Cecille raised a brow. 


  “It’s true.” Sylvia cleared her throat. “There’s been a lot of buzz about Cecille’s mysterious son, the heir of La Belle. Where’d he come from? Why did no one hear about him for years?”


  “The conspiracy theories are maddening,” André blurted out, “but there’s no question about it. They’re considering him as fashion royalty. Every worthwhile fashion publication has featured him.”


  “La Belle sales have soared to all-time highs since magazines and blogs took notice of him,” Sylvia said. “Our teen girl lines, especially, are on a significant uptick.”


  “He’s a walking publicity stunt.” André nodded at his own statement. Either he was approving his own statement, or he was trying his best to be comfortable around his boss.


  Cecille’s eyes had remained on Brendan this entire time. “Multiple people have told me they’re enamored by you.” 


  Brendan kept his expression impassive. “Can you blame them?”


  She took another sip from her glass. “What an arrogant thing to say.”


  “Not arrogant. Truthful.” 


  She laid her glass down. “Honesty can be quite dangerous.”


  “What’s wrong with dangerous?”


  Her eyes narrowed. Brendan tried to keep himself relaxed as she perused him. 


  “Are you two dating?” She didn’t even bother to look at Lara.


  He shifted on his seat. “No. We’re just having fun. I’m dating a girl from school.”


  “Does this girl you’re dating know about you having fun?”


  “What she doesn’t know won’t hurt her.”


  “You didn’t introduce this girl to me.”


  “She’s not worth introducing.”


  “Harsh.”


  “Truth.”


  “Why then are you still with her?”


  “I won’t be for long. Scarlett and I will be over soon.”


  Cecille’s brow rose. “Why is that?”


  “Keeping her around will no longer help my reputation the way it does in high school. We’re graduating. What use do I have of her?” 


  “That’s cold.”


  “That’s life.”


  A smirk grazed Cecille’s lovely face. Her gray eyes cleared. It looked dangerously close to approval. She abruptly handed her wine glass to Sylvia and straightened on her seat. “Stop the limo.”


  The vehicle halted. They were still about a block away from the fashion show they were attending. 


  He met his mother’s stare. “What’s going on?”


  “Walk with me.”


  Brendan sent Sylvia a questioning look. She shrugged. With a sigh, he glanced at Lara, noting the adoration in her gaze as she leaned toward him. It bored him — the predictability of her affection, her eagerness to please. Yet, she was beautiful, and kissing her was enjoyable. Why get rid of her when she was so easy to keep around? He gave her a quick kiss before stepping out and helping his mother out of the limo. She locked arms with him, and they walked side by side, braving the brisk springs of Eirin. The limo sped ahead. 


  “Control, Brendan,” Cecille spoke as they took slow, steady strides toward their destination. “If you want to run La Belle, you need to have control. In the short time I have known you, I can see you have the talent, the looks, the brains, and the charisma. You have all the tools you need to get control.”


  Pride rushed through him at her words. “Control over what?”


  “Everything. Over your life, your circumstances, your people. When you have control, you won’t get hurt. That’s power. It means being feared, being revered. You become invincible. That’s what you want to be. You want to become untouchable.”


  “Like you?”


  “No. Not like me. I let your father get under my skin. I allowed myself to lose control, and when I lost that, I lost him too. His death ruined me. You, however — young, strong, powerful.” She released a long breath. “La Belle is nothing but a launching pad for someone like you, Brendan. You have what it takes to become invincible.”


  “And how do I become that?”


  She stopped walking, so she could face him. She placed her palm over the same spot Belle had placed hers. “Have a heart of steel. You will need it for what lies ahead.” Her palm pressed forward as she eyed him pointedly. “Do you understand?”


  “What lies ahead?”


  “A man like you could own this country, Brendan, but powerful people make powerful enemies. A future like yours demands ruthlessness — relentless pursuit of everything you desire. The question is: are you willing to pay the price?”


  He didn’t bother to answer. Hadn’t he already paid the price? Hadn’t he already steeled himself from pain since his amma’s funeral when Cecille called him a curse and Emilia challenged him to be perfect? His heart had already become as impenetrable as Cecille’s.


  The queen of La Belle had just shown him the way to perfection, to power. All he had to do was take control, shape the world according to his will, and bend everything and everyone to fit his design. 


  He could have whatever he wanted, and he needed to start acting like this was his reality, so that night, he got what he desired in the form of Lara Dubois. 


  The soft hum of the limo’s engine did little to muffle Lara’s giggles and the puckered sound their kisses made. Her lips tasted like strawberries with a hint of vodka. Intoxicating. Full of allure. Playful. The taste reminded him of carefree summer nights, fleeting and indulgent, just like her. She was a distraction, a momentary escape, an intoxicating thrill ride he wanted to fully experience. 


  Brendan pulled his lips away from her. “I have a girlfriend.” He could barely remember what Scarlett looked like.


  “Alors?” Lara snickered. “That never stopped us before.” 


  “You naughty girl.”


  “Oui.” Her voice was a silky whisper, her lips brushing close to his. “And that is why you like me, non?”


  “I know where this is going.”


  “Oh? And where is that, mon cher?” 


  “You tell me.” He gave her a lopsided smirk.


  “Your bedroom, I hope.” She bit her lower lip and batted her long, dark lashes at him. 


  He kissed her. Much as he tried to search for some sense of guilt over what he was about to do, he found none. He ordered the chauffeur to take both Lara and him straight to Emilia’s manor. 


  Lying on his bed and holding Lara in his arms, he stared at the ceiling and drifted from wakefulness to dreams. As he was about to give in to slumber, Belle’s words rang in his ear like a haunting premonition he could never escape: “Be careful how you treat others because once you get the third scar…” 


  The normal human reaction would be to sense guilt or shame, but neither gripped him. Instead, anger and indignation raged in its place. Belle shouldn’t have such a hold on him. Her words should not be gnawing at him, yet there she remained, because Belle represented the girl he had to have. He wanted her to be his — just like Lara, in his bed and eager to please. He swore to himself he would see Belle again, and she would belong to him. 


  Until then, he could be with anyone he wanted when he wanted. 


  He was the one in control. Not her.


  Even Belle had no power over him. How could she? Witches couldn’t scar steel.
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  The First Scar


  



  A proud man is always looking down on things and people; and, of course, as long as you are looking down, you cannot see something that is above you.


  - Mere Christianity by C.S. Lewis -


  



  Brendan stared at the contents of his locker — books, basketball memorabilia, and several photos with Luke, the basketball team, and Scarlett. 


  He ignored the stack of envelopes in one corner of the locker. The responses from colleges were all unopened, save for one. He opened the letter of the one college that mattered: Stanford. The letter of acceptance highlighted the truth, because he felt nothing when he read it. The reality was that he no longer wanted to follow through with Emilia’s plan. He could wave the piece of paper in her face as a badge of achievement, then tear it to shreds to make it clear she no longer had control over him.


  Graduation was drawing near, and several voices had been yanking him from one direction to another. The guidance counselor had been encouraging him to take up law. Emilia had been pressuring him to follow in her footsteps and take up medicine. Cecille had been hinting at the idea of him going to business school, so he could take over La Belle someday. Only Axo Kirk hadn’t bothered to dictate what he thought Brendan should do.


  “Do whatever you want, Brendan,” he had said. “Take control.”


  In one way or another, they all had implied — some more directly than the others — that he should take control. At that moment, however, he had no idea what he wanted to do, and that bothered him. What was the point of having control if he didn’t know what his heart desired?


  “Hello, love.” Scarlett approached, a huge smile on her face. She tiptoed to plant a kiss on his lips. 


  The moment they touched, two images travelled through his mind. One was of Belle in her blue gown. Another was of Lara in his bed. Belle’s warning flickered like an undying ember in the back of his mind, but he smothered it. Witches didn’t get to dictate the rules. He had nothing to feel guilty about. 


  “Is there something wrong?” Scarlett asked.


  “No. I’m perfect." He narrowed his eyes at her. "How about we hit the beach after school?”


  Her eyes brightened. “Are you serious?”


  “Yeah. Why wouldn’t I be?”


  “Well, we haven’t really—” Her apprehension gave way to glee. The smile she gave him was enough for him to know how much she loved being with him. She threw her arms around him and pressed her lips against his. Brendan found himself missing the taste of Lara’s lips. Cherry couldn’t compete with strawberry and vodka.


  “Happy over something, Roux?” Luke approached. He gave Scarlett a curious stare before bumping fists with Brendan. “Did Captain Ashthorn do something to earn that lovely smile?”


  “We’re finally going on a date.”


  “Imagine that.” Luke’s teasing grin and his caring gaze on Scarlett annoyed Brendan. Had they been cheating on him?


  The thought was absurd. Scarlett wasn’t bold enough, and Luke was too noble. 


  Brendan clenched his jaw as they walked away. His grip on her hand tightened. He wasn’t jealous, not exactly. He didn’t want Scarlett. What he wanted was for her to make him look good. He needed control of his image, so it should bother him that Luke had looked at Scarlett like she mattered, and Scarlett had basked in it like she didn’t belong to Brendan.


  Scarlett Roux had long been filed away in his mind as handled. Her purpose was simple: reflect his status, adore him publicly, never challenge the narrative. Lately, she’d been asking questions, noticing silences, looking elsewhere for warmth.


  She needed to be reminded of her place or removed from it entirely.


  The idea grew in him like a cancer. He needed to end this before she could have the chance to flip the script and end it herself. As much as he tried to rationalize to himself that she was still beaming at him like he’d hung the stars, he couldn’t shake the thought that it was time to end this charade. After all, her devotion no longer satisfied him. 


  By the time they arrived at the beach for their date, he didn’t even wait for the sun to set. He just blurted out the words. “I want to break up with you.”


  She laughed. “Stop.”


  “I’m serious.”


  Her lips parted, but no sound came. She blinked fast, like if she moved quickly enough, the moment would reset. “Wait. What?” Her hand gripped his. “You can’t mean that.”


  “I do.”


  “Brendan, what did I do wrong?”


  “Nothing.”


  Anger flashed in her eyes. “You can’t be serious. What is this? Why are you doing this? Are you mad about something?”


  “I’m not mad, Scar. I’m bored.” He stepped away. “Look. This was inevitable. I’m breaking up with you, because you’re not good enough for me. You never were.”


  Her hand flew to his cheek, but he grabbed her wrist in time to avoid the slap. 


  “Don’t.” The tone was enough of a warning.


  “I love you,” she said.


  “I know.”


  “Doesn’t that mean anything to you?”


  “What do you think?”


  “That’s it?” Her voice sounded choked.


  “Yes.” He let go of her wrist and looked at the horizon, the sun descending closer to the sea. “This is for the best.”


  Scarlett staggered back a step, her hand pressed to her chest as if trying to hold her heart together. Her knees gave, and she sank into the sand, trembling. A sob escaped her lips — raw, uncontained, the sound of someone trying and failing to stay dignified. She didn’t beg. She didn’t chase. She simply broke.


  Some part of him registered the pain in her eyes, the desperation in her voice, but it failed to move him. She had made herself vulnerable. That was her mistake. She had loved too loudly, depended too deeply. Now she was just another casualty of a game she never learned how to play. She thought the game was about love. It never was. Not for him. 


  He walked away, leaving her behind. The waves crashed against the shore and drowned out the sound of her sobs. An unexpected sense of triumph leaped within him. He hurt her before she could hurt him. 


  He returned to Emilia’s manor to find his naya waiting for him in the hallway. Emilia stood tall, her posture as unyielding as the wrought-iron gates of the estate. Her dark brown hair was swept into a severe bun, revealing the sharp angles of her face. She crossed her arms, her expression unreadable but carrying the weight of unspoken judgment. 


  “How long have you been standing here?” he asked as he shut the door behind him. 


  “Scarlett called. She was looking for you.”


  “I broke up with her.”


  “Does this have something to do with the girl you brought home last night?”


  “Lara? No.” He brushed past his aunt and climbed up the staircase.


  “I fear for you.” The softness by which she said it made it feel almost like a threat. 


  Brendan leaned against the banister and found her looking up at him. He grinned. “Don’t, Emilia. There's nothing to fear. I’m perfect.”


  He didn’t realize how wrong his statement was until much later that day when he stepped out of the shower before going to bed. He checked his reflection in the bathroom mirror and froze at the sight. 


  At first, he thought it was a shadow. A trick of light.


  But no, it was real. 


  Raw. Ridged. Carved into his chest.


  A scar.


  Brendan’s breathing quickened, and a cold sweat broke across his skin, mingling uneasily with the heat radiating from the mark. Horror mixed with fury as he stared at it, his mind racing with questions and accusations. The scar looked like it came from an animal. Clawed right through his skin by a beast. 


  Who had done this? 


  It must be her. Belle.


  What had that witch done to him?
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  Calysta’s Blue Eyes


  



  Be not angry that you cannot make others as you wish them to be, since you cannot make yourself as you wish to be.


  - The Imitation of Christ by Thomas à Kempis -


  



  The dressing room was a typical La Belle whirlwind of organized chaos. The sharp tang of hairspray mingled with musky perfumes, and voices rose in a dozen languages as staff and models rushed to meet Cecille’s impossible standards. To Brendan, the chaos was almost hypnotic. The cacophony of voices and frantic energy invigorated him, feeding his sense of authority, but beneath it all, he couldn’t help but feel a prick of exhaustion, a faint reminder of how relentless this world could be. Still, he wore his confidence like a shield, determined not to show any cracks. Over the months he had been working with Cecille, Brendan had grown accustomed to the frenzy. Confident that his name and influence carried weight in Cecille’s fashion empire, such things shouldn’t bother him.


  Nothing should faze him about the frenetic scene. Except her. The girl was clutching a pile of clothes at the far end of the room. She looked like a lost little duckling separated from her ilk. She didn’t belong. That much was obvious. She was too hesitant, too unsure, and the way she clung to those clothes like a lifeline set his teeth on edge. His pulse quickened. It wasn’t just that she didn’t fit — it was that he knew her.


  Or thought he did. 


  This girl was Belle, or at least a mousier younger version of the goddess who had graced his birthday party with her presence. The contrast was jarring, a swell of disgust rising in his chest. How could someone so poised, so ethereal, now appear so insignificant? Her fall from grace only reinforced his anger, as if her very existence was designed to mock his loss of control. How could he mistake that face? This was the woman who had surely bewitched him.


  “You!” His voice cut through the room like a blade, silencing the chatter and turning heads. He ignored the curious stares and zoned in on her.


  The girl froze, her eyes widening as she stared back at him. Confusion and fear flickered across her face, but that only fueled his anger. How dare she look at him like she didn’t know what this was about! Like she wasn’t the one responsible for the scar now marring his chest.


  “Brendan?” Sylvia’s voice came from behind him, calm but sharp with curiosity. “What’s going on here? Do you know this girl?”


  He didn’t answer. His feet moved on their own, carrying him across the room toward her. His fists clenched at his sides as he closed the distance between them. Her eyes darted to the left, then the right, as if she were searching for an escape, but he didn’t give her the chance.


  Reaching her, he grabbed the pile of clothes from her arms in one swift motion and tossed them to the floor. A startled gasp escaped her lips, and he stepped closer, backing her against the wall. 


  “You’re a witch,” he growled, his voice low and harsh. “Admit it. You’ve cursed me.”


  “N-no.” Her voice trembled. “I-I’ve n-never cursed anyone, nor would I ever.”


  “Lies.” His voice rose, sharper now. “You were there. You told me this would happen.”


  “I— I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 


  “Don’t lie to me!” The words tore from his throat, louder this time. He leaned in closer, his jaw tight.


  A hand clamped down on his arm, pulling him back slightly. “Stop this,” some random fool said, his tone firm. “You’re scaring her. Back off, man.”


  “Get your hands off me.” Brendan shoved the intruder’s hand aside. “You back off. She owes me an explanation.”


  “Brendan, that’s Rebekah Jones’ assistant,” Sylvia said.


  “Her name’s Calysta.” A distinctive dark-skinned woman stepped up — Rebekah Jones, he was sure. “She’s with me. Trust me when I say she’s not a witch, and she has no clue what you’re going on about. None of us do.”


  Brendan’s brows furrowed, his focus narrowing back on the girl — Calysta. The room around him fell into an indistinct haze as his eyes swept over her face, cataloging every detail, searching for something — anything — that would confirm or deny what he knew in his gut to be true. Her trembling lips, the wide blue eyes, the scar that now marked her cheek where it wasn’t there before.


  His voice dropped to a whisper as he leaned in close. “I know who you are. I know what you are. People see your beauty, but I can now see how ugly you are. You can’t fool me, Belle.” He stood to his full height. “I see your scars.”


  She flinched as if his words had struck her. Good. She should feel it. 


  “Is this why you want to scar me?” He brushed his thumb across her cheek, the faint scar barely visible beneath her skin. 


  “Brendan.” Sylvia’s usually calm tone wavered. “This is unacceptable.”


  He didn’t bother turning to face her. “Back off, Sylvia. This is none of your business. Belle and I—”


  “Her name’s not Belle, kid.” The man’s voice had an edge to it. 


  Kid? Who did this fool think he was? Brendan tried to ignore him, but his testosterone was pumping. This person was in Brendan’s territory. He had no business stepping on Brendan’s toes. Still, despite his irritation toward the stranger, Brendan directed most of his attention toward Calysta. The girl pinned between him and the wall stared up at him with wide-eyed fright. Those blue eyes. They were Belle’s. But he found Calysta’s fear and hurt where Belle’s confidence had been.


  Based on her awkward little flinch, his whisper had clearly affected her. 


  The girl standing before him looked like a lesser version of Belle. The omniscient gaze was no longer there; neither was the air of mystery about her. Gone was the flawless enchantress. In her place stood a tired girl with pores and shadows under her eyes — details too human, too real. She was far from the vision he had elevated in his mind, far from worthy of his obsession. 


  But whatever her real name was, she was Belle. How could she not be? She was the young woman who had scarred him, now playing with him, making him a pawn in this little game of hers. 


  “I want you to remove the scar, Belle. Stop playing innocent. You know what I’m talking about.”


  She swallowed hard and tried to say something, mumbling as she shook her head. The sight of this version of Belle — a whimpering coward — disgusted him, not because she was weak, but because she was wasting her power. She had turned mystery into meekness. How dare she make herself unworthy of the fear she had planted in him.


  “Enough of this. Get away from her.” Strong hands gripped Brendan’s arm and yanked him away from his captive. “She’s not Belle, not a witch. No one knows anything about your scar.”


  He reacted with pure instinct. With incredible speed, his right fist connected with the stranger’s face. 


  “Adam!” someone screamed. 


  The man flexed his jaw and pushed Brendan back. Stunned by the unexpected force, Brendan lost his footing, almost making him tumble down to the floor. He glared at the man — Adam, they had called him. Brendan quickly recovered. Ready to launch another attack on Adam, Brendan halted when a voice, now all too familiar, spoke up. 


  “What is this?” Cecille stated the question rather than asked.


  Brendan didn’t dare glance at his mother. He didn’t want to see the disdain in her eyes. 


  “Should I call security or will you boys stop brawling, so we can have this presentation?” She sounded cool and calm, but an underlying threat infused an edge to her tone. If he had learned anything about Cecille, she never allowed incompetence to slide. Every minuscule detail required perfection. 


  Brendan lowered his fist and backed away but not before casting another glare at Calysta. Was she or was she not Belle? 


  “Brendan.” Cecille snapped her fingers. 


  He pried his eyes away from Belle, or Calysta — whomever she was — to find Cecille pointing at an empty seat. Brendan took his place beside her. 


  “What were you thinking?” she hissed at him in a voice loud enough for just the two of them to hear. “Trust Emilia to raise a brawler.”


  The heat rushed through his body. How dare she. At that moment, he acknowledged the deep hatred he held for this heartless woman. He hated her with everything he was, but he summoned every bit of his self-control not to answer back. He had already lost control once that day, and he would not do it again. His gaze drifted back to the young woman he blamed for his outburst. 


  “Who is she?” came Cecille’s low voice. 


  “Nobody.”


  “Good. Look at her. She’s not the kind of girl to lose control over.”


  Only because Cecille hadn’t yet seen this girl in all her perfection. He had. Brendan gritted his teeth and wondered why it bothered him that Cecille disapproved of the nervous wreck now rushing to help the fledgling designer.


  Cecille released an impatient sigh. “Are we going to have this presentation or not?”


  The woman he assumed was Rebekah Jones smiled. “We’re ready.” 


  “Good. I apologize for his erratic and unprofessional behavior.” Cecille didn’t even bother to look at him. “I don’t know what has gotten into him. It’s hard to get good help nowadays.”


  Help. The word stung. Brendan had to steel himself against the disgust in Cecille’s cold eyes. 


  The rest of the meeting happened in a blur. Cecille refuted every opinion he gave during the meeting. Against his recommendation, Cecille offered Rebekah Jones a contract at La Belle. 


  Brendan couldn’t wait to get out of there. Cecille seemed to want the same thing, because the moment the meeting was over, she glanced his way and said, “We won’t need your services for now, Brendan. Your behavior today might have lost us this deal with Miss Jones, a contract the label needs. We’ll call you when you grow up and are able to control your impulses more.”


  Without another word, she walked away. 


  Brendan left the building in a daze, unable to wrap his mind around what had happened. He was about to reach his car when he saw her again. The girl they called Calysta. His Belle. 


  She looked away when she saw him staring. She didn’t even give him a second glance as she got inside the cheap sedan.


  After what she did to him, she had the gall to ignore him. Brendan didn’t think he could hate anybody more than he hated her at that moment, but he did. He hated Belle, so he could only hate Calysta, because deeply and inexplicably, he still yearned to be seen by the depths of her blue eyes.
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  The Second Scar


  



  Proud people breed sad sorrows for themselves.


  - Wuthering Heights by Emily Brontë -


  



  Graduating senior. Class valedictorian. Musical virtuoso. Heir to a fashion empire. Brendan had his choice of any university he desired. The world was his to conquer, and yet, he was unraveling under the powerful whims of this chameleon of a woman. 


  A man trapped in her spell. 


  Scarred. 


  Belle was toying with his life, and he had no clue how to stop her. 


  After Cecille had made a mockery out of him at Rebekah Jones’s presentation at La Belle, Brendan retreated to his car with Belle’s face etched on his mind. Or was it Calysta’s? He didn’t even know anymore. 


  He wanted to take back control, but didn’t know how, so he drove toward nowhere to find freedom he had fooled himself into thinking he had always had. Instead, he pulled over at a familiar driveway that led to the house he lived in for most of his life, one that had always been Emilia’s estate, not quite his home. More like his prison.


  He pushed the front door open and found Emilia standing at the grand foyer — her head bowed, her eyes shut. When she heard him enter, she opened her eyes to meet his. He expected coldness, a lecture, her usual shut-down silence. What he didn’t expect was compassion. He would’ve preferred a slap.


  “Sylvia called Kirk. Kirk called me,” she said. 


  “I don’t want to talk about it.”


  “Brendan—”


  “I said I don’t want to talk about it.”


  “I’m worried about you.”


  “Don’t be. I’m fine. I’ve lived without her before. I can do it again.”


  “What happened?”


  “What has gotten into you, Emilia? Why are you suddenly so concerned? You never cared about what I did before as long as I did everything you told me to do. And I did everything. I did it all perfectly.” He spat out the word. “What else do you want from me?”


  Her reaction was immediate. Brendan could almost see the walls come up all around her. Her posture stiffened, her arms folding tightly across her chest as if to shield herself from his questions. The transformation was swift, and it only fueled his certainty that she would retreat once more. Her lips formed a straight line, and she took a step back. She was going to retreat again, avoid confrontation. It was inevitable for her to say something cutting, tell him to snap out of his tantrum and act his age. Something intended to put him in his place. Something Cecille would say. What Emilia said was nothing like that. 


  “I just want to make sure you’re okay, Brendan, because I care about you. I love you.”


  The momentary shock crumbled against the weight of his anger, and the only logical reaction he could muster was laughter — biting, painful laughter that scraped against his throat. “Love me? Is that what you call it? Since when, Emilia? When did this love happen? It’s almost delusional how you don’t recognize what a heartless brick wall you are. You always have been, and you always will be. If I ever turn into a heartless monster, blame yourself.” He took a step forward, his fingers curling into fists, nails digging against his palms. “You created me, Emilia. Never forget that.”


  That’s when he saw it. Emilia’s brick wall crumbled. Tears streamed down her face, her hands trembling as they clutched at her chest, and she fell on her knees to the floor. Her sobs were raw and unrestrained, the sound echoing off the high ceilings of the foyer. 


  Emilia’s vulnerability was jarring, bordering on repulsive. Who was this woman? What was she saying through the sobs? His skin crawled when it became clear. 


  “I’m sorry,” she kept saying. “Ami cencia.”


  His shock wore off. Something in him cracked — a faint echo of the boy he used to be, someone capable of empathy. He crushed it. This was the woman who had turned his life into a series of ruthless routines, the woman who had treated him as nothing more than her prized work horse. Whatever caused this appalling display of brokenness, she deserved neither compassion nor mercy. 


  The only consolation Brendan could give was the same thing she had told him when he was four years old: “Stop crying, Emilia. Never cry again. Ever.”
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  The Third Scar


  



  People speak sometimes about the “bestial” cruelty of man, but that is terribly unjust and offensive to beasts, no animal could ever be so cruel as a man, so artfully, so artistically cruel.


  - The Brothers Karamasov by Fyodor Dostoyevsky -


  



  His darkest night loomed over him as the sun dipped lower over the calm ocean. The waves crashed against the shore with a steady, soothing rhythm that mocked the state of his soul. The suffocating atmosphere of Emilia’s manor — her very presence, included — clung to him like a leech draining him of all energy. 


  Returning to her estate was not an option, not tonight. Hopefully, Axo Kirk could give him a reprieve, an evening away from Emilia’s meltdown. Surely, he wouldn’t pry Brendan for information on what happened. He needed to escape it all even for a few fleeting hours. 


  Unfortunately, even his axo could not give him his much needed respite. The moment Axo Kirk opened the door and found him standing on the doorstep, he looked Brendan over and released a deep sigh. “Boy, you went too far this time. What could you have said or done to make Emilia break down like that?”


  Brendan threw his head back at the somberness in his axo’s tone. He opened his mouth to respond, but the words were trapped within him, prisoners of his rage. “No.” He shook his head. “I can’t. I don’t want to talk about it.” 


  Brendan turned on his heels, unsure of where he could go to escape his own family. 


  “Ungrateful brat,” Axo Kirk muttered before the front door thudded shut. 


  The statement clung to his skin and sank into his soul. He was alone in this. That much was clear. True to form, his axo would balk all responsibility and make no effort to chase after him. Good. There was no point in words — no one would ever understand anyway. 


  Why would he even expect his axo to shelter him from Emilia? No matter how many times Axo Kirk had advised him to forget about Emilia and her need to control his life, even his easy-go-lucky uncle couldn’t deny the truth: Brendan owed Emilia everything. 


  Perhaps he did. Maybe he should feel horrible about what had happened between him and her, but he didn’t. Whenever Cecille had implied that Emilia had failed at raising him, he had loathed his mother for it, but hadn’t Emilia failed? He was who he was because of her. 


  Rational thought and conflicting emotions warred within him as he took a walk along the shore. Exhausted, Brendan longed for an escape, convinced that the people surrounding him wanted to tear him down. Despite his resentment toward Cecille, how could he not admire her? She was beautiful and powerful. Most of all, she was untouchable. Maybe she was right. He had to steel himself and abandon all these people dragging him down. That’s what Cecille had done when she had abandoned him.


  Lost in thought, Brendan couldn’t have prepared for the sight he happened to stumble upon on the beach. At first, it barely registered — the two familiar figures silhouetted against the fading light, their movements almost timed to the rhythm of the waves. But then, as Luke pulled Scarlett into his embrace and kissed her forehead, shock hit Brendan like a wave, momentarily freezing him in place. Pain tore through him before the rising tide of rage swallowed it whole.


  The overwhelming sense that everyone and everything was against him joined forces with the unbridled jealousy he had always held against Luke. Hadn’t he always flaunted his family in Brendan’s face? Luke represented everything Brendan had always craved but could never reach: stability, belonging, and unconditional love. And now, he was holding Scarlett like she was his, sharing a moment with her that was both tender and unguarded. Had Scarlett ever looked at Brendan that way before? 


  Brendan froze. Never. She had never gazed at him like he was safe, like he was a fortress. Had they been making a fool out of him this entire time? How had Luke somehow gotten everything? Even Scarlett.


  Primal instinct took over.  There was no thinking it through. Brendan just attacked. He kept hitting his best friend, his fists connecting with a sickening thud against Luke’s face and chest. Brendan’s breath came in ragged gasps, his knuckles aching with each blow. In that moment, it wasn’t just Luke he was hitting — it was Cecille’s cold disapproval, Emilia’s suffocating control, Kirk’s happy mediocrity, and Belle’s ominous curse. He poured everything into his fists, punishing Luke as if he were the embodiment of all the wrongs Brendan had endured. 


  His mind blocked out everything, his fury raw and visceral, unaware of Luke’s attempts to push him away or Scarlett’s nails clawing at him. 


  Eventually, Scarlett threw her entire weight at him to tackle him away from Luke. She landed on his side. Brendan’s shoulder hit the sand. Reacting with pure instinct, his body twisted as his arm lashed out. The crack split the air like a branch snapping in winter. Scarlett staggered back, clutching her face. Time stilled. For one suspended second, no one moved. Brendan’s chest heaved upon seeing the blood trickling from the corner of her mouth. What he’d done began to claw its way through the haze of his fury.


  Still calming himself with ragged breaths, Brendan stood over Luke’s bruised body and bloody face. Not once during the entire assault had his friend, who was taller and faster than Brendan, fought back. Why? 


  Scarlett scrambled to Luke’s side. Tears streamed down her face as she shot Brendan a look she had never given him before. The beautiful face that had once glimmered with adoration for him now showed nothing but loathing.


  “You’re a monster, Brendan,” Scarlett said. “You’re a beast.”
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  You are Loved


  



  Love anything and your heart will be wrung and possibly broken. If you want to make sure of keeping it intact you must give it to no one, not even an animal. Wrap it carefully round with hobbies and little luxuries; avoid all entanglements. Lock it up safe in the casket or coffin of your selfishness. But in that casket, safe, dark, motionless, airless, it will change. It will not be broken; it will become unbreakable, impenetrable, irredeemable.


  - The Four Loves by C.S. Lewis -


  



  Brendan stared at the bathroom mirror, his breath catching in his throat. Something had clawed three scars, parallel to one another, over his heart. His fingers trembled as he reached up to touch them, the skin raw and jagged beneath his fingertips. Each grotesque wound was a warning from Belle. His pulse raced. Dread unlike anything he had ever experienced consumed his senses. 


  He stumbled out of the bathroom. A cold gust of wind hit him, sharp and biting against his damp skin. He shivered, pulling his arms tightly around himself as he checked the windows. They were all firmly shut, yet the draft persisted, causing the hairs on his neck to stand on end. He turned around, and there she was.


  Belle. 


  In the middle of his bedroom. 


  She radiated a quiet grace, her long, midnight hair cascading down her back. Her flowing pale blue dress rippled like water. Her bare feet barely seemed to touch the ground. He could almost swear that she had a faint glow about her that refused to disappear no matter how hard he blinked his eyes. 


  “You.” He had intended for the word to sound like an accusation. Instead, it came out as a breathless surrender. “What have you done?”


  Calysta’s fear when he had attacked her at La Belle was nowhere to be found. All Brendan could see behind Belle’s blue eyes was compassion. Pity. Who was she to pity him? It made his anger burn hotter, feeding the flames of his denial, but beneath it all lingered a faint, unwelcome ember of shame and a kindling of terror. 


  “It was you, wasn’t it?” he asked. “The girl at La Belle. You were taunting me.”


  “I am not her, but I cannot blame you for thinking we are the same person. Someday, you will see Calysta in all her beauty, but that is another matter altogether. Right now, I have no choice but to show you the way of the deep, Brendan. I hoped it wouldn’t come to this, but so it must be. I must turn you over. You will become on the outside what you are on the inside, Brendan. A beast.”


  The words hit Brendan like a physical blow. “No.” He flinched. “You’re lying,” he spat, the words sharp and defiant, yet laced with a flicker of fear he couldn’t suppress. The room seemed to close in around him, the air thick and suffocating. “What—”


  The question remained unspoken. With a snap of her fingers, a burst of light exploded from within him, searing through his chest like the brand of someone marked for destruction. The heat spread, consuming him from the inside out, as if his very bones were being melted and reshaped. His limbs twisted and contorted against his will, muscles straining and tearing as his body expanded. Brendan screamed, the sound raw and inhuman, his throat burning with every cry. His vision blurred with tears, the room spinning as shadows danced wildly around him. The sensation of claws scraping against his skin, both inside and out, left him gasping for air. Finally, as the light dimmed, darkness swallowed him whole. Soft broken sobs filled his ears right before mercy dragged him to unconsciousness.


  When he woke up, he was no longer what he used to be. 


  Belle was gone. What remained in her wake was the grotesque creature she had turned him into and a note wrapped around the stem of a rose that would never wither. The scribbled words were Belle’s final and cruel taunt: The rose will reach full bloom when you finally realize: You are loved.
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  Forever a Beast


  



  For there is no folly of the beast of the earth which is not infinitely outdone by the madness of men.


  - Moby Dick by Herman Melville -


  



  Every muscle in his body throbbed with a persistent ache, each movement sending waves of discomfort through him. His limbs felt heavier than they should. Each groan brought an unfamiliar creak of joints. His voice, once familiar and resonant, sounded like an unrecognizable growl. His bones felt like they were situated in all the wrong places — a cruel rearrangement of what he had once been into the grotesque figure he had become. He had destroyed every single mirror in the lakeside retreat. He never wanted to face the monster Belle had transformed him into. 


  Weeks had passed since his last glimpse of her, weeks since he had lashed out at Luke, weeks since his callous rejection of Emilia’s tears, weeks since the third of the scars Belle had warned him about — marks of his condemnation — had etched itself over his heart. Each day replayed the cursed night on loop, when Belle had done him the injustice of morphing him into a creature that belonged only in shadows. 


  The door creaked open slowly, betraying his intruder’s hesitation. 


  “Emilia, what are you still doing here? Didn’t I tell you to leave?” 


  “I refuse to abandon you.” 


  “You should.”


  “Brendan, we can still—”


  “I told you not to call me that.”


  “There’s a way out of this. I know there is.”


  “No. Her curse is forever. It’s inescapable. She is too powerful. There’s no fighting this.”


  “Don’t say that. Bren—”


  “Don’t call me that!” Abruptly, he turned, confronting her as he stepped into the feeble light. A palpable terror widened Emilia’s eyes, and she instinctively retreated. “I’m no longer him.” 


  “Who are you then?”


  “Beast. That is what I am. Always and forever a beast.”




  



  interlude
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  The Spoken Purpose of Emilia Deacon


  



  It was all for naught. Nothing she had done or could think of doing helped her nephew. Emilia had spent most of her youth building an empire out of making people beautiful, yet she could do nothing to restore the person she loved most to his true and natural appearance.


  With every day that passed, Brendan sank more and more into despair, and she was starting to drown with him. Should she accept what he had already learned to accept? That all her efforts were futile and he would live the rest of his young life in the form of a beast? 


  The emptiness of her home mocked her. She had sent her household’s staff to Villa Eliza, swearing them to secrecy, so they could watch over Brendan. She had a mansion gathering dust by the minute, because it was so void of life, of laughter, of family. 


  Everything she had built, everything she had dedicated her life to, everything had been reduced to ashes by Belle’s curse. 


  Vain, all of it, vain. 


  Why had God allowed for this to happen to Brendan? What cruelty was this? Her questions brought her to her knees, her body trembling under the weight of her anguish. Her hands clutched at her dress, twisting the fabric in a futile attempt to ground herself. She couldn’t form words to describe the burden of her heart, so she cried it all out, her sobs raw and guttural. She travailed on behalf of the boy she had raised as her own son. He was still yet a boy, was he not? Why such a severe punishment for someone so young, for someone who had barely lived life? 


  Time stretched, and Emilia’s tears were endless, and her prayer was for justice, and should either she or Brendan deserve their judgment, then her plea was for mercy.


  Only when exhaustion silenced her did mercy come in the form of a beauty in a hooded cloak of pure white. A gentle glow in the blinding darkness of a night Emilia hadn’t noticed had overshadowed her still blossoming faith. The air grew still, heavy with an inexplicable presence. A tender warmth brushed against Emilia’s skin. 


  Her throat scratched and dry from hours of wailing and lament, she couldn’t voice her questions, couldn’t ask who her guest was or why she was here. It seemed she didn’t need to. 


  “He calls me Belle,” she said, the timbre of her voice other-worldly. “All you need to know is I’m a messenger, and I bring you a message. Search for a beauty with my likeness. It is her love that will show him the way out of this curse.”


  Emilia tried to speak but only air came out of her mouth. Still, the revelation remained. It was a curse. Someone had cursed Brendan. Was it Belle?


  “Messengers don’t curse. I came to give him a message just like I came to you now. I was sent to warn him of things to come. When he didn’t heed my warnings, there was nothing else I could do other than to get out of the way as the fallen had their way with him. It is not my purpose to fight for him. From what I see, that purpose might be yours. Is it? Ask the right questions, and you’ll get the right answers.”


  Belle’s words breathed life into Emilia’s soul, like a whisper straight from heaven, speaking to her of destiny and intentionality in how and why she was created. She shut her eyes to draw from strength and courage that could only come from above. 


  Not vain, all of it, not vain. As the words echoed in her mind, Emilia’s perspective shifted. The empire she had built, once a symbol of vanity and futility, now seemed like a preparation for something greater. Every struggle, every lesson, had led her to this moment. It wasn’t meaningless; it had forged her into someone capable of fighting for Brendan’s redemption. 


  When she opened her eyes, Belle was gone, but it didn’t matter, because the message had already been received. Emilia’s purpose was clear. 


  She couldn’t give up the fight.


  So fight for him, she did.




  



  PART III

  
  



  Calysta & the Beast
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  This is the story of a beauty who must learn to love a beast hoping it would help transform him into a lamb. Oh how we all waited for their paths to cross with bated breath! Little did we know that it would be under such painful circumstances. 

  
  



  How bitterness taints a person’s soul, dear mortal, take note. It’s as insidious and crafty as pride, difficult to detect even by the most cunning of men. It has caused many a fall, a crash, and a retreat into the darkest of haunts, where only the bravest of souls could reach.

  
  



  And so we return to one brave soul — Calysta, who ventured into a beastly keep.
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  A Beast’s Hope


  



  Beauty was sadly terrified at his horrid form, but she took courage as well as she could, and the monster having asked her if she came willingly;”y—e—s,” said she, trembling. 


  - Beauty and the Beast by Jeanne-Marie LePrince de Beaumont -


  



  Brendan, 21 — All beauties were bound to cross paths with beasts. Today, Calysta’s path finally crossed his.


  Standing beneath the doorpost of a room in ruins, Beast’s gaze roamed her still form, noting all the changes. The girl he remembered was long gone. In her place stood a young woman with sleek, raven-black hair that fell in soft waves around her shoulders, framing a face that was eerily reminiscent of Belle’s. She wore a powder blue dress that hinted at the curves she now carried, her figure a far cry from the awkward teenager he had cornered at La Belle. At the sight of him, her blue eyes widened with fright, and her slim frame trembled at his unabashed perusal of her. He cocked his head to the side. Would she ever be able to move from her spot?


  “Calysta, this is my nephew,” Emilia said.


  He grunted at the sound of her voice. He had forgotten she was there.


  Calysta flinched at his low growl. Her fists clenched as her eyes shot back and forth from him to his naya. Her lips parted, but she closed them quickly, almost as if she feared her own words.


  “Please don’t be afraid. He won’t hurt you,” Emilia assured.


  He wasn’t sure she should be doling out assurances like that, because upon seeing Calysta Daniels again, all he could think about was Belle. His claws flexed involuntarily, the faint scrape of them against the floor grounding him as he fought the flood of memories and emotions Belle’s image always evoked. He stood ten or so feet away from her, and from where he stood, he could swear she looked even more like Belle than she had when he had first seen her. The resemblance was so striking, he had to wonder yet again if she was actually the enchantress that had cursed him.


  “Come closer,” he ordered. “I want to see you.”


  She didn’t move. Paralyzed, she stood there, her lips parted in shock.


  Beast growled as he took a long stride forward. 


  “Brendan.” Emilia whispered loud enough for only the two of them to hear. She grabbed his arm to stop him, but he pushed her hand away.


  He closed the distance between them until she stood right in front of him. 


  She raised her eyes to him, but the moment her gaze touched his face, she looked away. Her throat moved as she gulped. Her lips curled. Was that a sign of disgust? Another low growl echoed from his throat, drawing out of her a soft, shaky gasp. Maybe after seeing how terrified she was of him, Emilia would give up on all her notions that this cowering girl could save him. 


  He curled one clawed finger, covered by thick brown hair, and placed it under her chin. The rough surface of his claw contrasted sharply with the softness of her skin, cool and delicate beneath his touch. Her chin quivered slightly, betraying her effort to remain still, even as she flinched at his touch. Still, she stood there, doing nothing to move away from the monstrosity standing before her. Brave girl. He lifted her face to get a better view. Her lower lip quivered. Her eyes remained downcast, unable to meet his calculating stare. All color disappeared from her cheeks.


  “God—” She closed her eyes. Her lips moved, but no sound came out.


  His brows met. Was she praying? He grimaced, remembering all the times Emilia had invited church people to pray and cast out whatever curse had turned him into this. None of it had worked. None of Emilia’s attempts to help him had done anything. All her skills as a cosmetic surgeon, all her religious nonsense, all her efforts had failed. Now, she counted on this poor girl to be his savior. 


  This girl who had the face of the woman who had made a monster out of him.


  “Look at me.” His voice sounded gruffer than intended. “Open your eyes and look at me.”


  Her lashes fluttered, and her eyes opened to reveal brilliant blue irises. She locked gazes with him. Her lips tightened. As if by sheer determination, she fought the urge to shift her attention elsewhere. Satisfied she saw him for what he was, he studied her face. Her skin had already cleared, unlike the girl he attacked at La Belle. How much more breathtaking would she be if her cheeks, pale with fright, might turn rosy?


  He removed his finger from beneath her chin. That she didn’t drop her gaze surprised him. She kept her eyes fixed on his. She was no longer trembling. Replacing the disgust, a spark of curiosity lightened her countenance as she studied him with unfettered fascination. 


  “Who are you?” she asked in a low whisper. “What are you?”


  “I could ask you the same thing.”


  Her cheekbone twitched, and her brows creased. “I’m Calysta Daniels, a human being. And you are?” Her gaze strayed away from his face and traveled to his neck, his shoulders, his arms.


  He growled. “Stop.” 


  “You said you wanted me to look at you.” She continued her perusal of him. 


  “I said stop.” He took hold of her face to direct her gaze elsewhere.


  She gasped. 


  His heart stopped when he realized how his claw dug against her cheek, almost breaking skin. He withdrew his hand. Should he apologize? He hadn’t meant to hurt her. The ‘sorry’ felt bitter on his tongue, so he grunted instead. 


  For reasons he didn’t understand, her entire frame released tension. She relaxed as she rubbed her cheek. “You didn’t answer my question.”


  “What question?”


  “What are you?”


  “I’m a beast, a monster. What do you think I am?”


  “Have you always been this way?” She tilted her head to the side ever so slightly, a soft smile forming on her face. She raised her hand as if to touch him but dropped it immediately when he grunted at her. “You won’t eat me, will you?” 


  He grimaced. “No.”


  “No, you weren’t always this way? Or no, you won’t eat me?”


  “I won’t eat you.”


  “That’s good to know. Do you have a name?”


  How could she be so calm? What about this encounter was even remotely normal? Her terror was better; it made more sense.


  Emilia cleared her throat. “She asked for your name.”


  He could picture Emilia’s all-knowing smile. Annoyed, he snarled at Calysta. “I don’t have a name. Beasts don’t have names.”


  “Of course they do.” She wrinkled her nose, her face scrunching up as she lifted her eyes as if attempting to access her brain. “Plenty of beasts have—” A gasp escaped her throat, ceasing her musings.


  Good. He didn’t want to hear whatever else she had to say. Then again, how would her sentence have ended? Had she offended herself by using the word ‘beast’? Why did it matter anyway? 


  Bottom line? Her peace was bothering his turbulent soul. He didn’t know how it had happened, but he couldn’t control this. That alone was reason enough to leave. He spun around and headed for the door. “We’re done here,” he said as he brushed past Emilia. “Send her back home.”


  Emilia’s eyes grew wide. “You can’t mean that.”


  He stopped and glared at her. “I don’t want her here. Send her away.” Without as much as another glance Calysta’s way, he walked out and shut off the lights for darkness to once again embrace him, hide him, protect him. 


  He didn’t like Calysta Daniels. He didn’t want to like her. 


  She was dangerous, because she was hope.
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  Calysta’s Challenge


  



  There are no ordinary people. You have never talked to a mere mortal. Nations, cultures, arts, civilizations - these are mortal, and their life is to ours as the life of a gnat. But it is immortals whom we joke with, work with, marry, snub and exploit - immortal horrors or everlasting splendors.


  - The Weight of Glory by C.S. Lewis -


  



  Calysta, 18 — Calysta could almost envision dark clouds looming over his stormy countenance as he shut off the lights and walked away, the darkness swallowing his retreating figure whole. Calysta wasn’t sure if she preferred the light to the darkness. He frightened her either way. 


  Once he disappeared from sight, her knees buckled beneath her. Emilia caught her before she could collapse on the floor. Questions raced through her mind, but none made it past her lips. Her brain fumbled for sense, still dazed by what she’d seen. She didn’t know if she could ever erase the image of his scraggly appearance from memory.


  Her stomach had turned when she had first seen his face. Brown fur covered his skin, its texture coarse and uneven. His nose — or was it a snout? — belonged to a lion, its bridge broad and flared. His wild hair cascaded over his shoulders like a mane. He wore a black, short-sleeved shirt and dark pants, which covered a body under thick layers of brown fur. His fingers ended in claws, sharp and curled at the tips. Whether he was a man or an animal, she wasn’t sure, but her initial suspicion that he was a demon had faded away when she had looked into his eyes.


  Those sad, angry, green eyes.


  Calysta had seen in them neither demon nor wolf — not one who saw her as prey. In the almost tearful softness of his gaze was something human, something desperate. The knowledge had eased her fears enough for her to talk to him, but after he had bolted away, only memories of his presence remained. Memories had a way of making shadows more fearsome than they actually were.


  “Are you all right?” Emilia asked. She guided Calysta toward one of the velvet couches. 


  Calysta motioned for her to stop. “I’m fine. I’ll be— What is he, Emilia? What happened to your nephew? How could someone like him exist?”


  Emilia tilted her chin and her eyes upwards, her palms laid flat over her lap. 


  Calysta interpreted her reaction as hesitation, so she grabbed her hand and squeezed. “You can trust me.”


  A bitter smile appeared on Emilia’s face. “How do I begin?” 


  Calysta allowed Emilia to take her time, but resolved not to leave that spot until she got her answers. 


  “A messenger — a woman — once tried to warn him that this would happen. She came to him on his eighteenth birthday, weeks before his graduation, and told him he was destined for greatness, but he had to go low — whatever that means. She told him he was heading down a dangerous path, one that would destroy him and everyone close to him. Finally, she warned him that if he didn’t treat people the way he ought to, he would receive three scars on the chest. Once he got the third scar, it would mean he had failed the test.”


  “The test?”


  Emilia shrugged. “We can’t pinpoint for sure what the test was exactly, but he got his first scar when he cheated on his girlfriend. He got the next two scars after a fight with me and after he beat up his best friend. The day he got his third scar, she appeared to him and told him he would become on the outside what he was on the inside. The next morning, when he woke up, he had already turned into what he is now. A beast. All she left him with was a note wrapped around the stem of a rose.”


  “A rose?” Calysta lifted a brow even as vivid memories of the rose bushes her amma used to tend to drifted across her mind. 


  “It looks like one, at least, though it doesn’t appear to be of this world. It’s not yet in full bloom. It’s his most treasured possession. I’ve only seen it once. I don’t know where he keeps it.”


  “And the note? What did it say?”


  “The rose will reach full bloom when you finally realize: You are loved.” 


  Her brow lifted, skeptical. She hadn’t expected something so kind from someone doling out curses. “I don’t understand. Was she mocking him?”


  “Her intentions are hers to know, but I doubt that’s the case.”


  Strange answer. “Who is this woman? What is she?”


  Emilia shrugged. “It doesn’t matter. What’s done is done. He is what he is right now, and I have vowed to do everything in my power to help him.” She paused, then eyed Calysta. 


  “What?”


  Emilia’s lip twitched. “Nothing.” 


  Should she push further or let it go? Calysta didn’t know. Her mind grasping for a solid answer, she asked, “Why do you want me here, Emilia? You’re not just expecting me to be his friend, are you? There’s got to be something more.”


  “What more can there be, Calysta? What does one expect from a situation like this? Surely you can see that he needs a friend. Is that too little or too much of an expectation?”


  “You’re not giving me answers, Emilia. Just more questions that go in circles. If you want me to stay, you have to give me more than that.”


  “Some answers are not mine to give.”


  “Who was he before this happened?”


  “You would have to ask him, but I hope you understand if he doesn’t give you an immediate answer.”


  “I need answers.”


  “I’ve given all the answers I can give.”


  “It’s not enough.”


  “Are you deciding to leave then?”


  Calysta flinched at the question. Was she? Her fear of the unknown battled with a stubborn determination not to walk away from a challenge. Emilia’s question weighed heavily on her conscience. Finally, she shook her head. “No. We had a deal. You followed through. So will I.”


  Emilia squeezed her hand. “Matsilah.”


  “I hope I don’t regret this.”


  A bitter smile formed on Emilia’s lips. “So do I, Calysta. So do I.”
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  A Captive Beast


  



  But what we find is that flight becomes captivity: once we begin to flee the things that threaten and burden us, there is no end to fleeing.


  - The Rest of God by Mark Buchanan -


  



  Posture straight and regal as a queen, Emilia sat on a cushioned chair like she had every intention to rule his bedroom. She switched on the table lamp next to her, making a warm fluorescent glow paint her corner of the room. His first instinct against the light was to retreat further into the shadows to protect himself, but the danger lurking in Villa Eliza was not in that room. He didn’t need protection from Emilia. 


  Seated on an ottoman, he laid his elbows on his knees and balled his hands into fists, claws digging into his palm. 


  “Her amma left,” his naya said. “She stayed. Despite your rudeness, Calysta chose to stay.”


  “I wasn’t rude, and what makes you think I want her to stay?”


  “You’re not making any sense.”


  “I don’t have to make sense. She reminds me too much of Belle. It’s like she’s a walking taunt. She exists only to remind me of what that witch did. Is that not reason enough to want her out of here?” 


  “I admit the resemblance is uncanny.”


  “She looks more like Belle now than she did before. When I first saw her, she was barely a teenager. She’s a woman now. How is it possible that she’s not Belle? They have to be related somehow.” The image of those big blue eyes staring straight at him flashed through his mind. Juxtaposed with how ethereal Belle looked on his eighteenth birthday, how could he not see Belle and Calysta as being one and the same person? How then could he bear being anywhere near Calysta Daniels? Hers was the face of the woman who had shattered his entire existence.


  He released a deep growl before rising to his feet, the force of the motion flinging the ottoman backwards. He paced the floor, already conjuring petty ways to make her pay — anything to feel like he still had power. Besides, someone deserved to be punished for his ill fate. Why not her? 


  Of course, punishing her would require him to actually be around her, and he had no intention of giving in to this ludicrous idea Emilia had bought into, this idea that Calysta could save him. 


  Fool of a woman, his naya was. Her next words only proved this even more. 


  “I told her about the curse, about what happened to you.”


  His pacing halted and his teeth gritted. Static charged his ears. What was she thinking? “Have you lost your mind, Emilia?”


  “She signed a cont—”


  Obscenities came out of his lips, cursing Emilia and her stupid contracts. 


  “I’ve always sought after your welfare.” Steady as her stubbornness, Emilia remained unmoved by his outburst. “I wouldn’t have told her if I didn’t think she was trustworthy.”


  “Trustworthy? You’ve been in her life for what? A week?”


  Her brow rose. “It’s unlike you to deal with untruths. You’ve demanded honesty from me since this happened to you, so I don’t understand why you refuse to demand honesty of yourself. You have kept track of that young woman for years. Now that she’s here, you want to throw her out? You’re no fool, Brendan. We’ve been waiting for this opportunity, for her path to cross with yours. She chose to be here when she had every opportunity and reason to leave. Stop lying to yourself for once. Do you really want Calysta to go?”


  “I don’t know what I want.” 


  “She’s willing to be your friend.”


  “Because that’s what I need, right?” He scoffed. “A friend. Did you even tell her everything, Emilia? Did you tell her what Belle told you?”


  “No.”


  “Of course. Why would she stay if you did? How can a beauty like her love a beast like me?”


  “Brendan.”


  “Stop calling me that!” 


  Emilia sighed. The bags under her eyes and the wrinkles on her skin were evidence of her exhaustion, signs of how much his predicament was taking its toll on her. His gaze lingered on her face, and for a moment, guilt coiled in his chest. He tightened his fists, pushing the feeling aside as anger surged to take its place. She chose this fight, he reminded himself — why, he didn’t care to ponder. She was his one constant in a lifetime of abandonment.


  He paced the floor again, arms tucked behind his back. 


  Emilia was risking everything — risking him — to chase after this idea that Calysta’s love could show him the way out of this cursed existence. His naya had done everything she could to help him, to fix him, and all of it was for nothing. How could he know for sure that she had seen Belle? What if Emilia had simply lost her mind and conjured up the encounter she claimed she had as a way of coping?


  He never should have told Emilia about Calysta and how he had mistaken her as Belle. From that point on, Emilia had made it her personal goal to get Calysta to the villa. Her love was key to breaking the curse, Emilia was sure of it. Not Calysta herself, but her love. The thought of it made his rage surge. What Belle had done to him was an injustice. He didn’t deserve this. Belle had stolen his life away from him and had then convinced Emilia that to get his life back, he had to win the love of a girl who looked exactly like Belle. Cruel, all of it.


  “I can barely stand being around her, Emilia,” he said. “Get her to love me? That’s what you’re asking me to do? It’s impossible.”


  “You also said it’s impossible for her to agree to come here, but she’s here, is she not?”


  He glared at his aunt. Why was she so stubborn, always so sure that she knew what was best? Would he be in this predicament if he had been raised by someone else? He had lived with Emilia almost his entire life, yet she still didn’t seem to know him. His heart had already turned into impenetrable steel long before all this had happened. He didn’t know how to love — couldn’t even recognize it, much less receive it. How then could he win Calysta’s heart, make her love him, especially when her resemblance to that witch made him want to destroy her? She was a beauty in his lair, existing only to make him even more aware that he was now the ugliest of beasts.


  No, he decided, Calysta couldn’t possibly love someone like him.
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  Calysta’s Love


  



  Welcome, Beauty, banish fear,
You are queen and mistress here;
Speak your wishes, speak your will,
Swift obedience meets them still.


  - Beauty and the Beast by Jeanne-Marie LePrince de Beaumont -


  



  “Always love.”


  Two words, spoken in Adam and Bee’s voices, joined forces with the morning sun to awaken Calysta on her first new day at the villa. 


  “Always love.”


  The voices were from inside her mind, a repeating admonition constantly challenging her every decision since she had agreed to meet Emilia’s nephew. Even then, after meeting him, after cowering in his presence, it was all she could think of: to always love, to love the same way God loved her. 


  She rubbed her eyes, stretched, and yawned as she acclimated to her surroundings. The luxurious bedroom felt almost surreal, with its high, vaulted ceiling adorned with intricate crown molding. The silken sheets beneath her fingers were smooth and cool, and the faint scent of jasmine lingered in the air. Plush carpets muffled every step, as Pearl quietly pulled the window curtains aside, allowing even more sunlight to flood in. 


  The beast’s appearance flashed across Calysta’s mind. She shuddered at the idea of having to befriend him. While she looked forward to spending time with him — her innate curiosity needed a talking to — she also dreaded his company. How could she not? Would she ever get used to the sight of him?


  Pearl smiled upon noticing that she was awake. “Good morning, Miss. I hope you had a good rest.” 


  “I did, thank you. You can call me by name, Pearl, and good morning to you too,” Calysta replied. “What time is it?” She grabbed her phone from the nightstand to check. “Seven o’clock.” She groaned. She was no longer sleepy, but her bed was comfortable, and she wouldn’t have minded a few more minutes in its cozy embrace. The day, however, was beckoning, and the notifications on her phone demanded attention. Two voice messages from Amma, two from Malaya, one from Lance. She also had texts from all three of them, as well as from Karina, Paige, and Deb.


  “Miss Emilia is asking if you would like to join her for breakfast,” Pearl said. “It starts in an hour.”


  “Yes, please.” Even the bed couldn’t keep her from getting as many answers as she could out of Emilia. “I’ll have breakfast with her.” 


  “I’ll let Miss Emilia know. You might want to get ready before then. You have a full day’s schedule ahead of you.”


  “Schedule?” The idea didn’t appeal to her, but there was no point in talking to Pearl about it. She definitely needed to have a chat with Emilia. Deciding to reply to her messages later, she tossed the phone aside and forced herself out of bed. “Time to get ready then.” 


  She dragged her feet to the bathroom and showered. After, she blow-dried her hair and put a little gloss on her lips. She entered the spacious walk-in closet to find her clothes already in their proper places. Since she didn’t bring a lot of clothes, plenty of space remained available for more clothes. A pair of jeans, a floral red top, and white sneakers completed her ensemble. 


  Calysta perused herself in the full-length mirror spanning an entire wall inside the closet. She smiled at her appearance before walking back to the bedroom to find her bed already made up. It took her a moment to register that this villa had servants catering to her needs. Karina and Paige would be so jealous once they found out — not that she had any plans to rub it in. 


  A quick time check revealed she still had ten minutes to spare. She was about to read her messages when Lance’s name showed up on her phone screen.


  She was quick to answer his call. “Hello?”


  “Cal? Finally! Malaya and I have been trying to get in touch with you since last night. Why weren’t you answering your calls? We went to voicemail every time.”


  Calysta blinked. She still had no idea where Villa Eliza was. “Lance? Where exactly are you and what time is it over there?”


  “Huh? I’m still in Lumaire, and it’s about eight in the morning.” 


  Calysta gulped. Wherever Villa Eliza was, it was in the same timezone as Ancoria. 


  “Malaya’s back. Long story. We’re going to OVSA together. You got accepted there, right?”


  She had. Not that she could afford it. Then again, Emilia might pay for it if she asked. Would she, though? That would mean breaking their deal so she could move to Oro Valle. Emilia probably would still pay for her tuition, but how would Calysta live with herself? Did OVSA allow online classes?


  “Hello? Cal? Still there?”


  “Sorry about that. Yeah, I’m still here. A lot has been going on. Cencia. I’m not in Lumaire. Long story. I’ll try to update you and Malaya when I get the chance.”


  “Paige told us you were in Eirin. Are you still there?”


  “No. I’m not there anymore, I don’t think.”


  “What do you mean? Don’t you know where you are? Are you okay?”


  “I know where I am, don’t worry. I’m just not sure where this place is exactly.”


  “What?” A pause. “Calysta, that doesn’t make sense.”


  If he only knew. “Trust me. I’m fine. Unfortunately, wherever I am, I’ll be here for a while.”


  “You didn’t even think to say goodbye?”


  “I didn’t know this would happen.”


  “Malaya and I are leaving Lumaire at the end of the week, Calysta. Off to Oro Valle. It would’ve been nice to see you. For old time’s sake, you know. It might be a while before we see each other again.”


  The disappointment in his voice cut deeper than she expected. Despite their falling out, Lance and Malaya had been her friends through the best years of her life. How had it come to this? They were leaving Lumaire, and here she was in the strangest of predicaments, unsure where she even was. “Cencia, Lance. I should’ve called. It’s just that everything happened so quickly.”


  Silence. A vortex of silence sucked all those years of fun and friendship away. 


  “I really am sorry.”


  “It’s fine. We’ll cross paths again someday, Calysta.”


  Hope that their friendship could be restored warred with her certainty that she didn’t belong with him. Still, she would love to see her friends again someday, so she agreed. “Yes. We will.”


  “Alisara, Calysta.”


  “Goodbye, Lance.”


  The line went dead, and silence swallowed her. Melancholy crept in. Her shoulders sagged as she clasped the phone between her hands. Guilt gripped her. She never even thought to inform Lance and Malaya about her decision. Despite everything that had happened over the past few months, they deserved to hear from her about something so life-altering.


  To distract herself from feeling bad about something she could no longer do anything about, she checked her other messages. She responded to Amma and the twins, who were all asking for separate updates on how she was doing. She assured them they were treating her well and left out the part about a beast terrorizing the breath out of her. 


  She read Deb’s message. 


  Deb: We’re praying for your safety and for His voice to always guide you. Whether you turn to the right or to the left, your ears will hear a voice behind you, saying, “This is the way; walk in it.” Isaiah 30:21. We love you. Please update us if you’re okay and if you need us to pray for anything. 


  She thanked Deb and told her she was fine. The verse was exactly what she needed.


  Someone knocked. Pearl’s voice traveled through the closed door. “Are you ready, Calysta?”


  Calysta smiled at the way Pearl said her name, almost as if she was uttering an unspeakable secret. “I’ll be right out, Pearl.” She stuffed her phone inside her pocket and opened the door.


  “Follow me, please.”


  Calysta obliged. She tried to pay attention to the corridors, rooms, and stairs they were passing, but she still felt lost in the massiveness of the villa. “Will he join us?”


  “Oh no.” Pearl shook her head and chuckled as if it was unthinkable that Calysta would ask that question. “He likes to have his meals alone. He keeps to himself most of the time.”


  “He does, huh? And what does he do with all that time?”


  She wrinkled her nose and shrugged. “I’m not in charge of the west wing.”


  “Don’t you ever call him by name?”


  “No. Hearing his name often makes him lose his temper. No one wants that.”


  Calysta’s shoulders straightened at that valuable piece of information. “Why? What’s he like when he loses his temper?”


  “Let’s just say it’s best to be far away from him when he does. He has a lot of rage in him. Can’t say I blame him either.”


  “Did you know him when he was still not… this way?”


  “Yes—” she nodded “—but we’re not to speak of that.” Pearl took a turn beneath an archway leading to a bright and airy room with full-length windows. Light streamed through sheer, white curtains, casting soft, golden patterns across the polished wooden floor. A round, white, wooden table was at the center of the room. Emilia sat on a chair, glasses on, with an ornate cup of what looked like tea in her hand. She had her attention fixed on a book. Calysta stretched her neck to get a glimpse of what Emilia was reading. A devotional, it seemed. 


  Pearl cleared her throat to alert Emilia of their presence. The older woman raised her eyes and greeted the sight of them with a conservative smile. “Good morning. Please have a seat. You can let Pearl know what you would like for breakfast. They should have it ready for you shortly.” 


  As Calysta took a seat, Emilia returned her attention to what she was reading. Calysta glanced over at Pearl, who was waiting for her breakfast order. Could she just ask for anything? She ended up asking for bacon and an omelet with mushrooms, cheese, and cilantro. 


  Pearl took note and waved a hand over the condiments on the table. “Coffee and tea are right here. Anything else you would like? Juice?”


  “Orange, freshly squeezed?” 


  “Done. Call for me if you need anything else.” 


  “Thank you, Pearl.”


  She left Calysta in the room with Emilia still focused on her book.


  Calysta made herself a cup of coffee. She mused over their deal. What were Emilia’s expectations exactly? Was she supposed to conduct a daily hunt for the beast in the dark west wing, so she could bug him to be her friend?


  Emilia put her book down and set her attention on Calysta. “Sorry about that,” she said. “I usually reserve this time to catch up on my reading, but now that you’ll be joining me, I’ll have to carve out another time.”


  “You don’t have to do that.”


  “I want to. I’d like for us to be friends as well, if that’s possible.”


  “That would be lovely.”


  Emilia paused, a reserved smile showing a flicker of delight at Calysta’s response. “So, how are you? I hope you slept well.”


  “So-so.” Calysta tilted her head from side-to-side. The bed was cozy, but sleep was hard to come by — she’d spent most of the night haunted by a beast in the corners of her mind.  


  “Hopefully, tonight will be better. For what it’s worth, I’m thankful you stayed. Now, we can discuss what your plans are while you’re here. I have several appointments scheduled for you today.”


  “Appointments?”


  “Yes. This morning, if you don’t mind, I’d like to sit down with you and discuss what exactly you want to do with your life. Let’s figure out what kind of guidance or education might best support your goals. In the afternoon, you’ll meet with a stylist who will take you out shopping, so we can put more clothes in your closet. Tonight, I hope you can have dinner with me and my nephew — that is, if I can convince him to come out of hiding. Tall order, but that’s for me to worry about. Anyway, are you willing to go through all of that on your first day here? Or would you rather just rest today?”


  “No, I could use the distraction. I’m just concerned.”


  “About what?”


  “I don’t know what I want to do, Emilia, and also, I can’t afford to go shopping.”


  “Don’t worry about either of those things. We’ll figure it out together. And as long as you live in this villa, shopping’s on me. Agreed?”


  Calysta nodded and smiled. Right then, Pearl arrived with her breakfast. She bowed her head for a breath, whispering a quiet thanks to the One Who provides. 


  She could definitely get used to this — pampered and without a beast in sight. 
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  Calysta’s Lonely Places


  



  The Pharisees had an ethic of avoidance, and Jesus had an ethic of involvement.


  - Your God is too Safe by Mark Buchanan -


  



  Calysta hadn’t known what to expect when she had first agreed to stay at the villa, but she hadn’t quite expected to have every minute of her day scheduled. Emilia had dug through every single one of her skills, talents, and interests. If she had the slightest inclination toward one area, Emilia had an assigned tutor for it. From Monday to Friday, Calysta attended classes from morning to afternoon. She met with tutors, coaches, personal trainers, dermatologists, and stylists. She took self-defense lessons. Emilia also encouraged her to look into online programs from reputable universities. Late afternoons were for reading, writing, or painting — her every hobby detected and honed.


  She did whatever she wanted on Saturdays. At first, she spent this time exploring the villa’s surrounding estate. After a few weeks, Emilia allowed her to visit the quaint little town at the foot of the villa’s hill. That was how Calysta discovered that they were in a place called Rosebloom Isle. How quaint a name for the nephew’s rose and curse.


  She had searched online where the isle was but all results had been blocked. Emilia was serious about security. Calysta considered having Amma search, but Emilia’s trust and her own integrity kept her from doing so. One thing she knew for sure, however, was that she wasn’t in Ancoria or Qranth.


  A private island, maybe. Somewhere remote enough to escape headlines and governments, but developed enough to sustain a hidden life. How had Emilia brought her here without needing a passport? Was this family wealthy enough, powerful enough to make laws feel like mere suggestions? Either that, or she had somehow stumbled into another dimension, a billionaire fairy tale, where the rich collected islands the way normal people collected seashells. 


  At some point, she gave up obsessing over where she was or how powerful The Guardian was. Instead, she focused on what she could do, and of all the activities available, her favorite was spending time with Tomas’s family. She particularly enjoyed exploring the estate with his kids, Paolo and Clara. Paolo’s number one goal was to find the perfect spot to build a treehouse. Clara was mostly preoccupied with collecting creatures — bugs — for her zoo.


  Some Saturdays, Calysta stayed in her room to watch her favorite TV shows or the latest movies. When bored with that, she hung out in the kitchen with Tomas and asked him to teach her how to cook. He often joked about how he doubted she’d ever be a chef. Calysta agreed.


  A week gone by usually left her exhausted, but she wasn’t one to complain. She saw them as blessings and as opportunities she could be thankful for. Sundays meant church with Emilia. Calysta loved the worship and the uplifting nature of the messages at their church, but what she most looked forward to was spending time with Emilia after the service. They would have lunch in town, watch a movie, or go shopping together. Several times, they whiled the afternoon away by taking a walk somewhere picturesque. Though Calysta had struggled to get past Emilia’s tough exterior at first, they became closer over time. After her first few months at the villa, Calysta started to see in Emilia the mother she never had. 


  Her life at the villa brought Calysta satisfaction and many reasons to thank God, but one thing bothered her about her first months there: she never saw the beast.


  At first, she hadn’t minded. Part of her everyday schedule had been to have dinner with him, and she had dreaded what it would be like once he would show up, but he never had. Not even once. Calysta had shrugged it off the first few weeks. Adjusting to her new life had overwhelmed her anyway, but the longer she stayed, the more she hoped he would show up. During weekdays, Emilia often left town to attend to family business, so Calysta’s only companions at night were Pearl and Rita. While they did talk to her, they were also busy getting things in order, so they could enjoy their time of rest, too. Most of the household staff kept to themselves by evening, which left Calysta with a deep sense of loneliness. She wanted someone to talk to during dinner, even if that someone was a beast, but having a companion wasn’t the only reason she had for wanting him around. She didn’t want to take advantage of Emilia’s kindness by failing to fulfill the reason she’d been brought there.


  Calysta often wondered what he did with his time. Was he studying too? Or was he just waiting to die in the dark? Did he have trembling tutors sworn to secrecy by ironclad contracts? Was he just moping around all day, licking his wounds, and feeling sorry for himself?


  Eventually, curiosity got the best of her. She brought it up to Emilia as they ate lunch at the local country club one Sunday.


  “He still hasn’t joined you for dinner?” Emilia’s brow quirked up. “Not even once?”


  “He hasn’t. Should I check on him?”


  Emilia gave it some thought as she chewed on her chicken and pesto. “It may not be a good idea. Give him time. He’ll come around. He asked about you the last time I spoke to him. Asked about what you were up to. He cares. He’s just— He’s being him.”


  “Was he like this before? Aloof? Anti-social?”


  Emilia smiled in response. One topic that proved to be off-limits was who he was before he had turned into a beast. Calysta thought about what Emilia had said about how he had gotten those three scars. He had cheated on his girlfriend, had fought with Emilia, and had beaten up his best friend. All three were wrong, but did he deserve what happened to him? She wanted to talk about it, but Emilia refused to discuss the matter. 


  “I’ll speak with him,” Emilia assured her. “He needs to face you eventually.”


  That made her uncomfortable. It almost felt like she was begging to spend time with him. Didn’t he need her more than she needed him? She didn’t understand him, and being near him didn’t exactly thrill her, but Emilia cared about him, and for that reason alone, Calysta wanted to help. At least she convinced herself Emilia was the only reason, because all those nights Calysta had spent alone, her heart had always gone out to him. 


  With him in mind, she filled her sketchbook with images of charcoal and ash. She drew all the places she had gone to — all the spots in this hill, this village, this secret place, where she had experienced loneliness. However, they need not be so lonely anymore — not in the drawings, where he was standing next to her. 


  After all, if she was lonely, how much more was he? 


  With every sketch she made, she prayed. Over time, the sincere prayer that took root in her heart was that someday, she could visit all her lonely places with him.
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  Shadows and Beast


  



  “When my soul was embittered, when I was pricked in heart, I was brutish and ignorant; I was like a beast toward you.”


  - Psalm 73:21-22 (ESV) -


  



  It irked him to realize how, beyond her beauty, Calysta was so painfully ordinary. For weeks, Emilia had provided him all relevant reports on everything she had been doing — classes and tutorials, skills training, creative hobbies. While she excelled in some areas, she could never quite get past above average. 


  There was nothing extraordinary about Calysta Daniels, yet somehow, he was the one who needed her. Him. A man who had once been as close to perfect as a mortal could get. 


  His disappointment grew with every report Emilia handed over to him, so much so that he dreaded receiving them. What were they for other than to trigger his ire and resentment that someone as mediocre as her could have such power over him?


  Emilia must have noticed him squirm when she handed him a flash drive containing evidence of how truly unimpressive Calysta was. “Troubled?”


  “Aren’t I always?” He stuck the flash drive in its slot on his computer processing unit. “That’ll be all. You may leave now.”


  Emilia didn’t budge from where she stood. “Why are you being so stubborn about this? You care enough to check on her. Why not spend time with her? She’s been asking about you.”


  “Has she?” He scoffed at the notion. “How can you be so naive, Emilia? If she’s asking about me, it’s not because of any interest in me. She’s obviously trying to please you. She knows that’s what you want.”


  “For someone who never spends time with her, you sure seem to know her far better than everyone here. Will it really harm you to give her a chance?”


  “Why would I? I told you I wanted her to leave. You kept her here. I’m just making sure she’s not wasting your time and money. Can’t say I’m convinced she isn’t.”


  “When will you stop this madness, Brendan? Don’t be a fool. You have—”


  “Say another word, and I swear I will do everything in my power to make her leave. You know how easy it would be for me to do that. Go, Emilia.”


  Her lips tightened, her disappointment in him evident as she shook her head and walked away. Alone with his rage and his bitterness, he checked the contents of the flash drive. Nothing new. One report called her ‘bright and competent,’ which he translated to mean: not brilliant. She was doing well in her self-defense lessons. Maybe it motivated her to learn, knowing he was around.


  He brought up the report from her art teacher, the area where she excelled the most. The man’s notes drew his attention: She is often drawn to hues of charcoal and ash in recreating her surroundings. The odd thing is that in every image, two characters are always present: a woman and a beast — one-third human, one-third lion, one-third wolf. Is she trying to imply that she is somehow haunted by shadows and monsters? Her work is dark, raw, and gritty, her technique all her own. Each image invokes emotion and a sense of deep loneliness, yet somehow, there’s somewhat of a breathtaking roar in every image. There is no fear, no horror, just a deep longing for something beautiful. Her work is exceptional, inspired. Unexpected. I look forward to seeing her work in a gallery someday.


  He read the note over and over again. With every re-read, he got upset that the flash drive didn’t include the images mentioned by the note. What was she trying to do? Why was she making sketches of them together? Was she aware that he was tracking her progress? Was she sending him a threat? Did she intend to expose him?


  Not a single positive thought entered his mind about her, and he simmered in his anger and paranoia until he realized that what was upsetting him most was that she was doing well in this one area. Perhaps she was extraordinary in something, after all. 


  She was still far from perfect, but how could he continue to reject her when she proved to be exceptional at something? How could he keep rationalizing to himself that she didn’t deserve to be with who he had once been — especially now that she was much closer to perfection than he was? 


  Why had Belle chosen her? Why did Emilia constantly talk about her with such tenderness, such kindness? He had been so close to perfect once. He had done everything Emilia had asked him to do, and he had done all of it with excellence. Calysta, on the other hand, was good at charcoal and ash sketches. So what? That was the only thing special about her, yet his aunt had developed an affection for Calysta she had never developed for him. 


  Why?


  Calysta was such a disappointment on almost all accounts. 


  He slammed his fist over the keyboard, breaking it in half. He stared at the wide screen monitor, tempted to claw right through it, but he pushed the rage back. At the memory of the hate in Calysta’s eyes when she had first encountered him at La Belle, he decided to hate her right back. His fury made him feel secure Calysta wouldn’t be able to get under his skin. He would make her regret the day she had agreed to come to his villa.


  Emilia wanted him to dine with the little witch? Perhaps it was time for him to finally give in. It was time to see Calysta tremble. 


  When dinner hour came, he huffed and puffed his way into the dining room, ready and poised for battle, only to stop in his tracks when his rage washed away upon seeing how her lovely face lit up the moment she caught sight of him. The only word that came to mind to describe the expression on her face was delight. Pure and utter delight. He wondered how she could be more beautiful now than the last time he had seen her. Perhaps even more beautiful than Belle.


  “Finally!” she exclaimed. “You’re here! Tomas makes the most delicious burgers, but I doubt I can finish mine.” She wrinkled her nose at her meal. “It’s so big. Want half?”


  He stared. He couldn’t remember the last time anyone had looked so happy to see him. 


  Her smile disappeared. “You all right? If you don’t want half, that’s totally okay. I’ll just save the rest for later.”


  He didn’t know what to do. His intention for showing up had been to scare her away, accuse her of taking advantage of Emilia’s delusions. He had wanted to make her think he was pure evil. But then she smiled at him like that, and now, all he could think of was how much he wished she would look at him that way again. Like she delighted to be with him. 


  “You’re not just going to stand there, are you? Because it would be uncomfortable for me to eat if you just gawk and stare.”


  He flinched. “I’m not gawk—”


  Pearl entered the room. Her eyes widened at him.


  Unwilling to explain his presence there, he let out a growl and towered over Pearl with the intent to intimidate. “Where’s my food?” 


  “I’ll h-have it b-b-brought here immediately.” 


  “Do that.” 


  She scurried away. Why didn’t he have that same effect on Calysta?


  Calysta swallowed a bite from her burger. “You could have been nicer.”


  “I wasn’t trying to be nice.”


  “Were you trying to scare her?”


  “I was trying to scare you.”


  “Oh.” She tucked strands of her dark hair behind her ear. “Why?”


  He took a seat across the table from her. Was it curiosity that ignited his senses or her proximity? What indeed was so special about Calysta? Perhaps he should just ignore her stupid questions and find out. “Emilia mentioned you were asking for me.”


  “I was,” she admitted without hesitation. “It was getting lonely eating on my own every night. The household staff can’t join me.”


  “Why can’t they?” He raised a brow.


  “You might show up randomly. Like you did tonight. No one here wants you to lose your temper. Apparently, things either break, rip, or shred when that happens.”


  A low growl escaped his lips. “They talk to you about me?”


  “Only because I ask.”


  “Why?”


  “Why not? We’re supposed to become friends, but you never leave the west wing, and I’m not allowed to go there.” She took another bite from her burger. 


  Pearl brought his plate in. 


  Calysta’s eyes widened when she saw the big slab of meat on it. “What is that?”


  He grabbed the meat with one hand, took a bite and chewed. 


  “It’s boiled pork with salt,” Pearl said.


  He shot a glare at the maid. She was quick to leave the room. 


  Calysta frowned at his food. “Is that all you eat?”


  “What’s wrong with it?”


  “Doesn’t seem appetizing.”


  He grunted and took another bite. “What would you rather I eat? Buttered vegetables?”


  A giggle escaped her lips before turning into soft laughter. 


  The sound made his soul ache. “Amused?” he asked in as flat a tone as he could muster. 


  She tried to stifle her giggles. He found it cute the muffled sound her attempt made. What was this woman doing to him?


  “I guess someone your size needs the protein,” she said. “It’s just funny picturing you daintily eating baby carrots.” 


  She winced at the guttural growl he sent her way. Biting her lip, she shifted her attention to her burger, as if she was trying to decide how to eat it. She nibbled on it while shooting occasional glances at him. “I’m glad you came.”


  He stopped chewing. He swallowed. 


  “You’ll come again tomorrow, right?” 


  Those blue eyes, bright with expectation, fixed on him the way they were, he could have given her the world had she asked for it. Calysta might not be Belle, but she must have woven a spell on him, because he found himself giving her his yes. After all, if she was so willing to spend time with shadows and monsters, why would he deny himself the pleasure of regularly experiencing her delight?
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  Beast


  



  To love at all is to be vulnerable.


  - The Four Loves by C.S. Lewis -


  



  Somehow, Calysta had stolen his fight, his resolve to keep his distance from her. He had marched toward her geared up for battle and returned to his bedroom defeated by her smile. His chest ached at the memory of the way she had looked at him, like he was a long-lost friend she had been waiting to see all her life.


  Upon returning to his room, he had gone straight to the rose in his safe to find out if it had bloomed at least a little. Nothing. It remained as it had been the night he had found it. Proof that Calysta was incapable of loving him. 


  His anger eclipsed her delight as he tossed and turned in his bed, plagued by thoughts of her, blaming her for stealing yet another thing: his sleep. 


  What was wrong with him? How had he been so easily defeated? Where was his heart of steel?


  Cecille had taught him that if he wanted control, he needed a heart of steel, but his steel had somehow bled and scarred. Even as a beast, the scars Belle had given him remained. Deep lacerations visible even through the fur that covered his body.


  As long as he had them, he was vulnerable.


  Calysta’s presence made him feel even more so.


  He needed to remind himself that she wasn’t his ally, no matter how much she pretended to be. He conjured up all his suspicions, all his doubts, all the shields he could muster to protect himself from her wily feminine ways. 


  She was a seductress just like Belle, more powerful than he could ever imagine. 


  Dawn came before darkness could allow him any rest. He abandoned his quest for sleep and proceeded to the music room where he tried to play a few symphonies on what remained of the broken-down piano. An untrained ear might consider the sound good enough, but it was nowhere near what he could achieve before. As usual, the exercise left him frustrated and keenly aware of his desperation to reconnect with who and what he had been before Belle’s curse.


  After he finished playing music that would never be good enough for him, he took a moment to decide what to do. He wasted hours online, lashing out at strangers, trying to make the world bleed with him. Emilia had signed him up for an online degree in economics. She had chosen the course. He had obliged, because studying had helped pass the time too.


  Before he had turned into a beast, there had never been time to watch TV shows or movies or read too many stories. However, in his desperation to lose track of time, he had viewed one film after another. He had gone on TV show marathons. He had spent hours reading. 


  Anything that would take his mind off his miserably pathetic existence, he had gone after. None of them could satisfy; none of it equaled Calysta’s smile, an impossible softness in a world he had only known to be sharp and unforgiving. It disarmed him, unraveling the defenses he had painstakingly built. 


  That morning, he was never more aware of the black hole deep within him. Her mere existence heightened his awareness of his own weakness, yet he found himself still craving her presence.


  Somehow, within the span of one dinner, she had made him her captive. 


  In answer to the summon of his yearning to be around her, when the clock struck eight, he wandered out of the dark hallways of the west wing. He growled as the first ray of sunlight shone upon him. He took a step back, then forward, then back. Was he willing to put his abominable appearance on display? He paused. Everyone there had already seen his beastliness, anyway. Who was he hiding from? 


  When he reached the top of the staircase, Rita’s eyes widened with surprise. The tray of food in her hands shook along with her hands.


  “I was about to bring you breakfast,” she said.


  “Are they having breakfast together?”


  “Yes.”


  “I will join them.”


  Her eyes flickered with surprise, but she nodded and beckoned him to follow her to the well-lit dining area by the kitchen. The space had a much more refreshing appeal to it than the stuffy, formal atmosphere of the dining room where he and Calysta had dinner the night before. He peered through the archway first, motioning for Rita to stop and be quiet.


  When he heard Emilia’s laughter, his body tensed. He couldn’t remember the last time he had heard her laugh. He couldn’t even imagine what she looked like laughing.


  “My sisters want you to adopt them,” Calysta said. “They keep telling me this is the life they’ve always wanted.”


  “Is it the life you want?” Emilia asked.


  “Hmm… It’s a life I’m grateful for. You’ve treated me far better than I could hope for, but I find myself dissatisfied by the material things of this world. They’re nice to have, and I won’t complain if I have them, but I can imagine myself content to be with people I love and a little more than enough.”


  “A little more than enough?”


  “Yeah. Be able to provide for my basic needs and wants. Hopefully travel the world someday.”


  “You want to travel?”


  “In theory, I do. I have never been anywhere other than Eirin, Lumaire, and now, here — wherever here is. I think I want to experience what life is like elsewhere. My friend — also my mentor — her name is Bee. She…”


  The more she spoke, the angrier he got. Her words reminded him of why he held disdain for Calysta. He had so much more than she did, yet she seemed so much happier than he had ever been.


  Unable to take any more of her rambling, he stormed in. When he reached the table, he glared at Emilia first, and then at Calysta.


  The same delight that had enchanted him the night before appeared on her face, but her wily ways no longer had any power over him.


  Emilia cleared her throat. “You’re here. Nice of you to join—”


  He slammed his palm on the wooden surface before Emilia could finish her sentence. His claws dug in and scratched from the center of the table to its edge, slits of wood curling beneath his sharp nails. His eyes fixed on Calysta, he became barely aware of his naya’s presence. He wanted to see Calysta’s reaction to his anger. He wanted her to tremble, to struggle to look him straight in the eye. Could she still smile after seeing him act out his beastly nature?


  All traces of delight faded with the color draining from her cheeks. Her eyes followed his hand as it clawed against the table. 


  “This doesn’t bother you?” He growled at her. “None of this frightens you? What did Emilia tell you to make you think you are safe anywhere near me?”


  “Don’t do this.” Emilia stood and reached for him.


  “I can do whatever I want!” The words came out like a roar as he flipped the table over. Emilia backed away, but Calysta remained on her chair, one leg propped up. Shaken, her eyes flickered at his approach. By the way she flinched, he had no doubt she thought he was about to hurt her, lash out at her, show her why everyone else feared him. 


  Even Emilia seemed to assume brutality from him, because she stepped between them to shield Calysta. His naya laid her hand over his chest and mouthed, “Please stop this.”


  He shoved her aside and strode forward until he was standing right in front of Calysta. Her eyes met his. He snarled. She maintained eye contact as she watched and waited for his next move.


  “How can you feel safe when someone like me feels nothing but hatred toward you?”


  Her brows furrowed. “You hate me?” Her eyes narrowed at him. “Do you mean that?”


  “I do. I never wanted you here. You shouldn’t be here.”


  Right then, Calysta did something he didn’t expect her to do. Her flesh still trembling, her spirit remained unbroken. As if to literally rise to his challenge, she stood to her feet and walked across the room, careful not to step on the broken glass. She picked up her phone on the floor. She dusted it off, stood straight, and locked eyes with him.


  “If you don’t want me here, I will go,” she said.


  Emilia shook her head. “Calysta—”


  “Let him decide, Emilia. Does he or does he not want me here?”


  She was challenging him right back, and his pride wouldn’t allow him to back down. “Go. I’m sure you can’t wait to leave anyway.”


  He could swear that disappointment flickered in her blue eyes right before she turned around and walked away. His entire world once again collapsed around him when she disappeared from view.


  Emilia placed her hand over her mouth. “I don’t understand why you’re doing this. Why can’t you fight for yourself? Have you truly resigned yourself to forever remaining a beast? Help me understand.” She grabbed his arm and pulled him to face her. 


  He yanked himself away from her grasp and returned to the west wing. Finally alone, the loneliness he was already so familiar with accompanied him. What had he done? He hated her and wanted her. He couldn’t stand her, but he longed to be with her. What was happening to him?


  She was the scar in his heart of steel, and he had two options: destroy her or destroy himself by letting the steel melt and give way to flesh, to vulnerability, so she could somehow help him heal. 


  He didn’t know what to choose, so instead, he took his rage out on everything around him. He ripped sheets and tapestry, broke glass and furniture. Finally, he punished himself by clawing his own sharp nails against his flesh. He growled in pain, the sound bouncing against the walls as blood soaked his arm.


  Deafening silence followed, making him so keenly aware of his erratic heartbeat. 


  It didn’t sound anything like steel. 


  Perhaps drawn by the silence, Emilia pushed his door open. If she was at all surprised by the havoc he had caused, she showed no signs of it. In place of any shock or disappointment was her unveiled exhaustion. “She’s almost ready to leave.”


  “Good.”


  “Is that what you really think?”


  “What do you want from me, Emilia?”


  “What do I want? My dear boy, right now, the thing I want most is for you to realize that at some point, you need to get up and help yourself. How can anyone fight for someone who would rather stay defeated?”


  “I never asked you to fight for me. All I wanted was for you to leave me alone. Besides, you’re a fool. Why can’t you understand? She’ll never love me.”


  “You don’t know that.”


  “I do.”


  The resignation on his naya’s face crushed him. She let her weight fall against the wall behind her. She exhaled. “Okay then. You’ve made your choice. You drove away the one person who can help you out of this. Become what you choose then.” She walked toward the door, and just before closing it, she finally stopped calling him by his name but by what he was: “Beast.”
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  Calysta’s Conditions


  



  Words kill, words give life; they’re either poison or fruit - you choose. 


  - Proverbs 18:21, MSG -


  



  Calysta exhaled when the vehicle rolled away, far enough from the villa for it to no longer be in sight. Her hands were still shaking, her heart still thumping hard against her chest. She turned her head to get a final glimpse of a place that could have been home, if only its primary inhabitant could have opened his doors to her. 


  Her lips quivered as the reality of her departure hit her. One tear quickly followed another, each falling from her eyes down to her upturned palms — a gesture of supplication directed toward the God Who had led her there in the first place. “Lord, was this truly Your plan? Did I fail You here?” The questions spilled from her soul, mingling with the tears in her hands. Had she done the right thing? 


  She could have stayed for Emilia’s sake, or even for her own personal development, but something about his declaration of hatred had made her feel like she had no business being there, not if he would continue to do everything to defeat the purpose of her presence. 


  When he had looked at her with such blatant disdain and had told her that he hated her, he had made this decision for her.


  Still, she longed to understand why he had persisted in pushing her away. She had assumed they had hit some sort of rapport during their dinner the night before. How could she be so wrong about something, about someone?


  Then again, had she been wrong? Was it possible that he simply couldn’t risk letting her in? What had hurt him so much that he would push away all her attempts to befriend him, connect with him? Was it possible that he had gotten so accustomed to his own despair, he had somehow turned it into his only source of comfort? 


  Earlier, Emilia had come to say goodbye while she packed. Her host had informed her they had already arranged everything. Their private plane was waiting for her at the airport, ready to take her back home. Calysta had tried to search Emilia for any sign she wanted her to stay, but the desperate plea in Emilia’s eyes had vanished. She had given up on her nephew, and Calysta couldn’t blame her.  


  Calysta felt sorry for the beast, but she couldn’t do anything for him either. His rage consumed him. It had filled the entire room earlier. For a moment back there, she had feared he would rip her heart out. What had she been thinking? Why had she assumed she could cope with a situation as abnormal as theirs? 


  Emilia’s nephew was as he said he was, as he appeared to be: a beast.


  Why were they trying to change him when he clearly didn’t want to change?


  She took out her phone to tell Amma she was heading home, but regret gave her pause. 


  Always love. 


  Was this the way of love? So mired by defeat?


  The wrought-iron gates came into view. 


  She decided right then that the moment the car exited those gates, there would be no turning back. She needed to make her decision now. Should she stay or should she go? The closer they got to the gate, the more her resolve solidified. 


  If he didn’t want her there, she should go. To stay would be to take advantage of Emilia’s kindness and generosity.


  James slowed the car down to a complete halt in front of gates that remained shut. 


  “My key’s not working,” the driver said. He dialed a number on his phone. “Rita, the gates won’t open.” He paused. “What?” 


  After a long silence, Calysta leaned forward. “James? Everything okay?”


  A loud thud on the trunk of the car reverberated like a cannon shot. The impact sent cold slivers racing up Calysta’s spine, her entire body jolting as if the sound itself had struck her. Her breath caught, and her heart pounded in a frantic rhythm, her fingers digging into the edge of the seat. She twisted her upper torso. Chills spread from her nape to the top of her head when she saw the beast displayed in full sunlight. He leaned against her window. Even behind the glass, his presence churned her stomach.


  “He w-wants to talk to y-you,” James said. 


  Everyone in this villa kept assuring her not to be afraid of the beast, but they all trembled whenever he was anywhere near. Not that she could blame them, but the irony wasn’t lost on her. She pressed the button that rolled the windows down and forced herself to lock eyes with him. “You said you wanted me to go.”


  “I changed my mind.”


  “I have no reason to stay.”


  “What did Emilia tell you about your role here?” 


  She stared at his fangs. Had he ever bitten his own tongue? It must have hurt. What had he done to deserve this? 


  He tapped his fingers on the roof of the car. “Answer me.”


  She snapped out of the momentary distraction and tried to remember his question. “My role here? She said you needed a friend.”


  His eyes darkened. “A friend, huh?”


  “Don’t you? Need one? Looks to me like you do.”


  He growled in response. “Does it matter? I want you to stay. You said you would stay if I asked.”


  “I said I would go if you wanted me to go. You said you did.”


  He swore beneath his breath. “I made a mistake, okay? Don’t make me beg. You’ve humiliated me enough.”


  “How have I humiliated you?” She scowled. “All I did was eat a burger while you— Ugh. Never mind.”


  “Will you stay or not?”


  “If I stay, will you apologize?”


  “Fine. Ami cencia. You happy?”


  “Not to me. To Emilia.”


  “What? Why?”


  “When was the last time you said a kind thing to that woman? She’s exhausting herself trying to help you. Do you not realize how much she loves you?”


  He stepped away from the car and stood to his full height, his head bowed as he let out a growl. “You don’t know anything about me or Emilia. You have no idea what she put me through.”


  “I know I wouldn’t be here if not for her, and it’s clear to me that you have zero appreciation for everything she tries to do for you.”


  “What are you even talking about? You’ve been here a few months, and you think you know everything. You don’t even see us together.”


  She sighed. “If you want me to stay, you will apologize to her for your behavior this morning.”


  His nostrils flared. “Fine. Done. Now, get James to turn the car around.”


  “Wait.” She sat up straight. “One more thing.”


  He grunted. “Don’t push your luck, Calysta.”


  Hearing her name spoken through his gruff voice made her smile. “You called me by name.”


  “I do know your name. I’ve called you by name before.”


  “No, I don’t think you have.”


  “Do you have more conditions or not?”


  “Ah yes. This should go without being said, but I’d like to add it as a stipulation anyway. Another outburst like the one you had this morning, and I’m gone, and if you ever — ever — lay a hand on me or any of the people here, I’m leaving.”


  His piercing green eyes softened. “I will never hurt you. I can promise you that.” 


  An unexpected wave of relief washed over her. She wanted to believe him, to let the promise seep into the broken pieces of her courage. “And everyone else?”


  “I’ve never physically hurt anyone since—” he growled “—since I turned into a beast. I will not start now.”


  Since he had turned into a beast. He had beaten up his best friend once. Why?


  He backed away farther from the car and lifted his arm toward the direction of the villa. “Will you go back now?”


  “Only if you join me for dinner every night. As scheduled. Only if we can actually be friends.”


  “You have too many conditions.”


  “Well?” 


  “Fine. I’ll be there for dinner. As for being friends, we’ll see.”


  “Can I visit you in the west wing?”


  “No.”


  “Why not?”


  “No. I will come to you.”


  “Stubborn.” Calysta huffed. “One last thing.”


  He growled. “Enough.”


  She raised a brow.


  His shoulders slumped. “What is it?”


  “Tell me your name.”


  “Never.”


  Calysta gave it a moment’s thought and shook her head. “I refuse to call you Beast.”


  “Why not?” 


  “Words hold power.”


  “Then call me whatever you want.”


  The statement surprised her, but a slow grin formed on her face upon recalling a distant memory of a troubled young man who had once acted towards her like a beast. “Are you sure?”


  “Will you agree to stay if I let you?”


  “I can name you whatever I want? You won’t protest?”


  He narrowed his eyes at her before giving her a curt nod. “Fine.”


  “I know what to call you.”


  “Yeah? What?”


  “Brendan.” She nodded. “I will call you Brendan.”
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  Brendan & the  Scarred


  



  Friendship... is born at the moment when one man says to another “What! You too? I thought that no one but myself...”


  - The Four Loves by C.S. Lewis -


  



  Pleasure danced in her eyes.


  As if everything about her didn’t already make him so tense, Brendan had to hear his own name come out of her lips. Of all the names in the world, why had she chosen his actual name? The sound of it was a reminder of everything he had lost, of the man he had once been and could never be again. 


  “Get out.” He tried to keep his tone flat, but it still sounded like a demand.


  “What?”


  “You heard me.”


  “Why?”


  “Walk back with me. I deserve at least that after you kept giving me conditions to stay.”


  She tilted her head to the side. “Fair, but ask me nicely, and I might oblige.”


  He grunted. She was really testing his boundaries. “Fine. Please walk back to the villa with me, Calysta.” 


  Her stare lingered on him, as if she was trying to decipher whether to grant him his wish or not. How had it come to this? The humiliation was more than he could bear. How nice did she want him to be? If she thought he would ask again— He exhaled when she finally opened the car door. 


  “Calysta?” James shifted on the driver’s seat to check on her. “It’s a long walk.”


  She glanced at Brendan before nodding James’s way. “I’ll be fine.”


  James lingered until she shut the door. He drove back to the estate. Alone with her, Brendan slowed down. He expected her to keep in pace with him and breathed a sigh of relief when she did. 


  Questions reeled in his mind. Had she known his name all along? Had she been playing him the whole time? Had someone told her who he was? Would Emilia trust her enough to be so foolish as to reveal his true identity to her? 


  “We won’t walk in silence the entire time, will we?” Calysta asked.


  He cringed. He didn’t trust himself enough to speak to her without sounding angry. The last thing he wanted was to drive her away. Not after he had just pleaded for her to stay. He cleared his throat, hoping it would help hide the edge in his voice. “Brendan.” A cacophony of emotions burst inside him upon hearing himself say his own name. “Why that name?”


  “You don’t like it?”


  “I don’t.”


  She shrugged. “You said I could choose the name. Why don’t you like it?”


  “Why did you choose it?”


  A bitter smile formed on her face. “The name reminds me of someone from the past, someone who acted like a beast, even if he didn’t look like one.”


  Brendan swallowed hard at the recollection of the first time he had seen her years ago. Was she referring to him? “So you named a beast after a beast?”


  “No, not really. The name came to mind because your eyes remind me of his.” Her pretty face tensed for a moment. Her lips tightened. A huge smile suddenly lit up her countenance. “It was my favorite part of him. He had these beautiful, piercing green eyes. So do you, so that’s what I’ve decided to call you. From this day forward, you shall be Brendan. Deal with it.”


  “Are you always this stubborn?”


  “No, actually.” She chuckled. “I’m usually not like this. Maybe I’m just trying to ease my own tension. Or maybe it’s just you. You bring out the stubborn in me.”


  “How on earth am I doing that?”


  “I’m not sure. You just do.” She glanced at him before walking a few steps forward in silence. “What changed your mind?”


  “About what?”


  “About me staying. You were so furious. I’m honestly still shaken.”


  Shouldn’t she be? “I don’t know why I changed my mind.” 


  “That can’t be true.”


  “I wouldn’t know how to tell you even if I knew why, Calysta.”


  “At least tell me why you were so angry. Tell me something, Brendan.”


  He stopped walking. He couldn’t stand hearing her say his name. How could he tell her how much pain it caused him, how much it reminded him of everything Belle had taken from him?


  “I wish you’d just call me what I am.” Not what he had been.


  “I won’t call anyone that.”


  “I’m a beast. That’s who I am now.”


  “It’s not who you are meant to be.” 


  “…you were meant for greatness.” Belle’s words haunted him. At that time, he hadn’t had a question in his mind that she had been speaking truth, yet here he was now — the farthest thing from great. “You don’t know what I was meant to be.” Maybe he didn’t either.


  He started walking again. She kept in stride with him. 


  A comfortable silence followed. He preferred it to her unending questions and demands. The farther they walked, the more at ease he was in her company, but all it took for his tension to return was her touch. To his surprise, Calysta hooked her arm over his elbow. Her hand grazed the part of his arm he had clawed through earlier. He tried to hold back the growl of pain, but it was too late. 


  Her hand had already brushed against the fresh wounds. Her face softened at the sight of the blood on her fingers. 


  “It’s nothing,” he said.


  Her tender gaze revealed her hurt on his behalf, as she gently took his arm to inspect the wound. She breathed in a sob, as if trying to hold more of it back. He winced at the thought of seeing her tears and withdrew his arm from her. “It’s nothing,” he repeated.


  “It’s not nothing.” There was not a hint of accusation in her gentle tone as she brushed her fingers against the hairs of his arm. “Brendan, you said you never hurt anyone since this happened to you, but did you do that to yourself?”


  He didn’t have to say anything for her to discern the answer. “I don’t count.” His voice carried no irony. Just cold fact.


  “Of course you do.” Calysta lifted her left arm and placed it right next to his. 


  At first, he couldn’t see what she was showing him, but her fingers trembled slightly as they hovered over her light skin, then began to trace a path. She stepped closer, so their shadows could reveal a part of her he never would’ve expected to see. 


  There it was. 


  The record of her pain, faint but present.


  Calysta’s scars.
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  Brendan’s Cencia


  



  The soul becomes dyed with the color of its thoughts.


  - Meditations by Marcus Aurelius -


  



  Calysta’s tender touch dressed the self-inflicted gash on his arm. She didn’t speak unless to tell him what to do to make her work easier. He complied, hoping she wouldn’t see right through him, hoping she wouldn’t recognize how her kindness was making his heart leap and ache at the same time. The edge of his nerves welcomed her silence. He didn’t want her advice nor her reprimand. She thankfully gave neither as she concentrated on taking care of his wound — so expertly, it was clear she had done it so many times before. Mostly on herself, perhaps.


  When she tied the final knot on the bandage, her gaze darkened for a single moment as her fingers lingered for half a breath too long. Her gaze shifted from the freshly-bandaged gashes to the ridges of older scars that webbed his forearm, then to the faint claw marks peeking from the neckline of his shirt. 


  Tears brimmed her eyes again. She opened her mouth to say something but no words came out, instead her hand found his and she held him so tenderly, his whole being ached for her touch. 


  “I wish I had the right words to say.” Her words came out tense, as if she spoke the words through gritted teeth. Her nostrils flared.


  Was she angry? A growl escaped him. She flinched out of surprise, not fear. “You don’t have to say anything. I do not need your pity.”


  “Pity isn’t what I feel when I think of you, Brendan.”


  He flinched at the sound of his name on her lips. He would never get used to it, nor was he comfortable with the idea of her thinking of him and feeling things about him. “What then? Disgust?”


  “Indignation. Righteous indignation, I’d like to think.” Her spine straightened, and her grip on his hand tightened. It made him want to howl. 


  “You’re indignant about what?”


  “About this curse, about the darkness that dared to abuse you and made you think that to hurt yourself is the only way to release pain.”


  His throat constricted. He wanted to scoff, to deflect, but her words had spoken to the very core of his wound, his curse. He withdrew his hand from hers.


  Her eyes flickered at the loss of physical touch. Was that hurt? Disappointment? Was she not revolted by his touch? What was wrong with her? 


  Again, she reached out — tentative, but still daring. This time, it wasn’t to hold his hand but to stroke the bandage around his arm. She then met his gaze. “I’ll see you at dinner, okay?”


  The quiver in her voice made him feel as if she wouldn’t be able to bear it if he said no, so he nodded. 


  Satisfied, she gathered the materials she had used on his wound. She rose to her feet. “I’ll be in my quarters.” She pressed her palms against the skirt of her dress. “Visit me there any time you wish, Brendan.”


  The open invitation was beyond his ability to understand the marvel that this girl was. His gaze remained on her as she walked away. When she reached the door, he forced gratitude out of his jaded soul: “Matsilah, Calysta.”


  She turned to face him, the sweetest of smiles on her lips as a soft pink spread over her cheekbones. “You’re welcome, Brendan.”


  How many times in a day could this woman leave him undone? Her smile still haunted him as he retreated to the west wing, alone once again. This time, however, solitude did not bring him comfort, because it emphasized her absence. 


  Her actions toward him had spoken volumes about the kind of person she was. 


  Brendan couldn’t concentrate on anything for the rest of the day. Knowing Calysta was somewhere near set him on edge. He wanted to go find her, but his pride wouldn’t let him. He had already groveled before her too many times in one day, so he tried to distract himself with other things. He combed through all of his finances, his multiple investments. He tried to read a book or watch a movie, but grew restless within minutes of doing anything. 


  For three years, he had suppressed his longing for connection, and in one morning, Calysta had managed to form a connection with him. Now, it felt like he would die without it. 


  The awareness of her steady presence still haunted him as he flipped the page on a book he was trying hard to read. The attempt was vain, but still, he persisted. For his own sanity, he needed to persist. He read the same paragraph at least ten times and understood nothing. He leaned back on the couch and groaned. 


  “I’m certain you’re not reading that book.” Emilia leaned against his bedroom’s door frame. “Can’t quite focus?”


  He tossed the book aside, thankful for the opportunity to converse about something he had been contemplating on a lot lately. “How do you expect this to pan out, Emilia? Calysta and me?”


  “That’s up to you. You’re the only one resisting. It’s almost like she’s trying to win you over when it should be the other way around. She is obviously willing to get to know you. Aren’t you willing to get to know her?”


  “I don’t know how to do this, Emilia. Not when I’m— this.”


  “Of the many things your uncle taught you about winning over a woman’s heart, didn’t he teach you that physical appearance isn’t everything? It’s what’s inside that matters.”


  “Have you met Axo Kirk?” Brendan scoffed. “He taught me the exact opposite. He told me most women are beautiful on the outside, messed up on the inside. Better not to get too involved. Keep it casual. It was never our intention to win hearts.”


  “Of course.” Emilia huffed. “What good is a woman’s heart when you already have her body? Is that all Calysta is to you? A body?”


  It sickened him to think of her in those terms, and it rattled him how differently he saw her compared to his previous girlfriends. “She’s different.”


  “Oh? How so?” Emilia’s chin tilted. “Messed up on the outside, beautiful on the inside?” 


  Was this her attempt at a joke? He let out a grunt. “Anyone with eyes can see she’s far from messed up on the outside.” Her scars drifted across his mind. How had she gotten those? He hadn’t even asked. “As for who she is inside—” he shifted at the memory of her tender touch tending to his wounds “—how would I know?”


  “By giving her a chance. By giving yourself a chance. Four years is a long time. She’s lonely. So are you. Be her friend. Try. That’s all I’m asking.”


  “She wanted me to apologize to you,” he said. “That was one of her conditions for staying.”


  “Was it? Apologize for what?”


  “For not appreciating all you’ve done for me.” He struggled to make eye contact with his naya. “I am sorry if I haven’t treated you right, Emilia. You’ve done a lot for me.” He sounded so convincing, even he questioned if he meant it. “Cencia.”


  “The apology is unnecessary. Calysta just doesn’t understand the dynamic of our relationship. I appreciate that you did it anyway. For what it’s worth, I’m sorry as well. I’ve put you through a lot, failed you in more ways than one, Brendan.”


  “Didn’t you say you would call me Beast from now on?” He wanted to change the subject. An apology from Emilia was more than he could handle. “You already started when you gave up on me this morning.”


  “She gets to call you Brendan. Why can’t I?”


  “Fair enough.” He cleared his throat. “Where’s Axo Kirk? Do you know when he’ll visit again? I’m curious to find out his opinion about Calysta.”


  “Why would his opinion about Calysta mat—” Emilia shook her head. “Never mind. Kirk and I will meet up in Italy once I fly there in a few weeks. Business. I’ll tell him you asked about him.”


  “Don’t. If he wants to see me, he will.”


  “Brendan—”


  “I want to stop feeling sorry for myself.”


  “Then stop thinking about yourself. Look around you. You are surrounded by—”


  “Spare me the platitudes, Emilia.”


  Her shoulders sagged in resignation. “She’ll wait for you. Join her for dinner. Enjoy the company. You could use it.” Having said all she needed to say, she turned around and walked away. 


  He gritted his teeth. How could Emilia imply that he was thinking of only himself? Especially when thoughts of a beauty with dark hair, blue eyes, and red lips were invading his every waking moment. No, he wasn’t thinking of only himself, was he? 


  He was thinking of Calysta.
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  Brendan Can’t Wait


  



  “If you can learn a simple trick, Scout, you’ll get along a lot better with all kinds of folks. You never really understand a person until you consider things from his point of view, until you climb inside of his skin and walk around in it.” 


  - To Kill a Mockingbird by Harper Lee -


  



  The slab of pork on his plate mocked him. Every tick of the clock on the wall became a taunt reminding him that after the fuss she had made out of them having dinner together every day, she didn’t bother to show up. 


  Brendan had never been stood up before. Not by any girl. Not by anyone.


  Pearl emerged from the hallway.


  “Where is she?” His voice was laced with a growl, thick with anger.


  “In her room.”


  “Why isn’t she here?”


  The maid bit her lip. “She seemed distressed when I checked on her. She said you can start without her, and she’ll catch up.”


  His claws dug into the table. “Unacceptable. Get her here now.” 


  “I don’t know if—” 


  His glare silenced her. She nodded and turned. Her slowness irked him. 


  “Forget this,” he growled out.


  Impatient, he sped past her and headed for the east wing. He pushed Calysta’s bedroom door open and expected her to jolt in surprise at the sound it made. Instead, the jolt of surprise happened to him as he drew a breath upon seeing her. Calysta was kneeling on the floor, her head bowed, her eyes shut, a tear trickling down her cheek. 


  Brendan cleared his throat, eager to announce his presence. She remained silent, motionless. Her fingers clasped together over her lap as her lips moved. 


  Her peace discomfited him. After three years living as a beast, he expected people’s anxiety when around him, but he had never gotten that with Calysta. Certainly not at that very moment when she should have been trembling in his presence. It was as if she carried within her an unshakable foundation, something he could not understand but instinctively resented. 


  She was the calm. He was the chaos.


  His glare remained on her lovely face as he approached. He held his breath as he dared run a claw over her soft, wavy hair. Rivulets of electricity brushed up his arm at the slightest connection with her. 


  Her eyes slowly opened when she realized how near he was. She kept her head bowed and her gaze straight, when she said, “I’m sorry.”


  “You don’t get to stand me up, Calysta.”


  “I didn’t mean to. I was looking forward to joining you, but something happened, and I need time on my own.” She rose to her feet. 


  He circled her, strands of her hair still caught between his fingers. Finally, their eyes met. “I don’t like waiting.”


  A bitter smile formed on her lips. “Who does?” She sniffled before stepping away from him. She sought out a box of tissue and wiped her eyes and cheeks to rid herself of the tears. 


  “What happened? Why are you crying?”


  “Something bad happened to someone important to me. We had plans to talk before dinner started. I wanted to let her know what’s going on here.”


  “What do you mean you wanted to let her know? Are you telling anyone about me?”


  She creased her brows. “No. Well, I tell her about you, but not about the way you look. The people I trust are aware I’m here to befriend you. That’s always been the deal I had with Emilia. Didn’t she tell you that?” Her voice contained an edge of irritation that wasn’t normally there. 


  He backed off, dreading the idea she could be angry. “She did.”


  “Then why—” She stopped herself, shut her eyes, and took a deep breath. She had spoken through gritted teeth. “Bee is my mentor. She’s pregnant, and she had just gotten into an accident. I have no idea what’s happening, and I wish I could help her, but I can’t, because she’s in Thailand and I’m here. And all I can do is wait. So yeah, Brendan. No one likes waiting.”


  He grimaced. “You couldn’t wait while having dinner with me?”


  Surprise flickered on her face. Her lips twitched with what he interpreted as disgust. 


  “I’m sorry, but I wanted to spend time praying for her. It would have given me a lot more peace than if I—”


  “If you what? Spent time with me? Let’s not forget, Calysta, you were the one who made such a huge fuss about me following the schedule and having dinner with you.”


  “I know that, but can’t you give me a bit of grace considering what happened? Rebekah is important to me. So is her husband. I can only imagine what they’re going through right now. Does a few minutes of waiting really warrant you storming in here to demand an explanation?”


  Rebekah. Was Bee the designer? The same one his mother had rejected him for? The same one who had rejected his mother’s offer?


  Calysta muttered, “Even my sisters couldn’t prepare me for this.”


  He raised a brow. “And what exactly do you mean by that?”


  She forced a smile. “Nothing.” She sighed, shook her head, and walked past him. “Let’s just go, Brendan. Let’s eat.”


  He followed her. Dinner turned out to be pleasant enough. He could tell she was making an effort to lighten the mood, to make him feel better. As for him, he was already in bed, about to drift off to sleep when he realized he hadn’t even asked a single detail about what had happened to her friend. He had done nothing to make her feel better. 


  As much as he didn’t want to admit it, Emilia was right. 


  He wasn’t thinking of Calysta at all.


  He was thinking only of himself.


  But how was he ever going to change that? What if that was just the way he was? Was it wrong to prioritize one’s self? 


  He shrugged it off and took a pill prescribed to help him sleep. Three pills and several hours later, however, sleep eluded him. A chorus of accusations ran through his mind, but only a whisper consumed his senses and gripped his heart. The whisper told him a selfish beast had never been what he was meant to be.
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  Calysta & the Walls


  



  Self-absorption in all its forms kills empathy, let alone compassion. When we focus on ourselves, our world contracts as our problems and preoccupations loom large. But when we focus on others, our world expands. Our own problems drift to the periphery of the mind and so seem smaller, and we increase our capacity for connection - or compassionate action. 


  - Social Intelligence by Daniel Goleman -


  



  Calysta, 19 — After over a year of being his voluntary captive, Calysta had gotten used to the way growls laced Brendan’s every word. She had grown accustomed to his scraggly, hairy appearance covered by clothes that gave him a certain degree of wild civility. 


  It had been over a year of watching for cracks in his layered armor, of measured silences, guarded meals, and careful questions she wasn’t allowed to ask. She had memorized the sound of his growl, the pattern of his footsteps, the exact way he tore bread apart when he was brooding over something. 


  She had become familiar with this person, in this cursed form, and he had become more and more comfortable with the idea of spending time with her. That particular afternoon, he slumped himself over one of the beanbags inside her living space and scratched his cheek with one of his claws. 


  “Aren’t you ever bored?” he asked.


  She shifted on the loveseat she sat cross-legged on, a sketch pad on her lap and a pencil in her hand. “I don’t have time to be bored. How can anybody be bored with everything that I can occupy my time with? Also, with your broody presence around, there’s no way for boredom to seep in. You’re a party.”


  “Is that sarcasm, Miss Daniels?” A short pause followed before he let out a grunt. “I’m with myself all the time, and I’m bored. Every minute of the day. It’s one of the worst things about this curse. I can’t remember being bored back then. Something was always happening.”


  “Then make things happen.”


  “Hard to make anything happen when you’re more animal than man.”


  She looked up from the image of the soldier she had been drawing to peruse this creature who had nothing other than brute strength to mark himself a warrior. Brute strength wasted. She stared at him, knowing he didn’t like it when she did that, but she couldn’t help it. She never thought a guy could be as whiny as he was. 


  He had been the subject of most of her prayers lately. She wanted to treat him with grace as she had been treated with grace. She wanted to understand him, help him, somehow get past his walls, but after spending countless hours with him, she still barely knew him. 


  “Stop staring, Calysta. Say what you want to say and be done with it.”


  She shook her head. “I don’t know what to say.”


  “Then stop staring.” He grunted and leaned further back into the beanbag. Silence fell between them until out of nowhere, he asked, “Were you born in Ancoria or Qranth?”


  She blinked but didn’t stop sketching. “Ancoria, but I grew up in Qranth. We lived in Eirin City, until I was fourteen. Then we moved back.”


  He turned his head slightly, just enough for his green eyes to find hers. “So which one are you loyal to?”


  She tilted her head. “Technically, I’m Ancorina, but Qranth will always hold a special place in my heart.”


  “Pick a side.”


  “Why?”


  “Because loyalty should be absolute.”


  “Is yours?” She furrowed her brow. “You’re fully loyal to Qranth?”


  “Of course.” His tone left no room for interpretation. “I could’ve been president, you know. If this hadn’t happened to me.”


  That surprised her. Her pencil stilled above her sketchpad. “Wait — are you serious? You wanted to go into politics?”


  “Never crossed my mind before this happened, but in retrospect, I wonder if that could have been my path.” He gave a small shrug. “It was almost like I was being groomed for it. Legacy. Money. Reputation. All the ingredients were there.”


  The corners of her mouth lifted. “I didn’t expect that. You never talk about this stuff.”


  “Now you know.” He sat up a little straighter, as if reclaiming a piece of himself. “For the record, Qranth is superior to Ancoria. If we’re comparing systems, I’d take a republic any day over Ancoria’s monarchy.”


  She smirked. “You mean the monarchy that saved an entire island from your precious republic?”


  His smile vanished. “You mean the monarchy that violated a peace treaty for a love story?”


  “Paxnisi was swarming with terrorists. Our queen was a survivor.”


  He scoffed. “That’s propaganda. Paxnisi was doing just fine until Philip Sideris decided to play the hero. Qranth was stabilizing things.”


  “You think terrorizing an entire tribal group counts as stabilizing?” Her voice rose before she caught herself. “There were gallows being built on the island for the Ikaris, not to mention Esther Cross.”


  “Spoken like a loyal subject of the Crown.” He folded his arms. “Their engagement wasn’t even real, and he’s admitted that. You’ve clearly been brainwashed by your country’s royal PR machine.”


  “Or maybe you’ve been brainwashed by your government’s. Ever consider that?”


  “I know my facts, Calysta.” He growled. “You, on the other hand, probably got your education from online forums.”


  Her mouth opened, but she caught herself before she could unleash a comeback in her defense. How had she ended up arguing over politics anyway? There was no point to this. 


  She turned back to her sketchpad. “You’re impossible.”


  Calysta huffed. Of all the things she hadn’t expected today, a political argument with her fur-covered housemate ranked high on the list. She should take it as a win, though, because Brendan had just given her a bit of information about who he had once been. He saw a future in politics. Also, as annoyed as she was that he was rewriting history about a king and queen she admired, the argument was at least a break from their usual routine of Brendan whining about his boredom. 


  She gritted her teeth as she focused on her sketch even as her mind churned and her irritation toward him simmered. Brendan’s life revolved around himself. He constantly complained about the curse and how much he didn’t deserve it, how wronged he was. If anything bored her, it was his constant murmurs. She’d take a heated conversation about politics over that any day.


  She stopped sketching and looked at him. Was there anything at all she could do to help him out? Her personal quest to break his curse felt more and more futile the more lulled she was by the villa’s routine. 


  “You’re staring again.”


  She sighed. “I was wondering if you’d be open to talking to someone — maybe exchanging thoughts with a friend of mine. His name is Adam. He’s like an older brother to me. You might like him. I’m sure he would be willing to mentor you.”


  The deadpan expression on his face was enough to tell her how ridiculous he thought she was being. “Why would you think I need a mentor?” 


  “Doesn’t everyone need one at some point? Helps us hone in on our purpose.”


  “I had a mentor once. Axo Kirk. This—” he waved his hands in the air to gesture toward himself “—is where his advice got me.”


  “Granted. This whole curse business is awful, but honestly, your life isn’t that bad, Brendan.”


  “You have to be joking. Do you not see me?”


  “Yes, I see you just fine. I’ve seen you every day for the past year.”


  “Yeah? And what do you see?”


  A brat. An entitled, self-absorbed, wounded brat. All brawn, no backbone. Like her sisters at their shallowest but furrier and far less charming. Calysta rolled her eyes and swayed her head from side-to-side. “I don’t know, Brendan. I see your walls. Lots of them.”


  He stretched his arms stiff over the couch’s arm rests before standing up. “Everyone has walls, Calysta. No one can exist without walls. We need them to protect ourselves.”


  “What exactly are you protecting yourself from?”


  He grunted yet again before walking away, but he didn’t fade from sight before she heard him growl out the word “You.”
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  Calysta’s Happy Family


  



  For He says to the snow, ‘Fall on the earth’; And… to the showers and to the downpour… ‘Be strong.’ God seals… the hand of every man, that all men… may know His work… Then the beast goes into its lair and remains in its hiding place. 


  - Job 37:6-8, AMP -


  



  Something about winter brought out a vehemence in Brendan, a restlessness that made him difficult to live with, even more so than usual. None at the villa dared speak about why he loathed winter so much, but he had been adamant that she leave at the first sign of winter’s frost. Sure enough, on the first day of December, the advent of her second winter in Villa Eliza, Calysta awakened with her luggage ready and James waiting to take her to the airport, so she could spend the winter season back home.


  With gritted teeth, she muttered a few choice words to express her annoyance over being sent away without any attempts at an explanation — not even from Emilia, who was in some fancy European country, hob-nobbing with the wealthy. Pearl’s cheeriness grated at her nerves. What was there to be happy about after being dismissed in such a callous manner? Calysta stomped through her morning routine, her sour mood curdling breakfast into a lonely, miserable affair.


  With one final irritated glare at Brendan’s shadowy castle, Calysta got in the backseat of a luxury car and slammed its door shut. She crossed her arms and shook her head. He hadn’t even seen her off. Not a goodbye. Not a word. After a year of daily dinners, afternoon conversations, and arguments over monarchs and republics, he dismissed her like she was nothing, like she wasn’t the only friend he had in the world.


  He could be so selfish sometimes, and Calysta was reaching the point of surrender. At this point, she was past trying to help him out of his curse. It was more like she existed to help snap him out of his spirals. 


  Simmering in the hurt of being sent away without care, even to James’s hearty farewell, she was unable to respond with more than a grunt and a half-hearted wave goodbye. She’d spent so much time with Brendan, even his mannerisms had become contagious. She needed to snap out of her Brendan bubble.


  She climbed aboard Emilia’s obnoxiously luxurious plane and sank into one of the fine leather seats. In the quiet waiting for the plane to take flight, Calysta took the opportunity to recalibrate her emotions and align herself to the God of her soul. Only then did her turbulent emotions calm down enough for her to hear the gentle reprimand of His Word. 


  Why are you in despair, my soul? And why are you restless within me? Wait for God, for I will again praise Him for the help of His presence, my God.38


  Calysta gripped the armrests of her seat. Why had she been so upset? She recognized all too well the way she had been conducting herself since learning of her dismissal. She had been acting like Brendan all morning! 


  Shaken by the notion that his brutish ways had been rubbing off on her, the position of her heart shifted. By the time their private plane landed on the tarmac of the domestic airport of Pueroe, the city closest to Lumaire, all her bitterness had turned into gratitude and praise. Brendan’s loathing of winter had given her a chance to spend time with family, which was a much better alternative than spending the holidays in Brendan’s looming shadow. 


  When a limo pulled up in front of the yard of their little bungalow, Calysta shoved all thoughts of Villa Eliza, The Guardian, and Brendan out of her mind. She was finally home. 


  “Naya Cal!” Sab gripped Paige’s hand as she made a valiant effort to swing both hers and her mother’s arm while running to welcome Calysta. “You’re here! You’re here!” Her giggles and squeals of delight were as refreshing as a cool autumn drizzle after a summer of drought. “Aylo39, Naya Cal is here!”


  “If it isn’t my favorite niece!” Calysta bent forward, opening her arms wide to greet the little one with a huge hug. “Sabby, you’ve grown so much!”


  “Almost four!” She beamed, as if it were the greatest accomplishment in the world.


  “Four! What?! Sab!” She scooped her niece up and rocked her from side-to-side. 


  “Tall like Naya!” Sab threw an arm in the air.


  “Not yet, but if I blink, you might get there.” Her voice cracked upon realizing how many moments she had missed. Tomas’s kids, Paolo and Clara, helped fill the void Sab had left behind, but it didn’t quite feel like this, like home. “Don’t grow too fast, Sab.” She heaved the toddler on one hip. “You’re certainly not as light as when I last saw you.” 


  “She’ll start school next fall,” Paige said. “Amma has been teaching her to speak Cilarchi more fluently. She’s learning quick.” 


  “Sending her to school already?” Calysta brushed the tip of her nose against Sab’s cheek. “Isn’t it a bit too early? She’s only three.”


  “No, Naya. I’m almost four,” Sab corrected her.


  “Oh, yes. Four when the fireworks start to burst.” Calysta turned to Paige and finally got a good look at her sister, who completely caught her off guard. 


  She looked nothing like the prodigal who once sat smoking on their front steps, haunted by memories she never spoke about. Her long, honey-blonde hair framed her face in polished waves. Her once-hollow cheeks had softened. The sharp angles of her face now held warmth, and her skin glowed with health. 


  Paige Daniels was blooming.


  Paige placed her arm over Calysta’s shoulders and pulled her into a warm side hug. “Welcome home, Cal.” The contact caught Calysta off guard — not because it was rare, but because of how different Paige felt now. Much warmer.


  “Glad to be back.” Calysta nudged her sister, who was now guiding her past the yard and to the front door. “Where’s Amma?”


  “He’s making lunch.” She stopped at the front door and gave Calysta a look-over. “You get more beautiful every time I see you. This guardian friend of yours seems to be treating you well.” 


  “Says you! Paige, you’re stunning.”


  A blush colored the blonde’s cheeks. “Well, life has been good lately. Please tell me it’s been the same for you.”


  Despite her best efforts, Calysta’s smile faltered. There was no hiding her hesitation, but she still tried to cover it up with an exaggerated nod. “It is. I can only be grateful. The Guardian has been good to me.”


  Paige’s gaze seemed softer now, a lot more tender than it had been before. Whatever questions she surely had, she brushed off with a gentle tap on Calysta’s back. “I want to hear more, tell me everything, but before that, let’s just get inside for now. It’s chilly out here.” 


  Paige pushed the door open, and nostalgia swept over Calysta upon entering what had once been her inna’s home. Warmth enveloped her as soothing instrumental music serenaded her. The savory aroma from the kitchen teased her taste buds. 


  So much was the same, but so much had changed as well. The old worn-out couch was gone. So were Sab’s scribbles on the walls, each one now covered in a fresh coat of paint. Their little home rejuvenated her in a way the sprawling estate of Villa Eliza could never do. Compared to the villa, their blue bungalow felt close to resurrection: full of life.


  Calysta quickly wiped away the tears threatening to fall, lest her family misunderstand and assume that life with Emilia and Brendan was more difficult than it was. 


  “Is that my Calysta?” Amma’s voice boomed from the kitchen. He made his way to her with a big grin on his face. The sight of him made her heart swell. He had put on some weight. The color in his cheeks was back, his countenance made radiant by joy that had not been there for a long time. 


  “Welcome home, amoré.” He pulled her into a tight embrace. “You look absolutely beautiful, Calysta. If only your inna could see you now.”


  She had tried her best to hold it in, but Calysta ended up sobbing on his shoulder, and she wasn’t even sure why. Perhaps it was the relief that Amma was getting better or the delight that he had such kind words to say. Perhaps it was the joy of seeing her older sister’s transformation. Or maybe it was the way home overwhelmed her with hope and longing, because for the first time in a long time, they actually felt like a happy family.
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  Brendan’s Charcoal-and-Ash Prayers


  



  Melancholy were the sounds on a winter’s night. 


  - Jacob’s Room by Virginia Woolf -


  



  Brendan, 22 — She had only been gone a few hours. Already, Brendan couldn’t wait for her to return. 


  He paced by his bedroom window, still boarded up to keep him in the darkness. Back and forth, back and forth, he made shivering shadows his company as he pined for Calysta’s warm light. He stopped to lean his forehead against the glass, peering through a space between the boards that would allow him to see the sun’s glimmer on the snow like starlight on cotton. 


  The snow had fallen right after Calysta’s departure. Summer was gone, and winter was here, and all he could do was wish that he didn’t have to send her away. His longing for her presence increased as he stared at the empty driveway. He missed her so much, he could almost picture her walking up the driveway, her brilliant blue eyes full of delight — a stark contrast to the whites, grays, and browns of winter. 


  Behind him, Rita moved around the room, setting things in order. He had asked them to put the west wing back to some semblance of civility. He didn’t know why. It wasn’t like he would ever let Calysta in there. 


  “Rita, where’s Emilia?” 


  “The library. Would you like me to call her?”


  “No, I’ll go to her.”


  He found Emilia hunched over a desk, listlessly thumbing through a sketchbook, her countenance calm and contemplative.


  Curious about what was making her look so peaceful, Brendan tried to approach as quietly as possible. One wrong move, however, toppled over a pile of books on the floor. He growled. Who had left those there to begin with?


  Emilia lifted her gaze and smiled upon seeing him. “Have you seen these?”


  “Seen what?” He glared at the scattered books on the polished wooden floor. “Do you think it best that she stay in Lumaire all winter or just December?”


  “You’re the one who sent her away, Brendan. Already miss her, I see.”


  “No.” He frowned. “It’s nice to have a break from her peskiness.”


  “Right. You should bring her here when she gets back. She would love this place.”


  He surveyed the large room, filled wall-to-wall with books from all over the world. His parents used to love hanging out there. Calysta would too, but one look at a ripped couch in one corner reminded him why he couldn’t take her there.


  “She’s not allowed inside the west wing.”


  “Why not?”


  Because the idea of her seeing where he lived since he had turned into a beast made him feel vulnerable. What would she think if she saw the damage he had created? The claw marks on the walls, the ruined tapestry and paintings, the evidence of the darkness ruling him.


  “She won’t understand.”


  Emilia pried her eyes away from the sketchbook and gave him her full attention. “Understand what?” 


  “The darkness she’ll see. How can someone like her understand darkness?”


  Emilia’s expression changed — patronizing, like she was speaking to a child. “She’s been here over a year. You’ve spent at least an hour or two of each day with her, and yet you still don’t seem to know her at all. Give her more credit than that.”


  He wanted to object, but Emilia saying that he didn’t know Calysta both irked him and bothered him. “I’ll think about it.” 


  “Do that.” She stood up. “I suggest you think twice before deciding that Calysta can’t understand darkness. Someone who can create something like that has had her own share of it, I’m sure. The only difference between you and her is she took her darkness and offered it up as a sacrifice to Someone Who promises to give us beauty for our ashes. She took her pain and turned it into something beautiful.” Emilia handed him the sketchbook.


  The open page revealed a sketch of mostly charcoal and ash, with hints of color breaking through. It was of a starlit sky over a quiet lake, with Calysta’s silhouette standing next to his. A beauty held captive by a beast. How long would she be willing to stay in the shadows with him? 


  He flipped through the pages of the sketchbook. Each one was in a different location, like her art teacher had described in his reports, but there were more than just the surroundings of Villa Eliza. There were images of the Eiffel Tower, of a busy city street with the Statue of Liberty in the background, of Big Ben, the Taj Mahal, of multiple locales all over the world, places she’d never been to.


  “It’s like she’s saying that she doesn’t want to be here,” he said. “She wants to be free.”


  “That’s what you’re getting from these sketches? Brendan, you’re too smart to be this daft. She has included you in all of these images. Why? It’s not because she wants to be free. She already is; she always has been. It’s you, Brendan. These sketches are her prayers. It’s you she someday wants to see free.”


  He closed the sketchbook and handed it back to Emilia. “Why do you even have that? Does she know you’re looking through her work?”


  Emilia didn’t respond. Instead, she clutched the sketchbook against her chest. Silence followed. Brendan would have left, but he surprisingly — rarely — found Emilia’s company more preferable to his solitude. 


  “We don’t have to grieve every winter, you know. We’re allowed to end each year with celebration, with gratefulness.”


  He didn’t know what to say, so he said nothing. 


  “Join us this year, will you? After the staff returns from their vacations, come celebrate the new year with us.” 


  That she would even suggest it surprised him. Since they had arrived at the villa, Emilia had thrown a lavish year-end party for all the household staff who had remained loyal to them. After returning from their well-deserved winter breaks, they and their families — most of whom lived within the estate’s grounds — had always chosen to celebrate New Year’s Eve with Emilia at the villa. Not once had Brendan cared to join. Not once had he been invited, lest it only spark his volatile temper.


  “It’ll be fun, Brendan, and it’ll do both of us good.” 


  “Fun? Emilia, it’s a betrayal of his memory to celebrate at this time of year, especially right here. There’s no way I can pretend like nothing happened, like this place, this season, didn’t ruin our lives.”


  Her shoulders sagged, but she didn’t back down. Instead, she placed her hand on his arm. “We owe it to ourselves to move on, Brendan. Also, let me make one thing clear: my life isn’t ruined. I am where I’m supposed to be, doing what I’m supposed to do. Your life only feels ruined because you let it be that way.” Yearning filled her eyes as her grip on his arm tightened. “Would you really prefer to be alone? Everyone would be happy to see you join us for once.”


  “It’s too much of a risk. There will be children there, Emilia.” 


  “It’s not like they don’t already know you exist. You’ve been a lot more confident about leaving the west wing and walking around the estate’s grounds since Calysta arrived. The little ones know they must keep you a secret.”


  “I’ll think about it.”


  “Yes. Please do.” His aunt ran her hand up and down his arm. “And do find out more about Calysta. Ask her questions. Learn about who she is.” She slipped Calysta’s sketchbook back to him. “She may still surprise you.”


  With Emilia’s words circling his head, he spent the rest of the day thumbing through Calysta’s charcoal-and-ash sketches, studying every detail of each image, dreaming of a world where her drawn prayers could come to life. It was naive to think that any of this could ever happen, but one could dream, right? 


  By the time he was done going through the entire sketchbook, he missed Calysta so much, he had James run to town to get him a brand new phone just so he could call her. With the sun having just set, he made himself comfortable in a corner of his room and called the only number on a phone he hoped he wouldn’t end up ruining like all the others. 


  “Hello?” 


  His breath hitched at the sound of her voice. “Calysta? It’s me. Brendan.”


  “Brendan? You have a phone?!”


  “Yeah. Don’t give my number away to anyone.”


  She laughed. “Why not? Lots of single women out here looking for a date. Interested?”


  “Heh.” He wrinkled his nose. “No.” The only single woman he was interested in was her. He frowned at the mental image of his old self scoffing at him for turning into a one-woman man. Beast. “Don’t give anyone this number, Calysta, or I’ll burn this phone and reduce it to ashes.”


  “Come on. I was kidding! Lighten up. I see you’re your usual curmudgeonly self. Seriously though, I’m glad you called.”


  “Are you? Good, because I wanted to check in on you. Make sure you got home safe.”


  There was a pause on the other side of the line. Had he said something wrong? 


  “That’s sweet of you,” she finally said, her voice a little broken, like she was about to sob. “Thank you for letting me spend some time back home. Amma is feeling much better. My sister seems happier than she’s ever been. My niece is being such a darling, and I get to see some of my friends here tomorrow. I was so upset with you when I left the villa, and you didn’t even bother to say goodbye, but I can forgive that because letting me be with my family is the best gift you could have given me. I desperately needed this, so thank you, Brendan.”


  “It’s, uhhh…” He grasped for something to say. When was the last time anyone thanked him for anything? When was the last time he had done anything worthy of anyone’s gratitude? Had he made a mistake by sending her away? What if she chose not to return? What then? Did it matter when she sounded this happy? A low growl escaped his lips. Could he really give her up if it would secure her happiness?


  “Brendan? Are you still there? I keep rambling about my day. How about you? Everything okay at the villa?”


  “I asked, you answered. It was nice to hear you ramble. It’s a quiet evening here without you.”


  “Oh, I can imagine. Bet you’re relieved that I’m not chatting your ears off, even though I kind of am now that you’ve called.” 


  He didn’t mind. Somehow, he had gotten used to hearing her voice, so much so that in its absence, the silence became unbearable. “I’m glad you had a beautiful day, Calysta. I like hearing you happy.” He meant it. Somehow, without her physical presence around him, it was easier for him to let his walls down when speaking to her. “Do you mind telling me more about your day?”


  “Sure. Amma is a great cook, apparently, and Paige knows how to bake now…”


  The more she described her world to him, the deeper his longing grew to take part in it. What would it take for her charcoal-and-ash prayers to become reality? Could there really be a way for him to someday leave his fortress? To someday live without this curse, completely free? 


  For once in his life, Brendan prayed a heartfelt prayer in silence: for their God to see all these charcoal-and-ash prayers, hear Calysta’s heart, and set this beast free.
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  Mr. Brendan


  



  This is the love of God, an alchemy that can turn enemies into children.


  - Jacob’s Room by Virginia Woolf -


  



  Unbridled fascination made her already bright brown eyes grow even brighter as she twirled the tips of her straight black hair with her forefinger. With her free hand, she tapped on her cheek as she studied every inch of Brendan’s tall frame, dwarfing her, the barely four-foot little girl. 


  “Amma told me never to tell anyone about you. You’re our huge, amazing secret, and we have to keep you really, really—” she drew a box in the air with her hands “—safe.”


  Her brother, who had his hands folded behind his back, circled Brendan, scanning him from head to foot as his sister gave him a huge grin. She was missing a tooth.


  “I have a zoo, Mr. Brendan.” She gave him a thumbs up.


  Brendan shuffled on his feet. He wasn’t sure what the gesture meant. Was it approval for him to join her zoo or something? 


  “I have lady bugs and spiders and butterflies, but they’re all hiding, because it’s cold. When it’s warm and when it’s night, sometimes the fireflies come out.” 


  Paolo stopped walking, stood beside his younger sister, and squinted at Brendan’s mouth. “I’ve never seen you up close before. Do your claws help with building stuff? I bet you could make the coolest treehouse ever.”


  Brendan grunted in response. He couldn’t remember the last time he had been around kids, even before the curse. Did all kids talk this much? 


  Brother and sister exchanged glances. Clara scratched the tip of her nose. 


  “I don’t think he can talk,” she said. “Paolo, have you ever heard him talk?”


  “No, but I heard Inna tell Amma that she heard him growl loudly once.” Paolo let out a roar. 


  Brendan shifted his weight from one foot to the other. Every bone and muscle in his body felt stiff. The children’s open gaze made him acutely aware of his own awkwardness. He never thought two kids could have enough power to make him this uncomfortable. He exhaled with relief when Tomas and his wife approached, hopefully to take their children as far away from him as possible. 


  “Everything okay here?” Tomas asked.


  His wife fidgeted beside him as she cast worried glances at her kids.


  “I told him I will keep his secret safe.” The girl drew another box in the air to make it clear to everyone that she understood her assignment. “And I told him about my zoo.”


  The boy beamed to show off his teeth. “His are much sharper than mine.” He poked at one of his incisors. 


  “I like him. He’s cuddly.” She brushed her palm on Brendan’s arm to smooth his hair out. 


  He flinched.


  Tomas’ wife tried to stifle a giggle.


  “We’re being rude.” Tomas came to the rescue. “I don’t remember if we’ve ever introduced ourselves.”


  Brendan shook his head. The little girl stood beside him and wrapped her small hand on his forefinger. 


  “I’m the villa’s chef, Tomas.”


  He knew that, but he was too preoccupied with the little girl treating him like he was her pet. 


  “This is my son, Paolo, and my daughter, Clara. Ten and five years old, respectively. And this lovely woman is my wife, Bernice.”


  “Hello.” Brendan’s voice came out deeper than intended. “I’m—” He gulped. Was he just about to introduce himself to these kids as Beast? “I’m Brendan.”


  “He speaks!” Clara squealed. She flung her arms around his and bounced on her toes, squealing. 


  Tomas smiled. “Brendan.” 


  “Mr. Brendan—” Clara smoothed out his fur as if to placate him “—do you want to see my zoo?”


  “Where is your zoo exactly?” It felt like he was about to walk into a trap. “Are your bugs in cages somewhere?”


  Her eyes widened as if he’d said something awful. “No! You can’t keep critters in cages. Paolo put a spider in a box once and it died. All my critters are free, Mr. Brendan. It makes them hard to find, but it can be fun if you’re not being a grump about it.”


  “So all the animals are free in your zoo?”


  She nodded enthusiastically. “The whole villa is my zoo!”


  Apparently, he was already in her zoo.


  To Brendan’s relief, Emilia clapped her hands to call everyone in. “Dinner will be served soon, but let’s all gather around first, so we can spend time in worship.”


  James brought out a guitar. Pearl, cuddled close to him, passed sheet music to Rita, who passed it on to everyone else. Rita’s husband, Greg, was their gardener. Brendan didn’t find out until then that Pearl was their firstborn, and she had two younger brothers, both still in high school.


  Emilia asked Greg to say a prayer. Brendan assumed he got to do the honor because from his graying hair, he seemed to be the oldest one there. Everyone bowed their heads while Greg prayed. Brendan might have bowed his head too if Clara hadn’t climbed into his lap and leaned the back of her head on his chest. 


  When the prayer was over, everyone laughed upon seeing Clara’s choice of seat. 


  “She likes you,” Tomas said. “She doesn’t warm up to everyone so easily.” 


  Brendan found that hard to believe. 


  Emilia cleared her throat to draw everyone’s attention. “James and Pearl will lead our worship tonight, but before that, however, let’s welcome my nephew, whom you all already know.”


  They all clapped for him. Clara flashed him a wide grin, again showing off her missing molar.


  He wanted to hide, but he couldn’t imagine sulking in a dark corner of his self-induced loneliness when everyone was being so kind and warm. These people had been working with them for years. Rita had already been working at the mansion when he had arrived as a child. 


  Why were they so loyal to Emilia? So loyal they would move all the way to this villa, this God-forsaken island with her? So loyal that they and their entire families had sworn to keep his secret?


  They sang songs before everyone shared what they thanked God for in the past year. When Brendan’s turn came, almost like it had been waiting to be said his entire life, the words rolled out of his lips: “My naya. I’m thankful for Naya Emilia.” He cleared his throat. “She has never stopped fighting for me…” He said the words that needed to be said, and by the end of it, Emilia was in tears. The one word coming out of her lips over and over again was a heartfelt “hallelujah”.


  They spent the rest of the evening in gratitude to a God Brendan barely believed in, yet for the first time in his life, something deep within him — ancient and alluring — coaxed him to draw near. His soul began to long for more moments like that blessed New Year’s Eve at Villa Eliza — a night that made Brendan feel like he belonged, like he had a family.
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  Calysta’s Deep


  



  You yourself must endure the painful process of change. There is much more at work here than your instant maturity. God wants to build a relationship with you that is based on faith and trust and not on glamorous miracles.


  - 100 Days in the Secret Place by Gene Edwards -


  



  The scent of chamomile tea and the clink of metal chimes triggered memory upon memory of hours spent working at Vis-à-vis. Calysta shut the door behind her and leaned her back against it to give herself a moment to take it all in. What had once been a small local boutique had become a known fashion brand in Ancoria, thanks to one blog post and news of an Ancorina, Rebekah Jones-Carter, turning down La Belle to keep things local and more manageable for Deb, who had taken over after Adam and Bee got married and moved to Thailand. 


  After two autumns away, the place had become unrecognizable to Calysta. The store’s contemporary fairy tale vibe remained. It still had the generally rustic and vintage vibe of Lumaire, but almost everything was new and improved, the interior almost twice as spacious as it had been before. Calysta appreciated the boutique’s transformation, except for one thing. The painting that had helped start her friendship with Bee was nowhere to be found. 


  Deb wouldn’t get rid of that painting, would she? 


  Before disappointment set in, out of the corner of her eye, Calysta caught a glimpse of an unexpected figure standing behind the counter.


  “Well, look who the winter winds carried in.” Bee tilted her chin, a huge lopsided smile spreading across her face. 


  Calysta’s mouth dropped open as her brain tried to process if she was imagining things. Was Rebekah Jones-Carter really standing right in front of her? “Bee?” Despite her best efforts to hold back her emotions, as if out of her soul’s sheer will, tears formed in Calysta’s eyes. She hadn’t expected to find her mentor there. 


  “Calysta Daniels, why the tears? Aren’t you happy to see me?” Bee pulled her in for a much-needed hug. Her mentor’s embrace only magnified the loneliness lodged so deeply in Calysta’s soul, she had learned to ignore it. “Girl, why are you crying? Stop it. You’ll make me cry, too.”


  “I can’t help it.” Calysta sobbed on Bee’s shoulder. “I’m so happy to see you.”


  Her joy upon seeing Bee blended with a profound sadness, not only due to her own loneliness but also the gnawing, albeit irrational, guilt over her inability to help during Bee’s accident and miscarriage. Attempting to laugh away the tears, Calysta fumbled through her tote bag for something to wipe away her tears. Bee handed her a box of tissue just before the chimes signaled someone else’s arrival. Calysta quickly dried her eyes as she turned to see who had just entered: Deb, Shawna, and Adam.


  Calysta would’ve cried more if Shawna hadn’t squealed with such delight, bounded toward her, and wrapped her in the tightest of embraces. 


  “Calysta!” Shawna exclaimed. “Tell us everything! How has life been at the villa? Where is it? Please tell me it’s on some sort of private island, and you actually live in a spy’s secret lair.”


  “I don’t think she’s allowed to tell us where the villa is.” Adam came to the rescue as he approached and gave her a side hug. 


  “All I want to know is if they’re being kind to you.” Deb took her turn embracing Calysta.


  “That’s what I want to know, too,” Bee said. “I’m kind of worried that you’re so emotional. You’re not typically like this.”


  “I’m fine.” Calysta wiped the remnants of her tears away. “Was just surprised to see you. I didn’t know you and Adam were in Lumaire.” 


  “We’re just here for a few weeks. Spending time with family, like you. We told Paige not to tell you we’re here.” Bee twirled strands of Calysta’s hair. “Surprised?”


  Calysta nodded. “Beyond.” 


  “Now, do indulge us, will you?” Bee held her hand. “Tell us everything you can about this mysterious villa.” 


  “Everyone there is kind to me.” Calysta wanted to assure them, but she had to be careful with her words. She had to keep certain things secret to protect Brendan. “I’m getting the best education I can possibly get, given the strange circumstances of our arrangement. It just gets lonely sometimes. The schedule keeps me busy, but even with the company I have, it’s still not the same as here.”


  “I assume—” Shawna flipped her hair back “—they don’t have a bright and shining Shawna there to keep you company. Any chance you can convince The Guardian to add me to her payroll? I can be her kingdom’s jester. You’ll never be lonely again, I swear.”


  “Oh, I believe it. I honestly wish I could bring you all there for a visit. The villa and its surroundings are stunning. The lake, the hot springs, the nearby village, it’s all so beautiful. You all would love it. Maybe someday, it can happen — if I gain enough of his trust, that is.”


  “His trust? Who do you mean?” Adam tightened his jaw. “The Guardian’s nephew?”


  Calysta nodded.


  “Who is this kid?” Adam’s protective instinct was taking over. “Is he kind to you?”


  Was he? Brendan was no longer cruel, but he wasn’t exactly kind either. “I wouldn’t say kind. He tolerates me. He has stopped avoiding me like he did my first six months at the villa. Now that he’s at least talking to me, spending time with me, we’re becoming friends.” She winced. “I think.” She hated that she couldn’t give them a more solid answer than that. She wanted to say good things about Brendan, but the truth was he was a difficult person to live with. All she could do was explain to them — and perhaps to herself — why. “He’s broken. Lots of abandonment issues. So many people who should’ve cared for him didn’t; they steered him the wrong way. Now he’s angry, bitter, distrustful. He takes it out on himself, sabotages any progress he makes. And every time a wall falls, he builds another. It’s an endless cycle, and no matter how many times we assure him that he is safe in the light, he keeps running and hiding back in the shadows.”


  “Deep.” Shawna let out a whistle. “Can’t say I blame him, though. I’ve been there. If there’s a background of neglect and abuse, without God’s help, it’s really hard to trust. I would know.” 


  “Shawna’s right,” Bee said. “Deep wounds often undergo deep processing — deeper surrender.”


  “The deep cries out to deep.” Adam nodded.


  “Right.” Bee leaned against her husband. “It requires courage to face the pain that comes with re-opening a wound if that’s the only way to help it heal. It’s a lot to ask of the broken to trust those who broke them for healing.”


  Bee’s words stirred something in Calysta — a defiant indignation. When she was broken, with self-inflicted wounds matted and scarring, hadn’t she done everything she could to heal? What was Brendan’s excuse? Why wouldn’t he just cooperate? Did he want to remain that way? 


  Her expression must have reflected her troubled thoughts, because Deb brushed her fingers down her arm and gently held her hand. “Have you prayed about it?” 


  Calysta inhaled and exhaled. “I’ve gotten to the point where I don’t even know how to pray about him anymore. It’s hard to fight for someone who fights you when he doesn’t want to fight for himself.” 


  “What does God say about him?” Bee asked. 


  “Love is patient. Love is kind…” Calysta’s shoulders sagged as she quoted Scripture’s famous love chapter. It all sounded so trite to her — an oversimplification of something so difficult to do.


  Adam chuckled and patted the top of her head. “Always love.”


  Calysta forced a smile. She didn’t realize until then how tired she was, but tired of what? Emilia’s schedule? Fighting the loneliness? Brendan?


  An image of him crossed her mind — one of him sitting on a couch in her room, complaining about being a beast. Did she really want to go back to that?


  The conversation at the boutique drifted off to other things, to Adam and Bee’s life in Thailand, to how they were coping with the miscarriage. They talked about Deb’s engagement and Shawna’s dreams of working for a renowned wedding planner based in Oro Valle. 


  Calysta enjoyed the time with her friends, but the image of Brendan lingered in the back of her mind enough that when she finally found time alone, she called him. He didn’t respond, so she left a voice message instead. 


  The message felt awkward and unnatural, but she needed to say it. She had to let him know her prayer for him was that he would see himself through God’s eyes: wonderful in more ways than he could imagine.


  After Calysta sent the message, however, a pang of guilt hit her because of her own dishonesty. She wanted to believe that she was the type to look beyond physical appearances, but as much as she refused to call him that, whenever she looked at Brendan, all she saw in him was a beast.
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  Brendan’s Bloom


  



  What does this world need: gifted men and women, outwardly empowered? Or individuals who are broken, inwardly transformed?


  - A Tale of Three Kings by Gene Edwards -


  



  The heavy oak door creaked softly behind him as Brendan stepped out of the library and onto the spacious balcony overlooking the meticulously landscaped gardens below. Vibrant winter blooms lined the intricately designed pathways, sprawled out like a tapestry branching out in different directions — a symbol of how expansive, how grand his grandfather had meant Villa Eliza to be. It was supposed to be their clan’s home away from home, a place to gather, to celebrate as a family. 


  Brendan grieved over what their family could have been, had his father lived. The soft glow of the afternoon sun comforted him. Taking a deep breath, he filled his lungs with the crisp, invigorating air. The mild scent from nearby evergreens blended with the distant aroma of bonfires and fireworks, testaments of the seemingly unending array of New Year celebrations at the villa and in the village downhill. 


  His grief gave way to gratitude upon remembering the time spent with the villa’s staff. The flickering lights, the laughter, the shared warmth. It all replayed vividly in his mind. After that joyous evening, the entire atmosphere at the villa had shifted. The past week since the start of the new year had been life-giving. Brendan had begun to view Emilia’s employees and their families with a newfound affection. They weren’t just workers; they had become an integral part of his life, akin to an extended family. 


  Brendan realized how much he had allowed himself to miss out on. The past had stolen so much from him. He had let it. He leaned his elbows against the ornamental iron banister and enjoyed the distant view of the frozen lake. He couldn’t wait to have Calysta back, but beyond his longing for her companionship, the time apart had revealed a deeper and greater desire: family. 


  “Brendan?” The only real family he had emerged from the library. Emilia smiled upon seeing him. She walked up to him, still maintaining her straight-back posture, her sharpness, but exuding a warmth she hadn’t had before. 


  “Looking for me?” he asked.


  “Yes.”


  “Surprised you thought to look here.”


  “Rita saw you step out.”


  “Did you want to talk about something?” 


  “How are you?” She brushed her fingers against his elbow. “Have you gotten in touch with Calysta yet?”


  He shook his head. He hadn’t touched his phone since his last call with her. “She has a lot going on. I’ll have plenty of time with her once she returns.”


  “I miss her.” Emilia stood still next to him, her hands clasped together in front of her stomach, as if in a gesture of supplication. “Part of me dreads the possibility that she might not come back.”


  Alarms went off inside Brendan’s head. “Why would that even cross your mind? Has she said anything that would imply she intends to stay in Lumaire?”


  “No, nothing of that sort. It’s just me overthinking everything, constantly second-guessing myself. Am I being foolish? Is it actually possible to break this curse?”


  His grip on the banister tightened. “Are you questioning if it’s possible for Calysta to love me?”


  She remained silent. 


  Brendan tried to reel it in but couldn’t. Every moment spent with Calysta watered the seed of hope she had planted in his heart when she had first arrived. “I want to believe it’s possible, but if there could ever be a chance for that to happen, I need to change. You were right. She was right about…” His words trailed off. He didn’t know how to explain. 


  “Right about what?”


  “You’ve changed, Emilia. You used to be so guarded, and you always had all these walls around you, but now, you’re different. There was a time when you never would’ve admitted having doubts about anything — especially yourself — like you wanted to present a version of yourself without flaws or weaknesses, but something happened to you. You stopped trying to show yourself perfect. How did you do it? How did you change?”


  “God.”


  He groaned. “Emilia, please. I can only handle so much talk about this God of yours.”


  “You don’t like it when I talk about Him, but what else am I supposed to tell you? I only have the truth of my testimony: I found God. He changed me.”


  Brendan shifted his weight from one foot to the other as he mulled over this testimony of hers. She appeared to be assessing if it was okay to continue. When he said nothing, she pulled her coat tighter over her body and rubbed her palms together before telling him her story. 


  “You saw me, Brendan. An alcoholic, hiding behind refinement and decorum. I put so much pressure on you, because whether or not I admitted it, I was living vicariously through you. You were my trophy, the reward for everything I sacrificed. Then you brought that girl home.”


  Brendan froze. Scarlett’s fragile loveliness came to mind. Guilt unlike anything he had ever experienced swept over him. At some point, while he wasn’t paying attention, his heart of steel had begun to melt. 


  “I knew you were sleeping with her, but I also knew you well enough to know she meant nothing to you. I thought of you as my greatest achievement, but that was the first time I doubted you. You were so talented, so capable, so driven. You still are, and you still can be, but that day, I began to wonder if I had created a monster.”


  Brendan had to scoff at the irony. He had been a monster then. He was still a monster now. “It seems like you did.”


  “No, Brendan. I didn’t. Has it crossed your mind that maybe this had to happen? What if by doing this to you, Belle saved you from yourself? Don’t you see? Had you reached the pinnacle of perfection, you would have never known the kind of love that’s so unconditional, it will come for you at your most broken. Belle was right. At your highest and at your lowest, it matters not. You are loved.”


  “You may love me, Emilia, but everyone else— Axo Kirk wants nothing to do with me. Neither does Cecille. And the servants? It’s pity, not love.”


  “And Calysta?”


  “What about Calysta?”


  Emilia sighed, ignored his question, and continued her story. “Meeting Scarlett made me realize my failure to instill in you a value for people and relationships. I drank more until I had to admit to myself that I needed help, so I sought it out.” The rest she had already told Brendan before. She had joined AA meetings, and her sponsor had invited her to church. The rest was history. “God is intentional in His dealings with us. Despite all our stubborn and aimless detours, He directs and re-directs us back to the way of love, so I ask you this, Brendan. What makes you think Calysta doesn’t love you?”


  “I’m still a beast, aren’t I? If she loves me, shouldn’t the curse be broken?”


  “I must admit I’m not sure how it all works,” Emilia said. “Does her love break the curse or just show you the way out? Then again, maybe we’re asking the wrong questions. What was it that Belle said? Be on the inside what you want to be on the outside.”


  “How?”


  “Ask God to help you. Surrender to Him.” She tiptoed to plant a kiss on his cheek. The gesture moved him beyond words. She had never done anything like that before. Never before had she made him feel as loved as he did then. 


  “I love you, Naya,” Brendan dared say.


  “I love you, too, my son.” She squeezed his arm — another gesture of affection, so unlike her — before leaving him on the balcony.


  Alone again, the starlit sky became his company, reminding him of all the wonders the universe contained. Was a Creator there? Was He aware at all of Brendan standing there, desperate for a way out of his beastly existence? Following Emilia’s instructions, he gave in. Finally, he prayed to a God he still wasn’t sure he believed in: “God, help me find a way to get Calysta to love me. Show us how to break this curse.”


  Brendan returned to his bedroom and searched for his phone. He wanted to message Calysta. When he found it, his heart leapt when he found a voice message from her. Tears dampened his face when he heard what she had to say. 


  “Hey, Brendan. You’ve been on my mind lately. I care about you so much, but I keep mulling over how much I wish you would realize the great possibilities ahead of you. Who you are and who you can be is amazing. You don’t have to be a beast. You can be loved. Let yourself be loved because you are.”


  No matter how hard he tried to fight it, Brendan’s hope blossomed. He returned to his chambers and unlocked a vault hidden behind his bookcase. It only contained one thing: Belle’s note rolled tightly around the stem of an undying rose, its petals beginning, at last, to bloom. 
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  Calysta’s Alisara


  



  The need for belonging runs deep. The need to belong goes beyond the need for superficial social ties... it is a need for meaningful, profound bonding. 


  - Uninvited by Lysa Terkeurst -


  



  Much had changed in Lumaire, but Karina certainly hadn’t. 


  Their village bustled with an energy Calysta barely recognized. It felt like the population had doubled during her time away, with a lot of familiar landmarks replaced by more tourist-friendly destinations. Downtown Lumaire had changed so much, Calysta could imagine herself getting lost in its streets. Karina’s self-absorption was oddly comforting — proof that some things refused to change, no matter how much the world did.


  Calysta slid in beside Paige in one of the warmly lit booths of Little Duckling40, one of Lumaire’s newest and most raved about restaurants.


  “I never thought I’d be jealous of you,” Karina said as she stared at her reflection in the compact mirror and dabbed face powder on her cheeks.


  “Of who?” Paige thumbed through the menu. 


  “Not you, of course.” Karina replaced her mirror inside her bag. “Why would I be jealous of you?”


  Paige cast a pointed glare at her twin. “So snippy.” A younger version of Paige would have snapped back with a fiercer comeback. Instead, with her eyes still on the menu, she pointed her thumb Calysta’s way. “Calysta then?” 


  “Anyone else here? Of course her.” Karina’s statement didn’t sound like snark. She spoke like she was tired of speaking, like everything was a burden. Her countenance was the same — bright and bubbly — but the edge in her tone spoke volumes about sentiments her words kept silent. 


  Paige maintained her stoicism. Motherhood hadn’t changed her cool and calm front, only this time, it wasn’t at all a front. Paige appeared to be at peace with herself, more than she had ever been before, like she had found a rhythm in life that finally harmonized with her heart. The gentle shifts in her eyes — the ways it softened and sharpened — spoke for her, revealing her heart in a way she couldn’t articulate. Her presence was nothing short of beautiful. If there was anyone to be jealous of, in Calysta’s opinion, it should be Paige.


  “How can anyone not be jealous of Calysta?” Karina reiterated as if to object to Calysta’s unspoken thoughts. “She’s living the life.”


  “How exactly am I living the life?” Calysta frowned. “I’ve been living in the middle of nowhere. You live in Oro Valle. What could I possibly have that you’re so jealous of?”


  Before Karina could answer, someone cleared their throat behind Calysta. She turned around to find out who it was, her breath catching as her eyes landed on Lance and Malaya. Both of them gave her stern stares through narrowed eyes, as if they had practiced the expression earlier. 


  The shock of seeing them lingered for a second or two, before Calysta let out a delighted squeal and threw her arms in the air. “Lance! Malaya!” She leapt to her feet and gathered both of them in a sweeping hug. “I’ve missed you both so much.”


  Both broke character and gave up the somber expressions, their chuckles a sweet sound that warmed her heart. 


  “Wherever she’s been, it seems she’s gone wild.” Amusement laced Malaya’s tone. “Get a hold of yourself, woman.”


  “Ah, well. This is what happens when you set them free.” Lance patted the top of Calysta’s head. “They grow up and run wild.” He gave Calysta an affectionate smirk, reminiscent of the ones he used to give her whenever he approved of her or something she did. There was no mistaking, however, the hint of sadness in his eyes when he looked her over. Was it still clinging to him, her rejection? 


  Calysta glanced at her sisters. Paige called a server so they could order. Karina was furiously texting on her phone. The twins were minding their own business, leaving space for her to catch up with her best friends.


  Calysta squeezed her friends’ arms. “How’s college?” she asked. “How’s everything?”


  “Great, but it would’ve been better if you were there,” Lance said.


  Calysta gave him the sweetest smile she could muster. “I’m sure you’re doing great without me.”


  Malaya rolled her eyes. “You have no idea.”


  What Malaya meant by that, Calysta chose not to guess or ask for elaboration. She wanted to believe he was doing great. 


  “How about you?” Malaya asked. “Where have you been hiding? How long are you going to be in town?”


  “Two weeks left before I have to go back. I would’ve told you I was here, but your posts on social media both showed you elsewhere.”


  “Don’t believe everything you see on the internet, Cal.” Malaya shook her head in mock disapproval. “We flew in to celebrate with Trey. One year since he opened up this joint, and it’s been successful so far.”


  Calysta’s mouth dropped open. “Trey owns this place?”


  Lance grinned. “You’re surprised? It’s practically named after you.” He flicked his finger against a loose strand of her hair. “I’ll ask him to give you a discount.”


  “Will he even remember me?” Calysta frowned.


  “Of course. How can we forget our lost little duckling?” 


  There was a sadness in his tone that made Calysta’s heart ache, especially since his words were spoken in reference to some of their earliest memories — of a photo he had snapped of her on her first day at their school. The one he had added to his photography collection of Lost Little Ducklings. 


  “You look amazing, Calysta,” he said. 


  “Thank you.” The words sounded stuck in her throat. The way his stare lingered on her left her uneasy. Did he still desire her? Had he not yet been able to move on? “You both look great.” They did. 


  In a tailored jacket and jeans, Lance maintained his signature effortless look and still managed to look suave. Meanwhile, Malaya had certainly lost some weight, and her unwavering confidence was evident in the pretty floral dress she wore beneath a striking ostrich orange coat. 


  “Enough about us,” Malaya said, even though they’d barely told her anything about what they’d been up to. “You said you’re here for another two weeks before going back.” She exchanged a curious glance with Lance. “Where to exactly, Cal?”


  Calysta could only smile in response. A few select people knew about Villa Eliza and her deal with Emilia; it saddened her to accept that she couldn’t trust either Lance or Malaya with that information.


  “What is going on with you?” Malaya’s eyes widened as she took hold of Calysta’s shoulders and shook her. “When did you become so secretive?”


  Calysta laughed her anxiety away; she hated that she needed to hide anything from them. “Let’s just say that I have a good thing going on, and you’ll be among the first to know once I’m allowed to talk about it.”


  Lance brow quirked up. “I’m more intrigued now than ever. We definitely have to catch up soon.”


  “I would love that. We should hang out before you both go out into the world.” She gave Malaya’s shoulder a light poke. “How long are you in town anyway?”


  “Girl, you’ve been incognito so long, you know nothing anymore.” Malaya huffed. “We really do need to set a date.”


  “Something we can all agree on.” Lance brought out his phone. “Do you still have your old number, Cal?”


  “Haven’t changed it,” she replied. 


  The three made sure they still had all the right contact information before Lance and Malaya bowed out and said goodbye, so Calysta could have time with her sisters.


  Paige watched Lance all the way to the exit before winking at Calysta. “He’s still hot, you know.”


  Calysta blushed, glancing at him through the glass window. They locked eyes. He gave her a reserved smile and waved at her before getting in his car. 


  “That guy still wants you,” Karina said. “No doubt about it.”


  “I agree.” Paige nodded. “I don’t understand why you two never dated.”


  “He asked her out.” Karina rolled her eyes. “But Cal broke his heart. Can’t blame her. I would let go of him too if I can get The Guardian to give me everything I want. You’re so living the life, Calysta.”


  “Is she though?” Paige shrugged a shoulder. “What’s really up with you, Cal? Is living with these people really what you want?”


  Calysta could only mirror Paige’s shrug. “It’s not about what I want. We had a deal. Four years. It hasn’t been four years. If you ask me, what I want is to stay with family. That’s what I have here. With you guys.”


  “You’re crazy.” Karina shook her head. “I keep telling Paige that she and Sab could have a better life in Oro Valle or Luxersom41, or even freaking Pueroe, but they insist on staying here. I don’t get why all of you are so obsessed with this place.”


  Their food came before anyone could explain to Karina what was so charming about Lumaire. Whether any explanation would convince her was yet to be determined.


  “I agree with Calysta,” Paige said as they dug into their food. “I didn’t expect it, but I’m happy here.” She nudged Calysta. “You made Amma promise to be faithful in going to church, and he’s been staying true to that promise.”


  “Least he could do.” Karina scoffed. “He owes Calysta a lot more than just going to church every Sunday.” 


  Paige gave her twin the side-eye before quickly shaking her head. “Well, anyway, he goes, and he insists on taking Sab with him every time, so after a while, after Sab kept insisting, I started going too. At first, I was resistant to the whole idea, and the services bored me out of my mind, but Deb found out I was your sister. She put me in a small group. And I understand now, Cal. I see why you love being a part of your church community.”


  “So you’re a Christian now?” Karina made it sound like the most ludicrous idea to have ever been conceived.


  Paige shrugged, her eyes downcast. “Not yet, but I think I will be soon.”


  The answer surprised Calysta. “What’s keeping you from being one?”


  “It’s a decision that will change my life. I don’t want to take it lightly.”


  Calysta knew exactly what she meant. A desire to be there to witness Paige’s transformation, to witness God’s work in her sister’s life, took hold of Calysta. The realization was strong, almost painful. She wanted to stay here with them, but she couldn’t, could she? Villa Eliza was where she needed to be, but did she really? 


  Everything at home had fallen into place in her absence. Now that her old prayers were being answered, was it so wrong to want to be part of it — to stay with her family, her friends, her community? Why did she have to be elsewhere, trying to befriend a beast who kept building fortresses around himself at the slightest sign that she was near?


  The pull of home’s community and comforts tugged at her like gravity. Whenever she thought of returning to the villa, a deluge of loneliness submerged her. Calysta didn’t want to go back, but she had to return to Villa Eliza — even if her sole purpose for returning was to look Brendan in the eye and bid him a sorry alisara.
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  Calysta’s Unknown


  



  Never lose an opportunity of seeing anything beautiful. Beauty is God’s handwriting—a way-side sacrament; welcome it in every fair face, every fair sky, every fair flower, and thank Him for it, the Fountain of all loveliness, and drink it in simply and earnestly, with all your eyes; it is a charmed draught, a cup of blessing.


  - Charles Kingsley -


  



  Her eyes must’ve been fooling her. As the limo pulled up in front of Villa Eliza, Calysta’s gaze locked on a central figure: Brendan, who was surprisingly standing in broad daylight, waiting for something by the driveway. What was he doing? Was he waiting for her? 


  Physically, he was still the part-man, part-beast she had lived with for over a year — wild mane, sharp claws, large fangs. For a moment, dread filled her. Could she go through this for another two and a half years? Even one more? No, she needed to go back. So much was happening back home, and she couldn’t afford to miss out on all of it, but then her eyes locked on Brendan’s. His piercing gaze brightened at the sight of her. She blinked several times to make sure she wasn’t just seeing things. He did have a smile on his face, a smile mirrored by Emilia, who was standing beside him.


  As if that weren’t enough of a surprise, Tomas’s two kids, Paolo and Clara, stood in front of naya and nephew. They waved at her. How were they allowed to be anywhere near Brendan?


  “We’re here, Calysta.” Even James sounded delighted. 


  “Thanks.” Was she imagining things? Had she entered a parallel universe?


  By the time she stepped out of the car, Brendan had already jogged toward the trunk to help unload her luggage. 


  “We’re glad you’re back, Calysta.” Emilia hugged her. 


  “I’m glad to be back.” She hoped she sounded convincing. She couldn’t believe that within minutes of arriving at Villa Eliza, she was already second-guessing her decision to tell them she planned to return to Lumaire for good. How could she not, though? 


  The same joy she’d felt pulling into their bungalow in Lumaire returned the moment the car rolled into the estate. It caught her off guard. As much as she enjoyed her time with her friends and family back home, how could she not acknowledge what had become undeniable? The people of Villa Eliza had already become friends and family as well.


  Paolo was the first to run toward her door even before James could open it. “You’re finally back!”


  Clara followed close behind, squealing with delight. “Calysta, I saved you a leaf I found by the lake! It looks like a heart!”


  James chuckled as he stepped aside to let them through. 


  Calysta laughed through the sudden lump in her throat as she took the pretty red leaf. “It does look like a heart, doesn’t it?” She took a closer look at both of them. Black hair, bright brown eyes, rosy cheeks. Still quite the duo. “Look at you two! Have you both gotten taller? What have they been feeding you while I was gone?”


  “Cupcakes,” Paolo said, “but only on Sundays.”


  “I saved you one.” Clara cupped her hands together to shape them in the form of a cupcake. She then gave the air cupcake to Calysta like an offering.


  “Oh, wow.” Calysta put her palm up to receive the imaginary treat. “Matsilah, Clara.” She wasn’t entirely sure if there was an actual cupcake that Clara had saved up or if she just had to use her imagination.


  Paolo reached for her tote bag. “Can I help?”


  “Only if you promise not to snoop through my sketchbook again.” Calysta allowed Paolo to take the bag.


  Clara giggled. “We didn’t even snoop the last time! We were just admiring.”


  “Sure you were.” Calysta ruffled Paolo’s hair and flicked a finger against Clara’s cheek. “I missed you both. I really did.”


  A shadow stretched beside them. She raised her eyes to find Brendan standing there, strangely quiet, strangely still.


  “Hey,” she said.


  He nodded once and shifted his gaze. “Welcome home, Calysta.”


  He sounded flustered, breathless, strange. Shy? Since when?


  Clara tugged his wrist. “Come on, Mr. Brendan,” she said. “Let’s go get her real cupcake.”


  Before Calysta could register what was happening, Brendan picked up her luggage and fell into step beside them, her suitcase in one hand, Paolo bounding ahead, Clara practically hanging on his arm.


  Calysta stood frozen, dazed by the sight of Brendan casually striding toward the mansion with two children skipping beside him. When had this happened? How?


  Emilia linked arms with her. “How was your vacation?”


  “Fine.” Calysta nodded, unable to take her eyes off the front door where she had last seen Brendan, Paolo, and Clara. “It seems like I missed a lot.”


  “It’s amazing how much can happen in a month.” Emilia gently tugged on her to move forward. “We have a lot of catching up to do.”


  “Yes, we do.” Calysta’s steps faltered. It seemed no matter where she went, she would miss out on something. Either way, her soul would ache. 


  They entered the villa with Calysta in a bit of a stupor. She had left Lumaire with begrudging hesitation and a quiet determination to return as soon as she could, but this warm welcome had been unexpected. Somehow, in her absence, a sense of family had formed at the villa, a family Calysta wouldn’t mind being a part of.


  Conflicted, Calysta wasn’t quite sure how to respond to the changes. Even then, she was homesick, couldn’t wait to return to her valley and the sense of belonging she had there. In her absence, however, the villa had changed form. Somehow, stepping into it felt like stepping into a story — one that promised, if she embraced the unknown, she just might build something like home.
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  Calysta’s Quezzinis


  



  The best and most beautiful things in the world cannot be seen or even touched – they must be felt with the heart.


  - Helen Keller -


  



  The dining room of Villa Eliza hadn’t changed much. It was still stuffy and garish. The air remained heavy with the scent of polished wood and aged draperies. The long table could seat over a dozen people, and its surface stretched between Calysta and her host, as she sat at one end and Brendan at the other. Brendan leaned slightly forward as Clara whispered something into his ear. He nodded at her words and growled — something the child seemed to find amusing as she broke out in giggles.


  Calysta’s phone lit up beside her plate. The glowing screen drew her attention, and her breath hitched as a short message appeared. 


  Lance: I miss you already.


  For some reason, the way her soul leapt at Lance’s message made her feel guilty, almost as if liking the sentiment meant that she was cheating on Brendan, on Emilia, on Villa Eliza and all who lived there. It made no sense, especially since Lance’s message consisted of four innocuous words.


  Was it so innocuous though? That was all Lance needed to say to trigger Calysta’s memories of the day she had spent with her best friends before they all had to go their separate ways. It had been a trip down memory lane, visiting their high school, and all their former haunts in Lumaire. All three of them had made an effort to simply revisit their teenage years and the friendship that had bloomed between them. Lance hadn’t done anything to make things awkward, to express his interest in her, even if Calysta could tell from his lingering looks that his desire for a relationship with her hadn’t waned. Since he had made no advances, however, she had been happy to let it slide, if only to rekindle her friendship with them. 


  Calysta was itching to respond to Lance’s text message, but a quick response would turn into a conversation, so she flipped the gadget face down on the table. Brendan would be irritated to find her focused on her phone during scheduled meal times with him. A friendly chat with Lance could wait. 


  Brendan waved Clara goodbye and pointed at Calysta as if to signal the child to acknowledge her. 


  “I need to go find Amma now,” Clara explained. “Alisara, Calysta.”


  “Alisara. Good night, Clara.” Calysta smiled. 


  The child skipped away before Pearl brought their food in. 


  Calysta threw her head back when she saw what she was having for dinner. It was a steaming bowl of mountain fog soup and an artfully plated dish of cora rolls ala Tomas. As a side dish, she had a pile of one of her favorite comfort foods: quezzinis. The soup and rolls were local to Lumaire, while the quezzinis hailed from Eirin’s bustling streets. Her mouth watered just looking at them.


  When she finally pried her hungry gaze away from her meal, she quirked a brow at Brendan upon discovering he had the same set of dishes in front of him. Where were his favorite slabs of salted meat? He grunted at the sight of the food in front of him. 


  Calysta had to laugh at his reaction. “What? Not enough protein?”


  His eyes snapped toward her as if he had just realized she was actually there. The moment their eyes met, he lowered his gaze.


  Calysta shifted on her seat. What was this reaction? Was he being shy? “You’re acting strange.”


  A low growl echoed from him all the way to her. “I am? How so?”


  Calysta tilted her head, studying him. “You’re growling at me.”


  “How is that strange? I growl all the time. I can’t help it.”


  “Crazy how normal that statement is coming from you.” She cast him a teasing smile as she leaned back and crossed her arms over her chest. “But no. Something’s bothering you, old friend. What is it? Is it the soup? The quezzinis? Did someone forget to season them?”


  Brendan huffed, his lips twitching as though he was fighting a smile. “The food’s fine.”


  “Then what is it?” she pressed, leaning slightly forward, a mischievous glint in her eyes. “You’re sitting there like you’ve got something to say but can’t figure out how to start.”


  “I—” He stopped abruptly, his jaw tightening as if he’d just realized she had a point. “I guess I’m still— I mean, you were gone, and now you’re back, and—” He rubbed the back of his neck and grunted as he did. “Don’t get me wrong. I mean I like that you’re back. It’s just that—”


  Calysta couldn’t help it. She started giggling, her amusement bubbling out before she could stop it.


  He deadpanned. “What?”


  “Why are you so nervous?”


  “I’m not.”


  “You’re rambling! Come on, Brendan. Spit it out. What has gotten into you?”


  “Nothing.” His thick brows creased. “It’s just—” Something sparked in his eyes. She could only guess what was going on in his head, but it was almost as if a sudden surge of courage had just bolstered him, because he straightened up on his seat and looked her straight in the eye. “You look so beautiful.”


  The statement knocked the breath out of her. She was certain that she had heard him right, but her brain struggled to process that those words could possibly be coming out of Brendan’s mouth. He had just called her beautiful, and he hadn’t said it in the passing, flippant way most people might — it was deliberate, raw, and utterly sincere. Warmth rushed to her cheeks. “I—” Disarmed, she suddenly didn’t know how to respond, her voice quieter now. “Thank you, Brendan.”


  He gave a single, emphatic nod, as if congratulating himself for having complimented her. She couldn’t help but find him endearing.


  “We should eat,” he said, “now that I’ve told you what I’m always thinking.” 


  Her lips curled into a soft, almost shy, smile. “Sure.” She picked up her fork and let it hover over her food, aware of the blush coloring her cheeks. 


  Across the table, Brendan cleared his throat. 


  “What?” she asked.


  “Aren’t you going to pray?”


  She stared at him for a few seconds. “Now you really have to tell me. What is going on?”


  He shrugged, and in a low, almost inaudible tone, he said, “You were right. I am loved.”


  The words were almost painful to hear, especially since he said it so nonchalantly, as if that statement didn’t mean that his curse should be broken now. 


  Calysta gave him a tender smile, her longing to see him free almost bringing tears to her eyes. Their eyes locked together, and it was as if they understood each other, understood the unspoken question lingering in their minds. Something about the sincerity, the tenderness in his gaze made her heart stumble. She looked away as an act of defense, as a means for her to process the unexpected realization that for the first time since she had met him, she caught herself genuinely attracted to the hints of beauty in the soul of a man who still looked like a beast.
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  Calysta’s Choice


  



  Everything has beauty, but not everyone sees it.


  - Confucius -


  



  Emilia’s study was a corner sanctuary tucked in the ground floor area of the sprawling villa. The heavy mahogany desk bore an assortment of neatly stacked documents and a steaming mug of tea, its floral aroma mingling with the distinct scent of peppermint emanating from a diffuser somewhere. Calysta knocked several times before peeking in. Emilia looked up from her computer monitor. 


  “Calysta!” A bright smile appeared on the older woman’s face. “Come in, come in. Let me just finish this, and I’m all yours.”


  “No rush. I can wait,” Calysta said as she sauntered in and pulled up a seat beside the desk. Had she been able to have this conversation with Emilia earlier, she would’ve had more confidence about what she had come to say. Unfortunately, Emilia had been too busy, so their talk had been postponed until after her dinner with Brendan, where he had disarmed her enough to make her question whether or not she should leave Villa Eliza. 


  His transformation and the effect it had on her was a powerful lure to make her stay, if only to discover the reason behind the change, but her time at Lumaire still held sway over her. A short exchange of texts with Paige and Lance had been enough to strengthen her resolve to return home. 


  As she waited for Emilia, Calysta recited the words in her head: how she wasn’t getting through to Brendan, how it felt like she was taking advantage of Emilia’s kindness. Even in her mind, however, the words sounded wrong.


  “So—” Emilia drew her attention “—how was dinner?”


  “Delicious.” Calysta nodded. “I wish you could join us one time.”


  “I will. One of these days.” Emilia turned her executive chair at a better angle to face Calysta. “I have too much on my plate at the moment — catching up after the holidays and such. You understand. But enough about that. How was your time back home, Calysta?”


  “Amazing…” The words trailed off. She was about to tell Emilia she wanted to return, but instead, she blurted out, “What happened here? Everyone’s acting differently. Especially him.”


  “Oh?” Emilia’s brow rose. “How so?”


  “I don’t know. Tomas’s kids are hanging out with him. James actually smiled at him earlier. And Brendan. He’s not quite himself. He’s not so guarded anymore.” Her face crumpled to display her confusion. “Brendan is smiling, Emilia.”


  “This is a bad thing?”


  “No, it’s great. I find it endearing, honestly, but—” Calysta tilted her head and clucked her tongue over the roof of her mouth “—I want to know what happened.”


  “Why don’t you ask him yourself?”


  “I did.”


  “And?”


  “He said I was right, and that he is indeed loved. He wouldn’t tell me more and just kept asking me about what happened back home. I don’t remember him caring about stuff like that before.” She scrunched her nose. “It’s kind of weird. He usually just complains about everything.”


  “Calysta—” Emilia straightened on her seat “—what exactly is the problem here?”


  “There isn’t one.” Calysta grimaced. If Brendan had already stopped acting like a beast, what valid reason could she give them for leaving? “Just a little surprised.”


  “You said so yourself, honey. He’s no longer guarded. It seems to me like this is the best time for us to get through to him.” The hopefulness in Emilia’s tone increased the ache in Calysta’s heart — an ache born out of wanting to see Brendan set free. From the tender expression on Emilia’s face, it was clearly an ache she bore as well. “How about I update you on what’s been happening since you left?”


  Calysta straightened on her seat, her ears perking up. “Please do.” She lingered with Emilia to listen to how the developments she now saw had come about. Emilia gushed about New Year’s Eve and how Brendan had been spending a lot more time with the household staff and their families. From the looks of it, the only thing that could make Emilia happier was for them to figure out how to break Brendan’s curse.


  By the time their conversation was over, Calysta had made up her mind. She didn’t want to stay, but she also didn’t want to leave, so between the two, the choice was clear. She sent Paige and Lance a quick message before getting ready for bed.


  Calysta: I’m staying.
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  Calysta’s Contraption


  



  Let not our longing slay the appetite of our living.


  - Jim Elliot -


  



  Calysta, 20 — The afternoon was like any other at the villa, nothing special, or at least Calysta tried to make it seem that way — just another ordinary Saturday.


  The east wing was quiet save for the scrape of Calysta’s colored pencils and the clicks of the keyboard on Brendan’s laptop. The living area outside her bedroom was a world apart from the rest of the house. Unlike the garish, antique luxury that characterized most of the villa, her quarters had a more modern and updated aesthetic, as if her age and taste had been taken into consideration when the area had been prepared for her arrival. Clean lines and soft, neutral tones dominated the room, accented by subtle pops of color — muted blues and greens that evoked a sense of calm. A pair of floor-to-ceiling windows framed a view of the sprawling gardens below, their curtains pulled back to bathe the room in natural sunlight. 


  A velvet couch, impossibly plush, sat at the center of the space, its deep teal hue contrasting with the pale wood floors. The air carried the faint, lingering aroma of sandalwood from the nearby diffuser. Somewhere in the distance, the faint hum of a lawnmower joined birdsongs to create a gentle soundtrack to their stillness.


  Brendan was slouched against the couch’s backrest, his form perpendicular to Calysta. He had his laptop propped on his legs, his large frame making the couch seem smaller than it was. His fingers clicked methodically over the keys, the quiet rhythm occasionally interrupted by his low grunts.


  Calysta was seated cross-legged on the couch, a sketchpad resting on her lap as her pencil moved deftly over the paper. Her back rested comfortably against Brendan’s arm, his fur brushing the nape of her neck.


  Calysta stopped mid-sketch as a burst of anticipation interrupted her process of creation. A giddy smile formed on her face at what was to come, unbeknownst to her quiet companion. Snapping herself back to attention, she squinted her eyes in an attempt to form a clearer picture of the image she wanted to create. To regain her momentum, she closed her eyes and threw her head back to rest it on Brendan’s shoulder, which he immediately lifted to support her. It took a few seconds for the image to take form in her mind. Once satisfied, she tilted her face upward to return them both to their neutral position. Minutes later, Brendan shifted to adjust the angle of his laptop, so she leaned forward just enough to give him space, then settled back against his arm once he was comfortable again. 


  Her brows furrowed slightly as she concentrated, the tip of her tongue peeking out from the corner of her mouth — a habit Brendan had teased her about more than once. He didn’t say anything now, though, too engrossed in whatever held his attention on the screen.


  When she threw her head back against his shoulder again, Brendan nudged her gently with his arm, a silent acknowledgment that she’d leaned too hard. Calysta chuckled, sitting up just enough to lighten her weight before resuming her position, her back pressing against him once more. There was a comfort in their quiet companionship, the kind of unspoken familiarity that came from spending so much time together.


  Calysta had gotten so accustomed to it, she found it almost rude whenever someone interrupted these quiet moments she got to share with Brendan. This time, however, her soul somersaulted with delight the moment someone knocked on the already open door. 


  Calysta could have burst from the anticipation building within her upon seeing Rita peek in with a large gift bag in her hand. The ladies exchanged knowing glances before Rita cleared her throat. “Mind if I interrupt?” 


  Calysta bit her lip in an attempt to keep it together. They had been planning this surprise for weeks. “Not at all.” She put her sketchpad down. 


  “Rita, hello,” Brendan finally said, his attention still half-fixed on his laptop. “Sorry, I was just finishing something. Please, come in.”


  “I couldn’t wait to show you.” The high-pitched lilt of Rita’s voice hinted at her anticipation. “We have something for you. Greg has been working on it for a while now.” She handed him the gift bag.


  Brendan’s typing paused mid-click. He closed his laptop and leaned forward to take the bag from Rita, giving her a small grunt of thanks. 


  Calysta shifted beside him, her feet brushing against the cool hardwood floor, as Brendan reached inside the bag and pulled out what appeared to be a glove connected to a clamp-like mechanism. He turned it over in his hands, his brow furrowing.


  “Wow.” His tone betrayed his confusion. “Thanks, Rita. I’ll be sure to thank Greg later, too.”


  A soft giggle escaped Calysta before she could stop it. Brendan’s baffled expression was priceless, like someone trying to solve a puzzle with missing pieces.


  Finally, he held the contraption up and cast Rita a sheepish look. “Cencia, but what is it exactly?”


  Calysta bit her lip to suppress another laugh, though she leaned forward to inspect the contraption alongside him. Even though she had known about the gift, she hadn’t actually seen it until now. The design was bulkier than she’d expected, but it made sense considering its purpose. 


  “It’s easier if I show you,” Rita said with a patient smile. She left the room for a moment and returned holding a guitar.


  Brendan tensed beside her at the sight of the instrument. His fingers brushed against the glove. When Rita carefully placed the guitar in his lap, his expression softened, almost as if it hurt him to hold the guitar. 


  “The clamp slides, so you can move your hand freely along the neck,” Rita explained, demonstrating as she spoke. “The glove keeps your nails from breaking the strings. And you can still use a pick for strumming.”


  Calysta held her breath as she watched Brendan inspect the guitar. He was quiet, uncharacteristically so, but the way his hands moved over the contraption was almost reverent. “Rita.” Brendan sounded breathless. “I can’t believe you guys did this for me.”


  Rita’s smile brightened the room. “It was a group effort. Tomas’s family, James and Pearl. We all pitched in to help with the separate elements that make it work, but Greg did the heavy lifting. Calysta suggested it when we told her how much you loved playing instruments.”


  He glanced at Calysta. “You had something to do with this?”


  “It was just a random idea I had.” She waved her hands in criss-cross patterns to deny her part in this. “A silly thought. I didn’t think they’d actually make it work.” 


  “Well, they did.” His voice dropped, quieter now. 


  Rita clapped her hands lightly. “Why don’t you try it? Let’s see if it works.”


  Brendan didn’t hesitate. Within moments, he had adjusted the clamp and glove, his large hands moving with surprising grace as he tested its fit. Calysta doubted he even noticed when Rita slipped out of the room. He was already absorbed, plucking the strings tentatively at first, then with increasing confidence.


  The first notes filled the space, rich and melodic. Brendan’s movements grew fluid, and soon the room was alive with music. One tune flowed effortlessly into the next, each played with a level of skill that left Calysta mesmerized.


  She knew he used to play, but she had no idea he was this good.


  Calysta tucked the image into memory, determined to hold on to this moment. This was Brendan as she had never seen him before — almost childlike in his joy — and she didn’t want to forget it. She would treasure this moment for as long as she lived: Brendan playing the guitar for the first time since he had turned into a beast.


  He finished playing one more tune and was about to shift to another when she grabbed his wrist to stop him. His eyes flickered. He blinked before looking her way. It was almost as if he had forgotten she was there. 


  “You’re amazing,” she said, her voice quiet but sincere. “I didn’t know you were this talented.”


  His eyes glistened, and a tight-lipped smile curved on his face. “I missed this. Matsilah.”


  “This was Greg’s and Rita’s doing. All I did was blurt out an idea I didn’t even think was possible.”


  “I’ll thank them, too,” he said, his voice steady. “Calysta, this—” his fingers brushed the strings “—this means everything to me.”


  “Seeing you play music again is enough thanks. You love this that much, huh?”


  He nodded as he brushed the back of his hand against the contours of the guitar. For a moment, Calysta expected to hear a complaint from him, something about the unfairness of his music having been stolen from him, but he didn’t. He was different now, Calysta reminded herself.


  He played again, and she sketched, only realizing at that moment that she had never encountered any trouble putting her mind’s art on paper since she had arrived at the villa. The same thing could not be said about her time back home. With summer here and Brendan’s music in her ear, she thanked God that she had chosen to stay. Had she left, she would have missed this moment, she would have missed being a part of Brendan’s delight.


  The last chord of his stringed melody brought with it a soothing calm that made her smile. 


  “Are you smiling?” he asked. 


  “Yes.” She stretched a bit and nuzzled her cheek against his shoulder. 


  “You’ve heard my work. Will you let me see yours?”


  Calysta hesitated, but she figured he had already seen and critiqued — with brutal honesty — most of her work. What harm would it be to show him this one? After all, she found his eye for art quite impressive, and she felt great whenever she received compliments from him. They felt genuine. She handed him her sketchpad. “It still needs some finishing touches, but…” Her words trailed off when he flinched and scooted away, his eyes fixed on her art. 


  She straightened on the couch. “What’s wrong? Brendan?”


  He looked up from the sketch to her. “Who is he?” His chest heaved, and his shoulders shook. What was it about the image that was making him react this way?


  All Calysta had drawn was a villain in her story with the face of someone from her past. 


  Cecille’s son. Prince of La Belle. 


  Brendan Ashthorn.
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  Brendan & the Beauty


  



  At least in the world we know, it takes trials to make something beautiful and useful out of the raw materials of life. 


  - Why Us? by Warren W. Wiersbe -


  



  Brendan, 23 — Nothing could’ve prepared Brendan to see an image of who he had once been on her sketchpad. Calysta’s artwork was impeccable, as usual, but the warrior on the page was of the darkness, one who was out for blood. Heartless and cruel. With a face that had once belonged to him.


  “He’s a villain in the story I’m writing.” She reached forward to brush a hand on his arm. “Are you okay?”


  Out of complete reflex, he pulled away from her.


  Her eyes flashed with hurt. “Did I do something wrong?” 


  “No.” He didn’t like the edge in his tone. How was she supposed to know her villain had his face? He stared at the image. His own reaction surprised him. All these years, he had longed for his former appearance to return, but the character on her page looked ugly to him. Intent on conquering the world at all costs, his former self had held no concern for anyone else. The image reminded him so much of Cecille. Broken by grief. Protected from pain. Steeled against love. 


  Brendan returned the sketch to Calysta, uncertain of what to do to ease her discomfort over his reaction. 


  “Can you tell me more about it?” He tried to sound relaxed even as he braced himself to hear her opinion on who he had once been. 


  To his relief, she shifted her eyes from him to her sketch. She traced her fingers over the face on the paper. Was that affection flickering in her eyes?


  “He reminds me of someone I met only once. Still, he made quite the impression. He was handsome and strong, the type of guy that a lot of girls would swoon over.” Her eyes darkened. “But he was so full of rage. He mistook me for someone else, someone he didn’t like, I guess. He attacked me during a presentation Bee had for some fashion big-shot. I don’t remember much about what happened or what he said. I remember being terrified. He told me I was ugly compared to Belle.”


  Brendan wanted to go back in time and throttle himself. He swallowed hard. He remembered his first encounter with Calysta like it had happened yesterday. The fear in her eyes, the anger he had felt. “The boy was a fool.”


  “He was.” Calysta nodded. She scooted closer to him and once again leaned her head on his shoulder. The gesture made his heart leap. He loved how comfortable she had become around him. 


  Every minute Brendan spent with her made his hope grow, made him wonder what it would be like if she found it in her heart to love him. 


  “He was so much more of a beast than you are,” she muttered.


  His senses lurched at her words. Belle had said he would become on the outside what he was on the inside. If he had turned into less of a beast within, shouldn’t he also turn into less of a beast without?


  “You would’ve hated me if you met me before I became a beast.”


  “Why do you say that?”


  “I think you wouldn’t have been able to stand me. I needed to be the best at everything, and I didn’t care whom I hurt along the way. One thing was on my mind: my own perfection.”


  She snickered. “You wanted to be perfect?” 


  He didn’t understand what about it was so funny, but Calysta’s eyes glittered with amusement. 


  “How did that go for you?”


  “Pretty well, actually.” He shrugged. “Until this happened.”


  “Would you have liked yourself if you ever achieved whatever perfect was?”


  “I don’t know. Right now, I don’t like who I was and who I was bound to become.”


  She grew silent, long enough to make him uncomfortable. 


  Brendan nudged her with his elbow. “Say something.”


  “What happened, Brendan? Why did someone do this to you?”


  Brendan took a deep breath. Was it time to let Calysta in? He decided it was, and so he began. “I think it all started with Scarlett. That girl—” He swallowed back the guilt as the image of his ex grazed his mind. “She was so beautiful.”


  Starting with Scarlett, he poured out the details of each of his relationships to Calysta. Luke, Emilia, Kirk, people close to him, and how he had failed to value them. The only names he couldn’t trust her with were Cecille’s and Belle’s. He feared she would figure out who he was at the mention of them. How would she react if she found out he was the same person she had drawn on her sketchpad? He didn’t want to know, so he ended with, “I always thought the curse had destroyed me. I never entertained the possibility of whether or not the things I did deserved a fate like this, but now, in hindsight, I ask God if it was a favor. What if it was the only way for me to recognize my own vanity? I obsessed so much over beauty, I didn’t realize I had none of it. Not where it mattered.”


  Calysta’s hand gripped his. She squeezed hard. When he looked up, the tears flowing down her face took him aback. “You know I’m praying for you, right? We’re in this together. For as long as I live, I won’t stop praying to break this curse.”


  Her words meant everything to him. It moved him like nothing else could. This woman was standing by him at his worst, fighting with him and for him. “That’s all I need, Calysta,” he said, but a deep urge within him shifted his focus. She had gone out of her way to understand him. It was long past time for him to return the favor. He had been talking about himself too much already, so he took her hand and flipped her left arm, so he could gently trace a claw against the faint scars criss-crossing her skin. He had never actually asked her why she had them. Perhaps it was time for him to get to know her scars, not just his own. “Why were you doing this to yourself, Calysta?”


  A soft smile formed on her lips. There was no hint of pain or shame in her countenance, her eyes still glistening with tears shed for him. “I used to cut because I felt unworthy of love. It was sort of a twisted sense of justice, a punishment for things I was ashamed of, a way for me to release the pain I had inside. Then I met Bee. She introduced me to Christ and told me about her own scars. She told me that I didn’t need to scar myself, because Jesus had already been scarred for me.” She traced her own finger against her arm, stopping where her finger touched his. “I like that the scars haven’t completely disappeared. It’s a reminder that God can heal our brokenness. If we surrender to Him, to His process, we eventually get to the point where we get to see the beauty in our scars.”


  Brendan’s mind drifted to the scars still marring his chest, his heart. Calysta had never been more beautiful to him than she was at that moment, because he recognized right then that if this curse hadn’t scarred him, he never would’ve been able to share this moment with her. 


  Calysta was, he realized, the beauty in his scars. 




  51


  [image: floral]


  Brendan’s Project


  



  Unless the LORD builds the house, they labor in vain who build it…


  - Psalm 127:1, NKJV -


  



  The villa was a quiet hum of activity. The entire staff was buzzing with excitement. Emilia had suggested a princess-themed affair, a grand birthday party for Clara, and Tomas and Bernice had jumped at the chance to create something special for their little girl. Brendan let them handle most of the details, content to keep out of the way. The party wasn’t until August, but Emilia had a way of turning every occasion into a production, and the staff seemed eager to participate in something other than housework.


  Parties had never been Brendan’s thing even back then. He could attend them, somewhat enjoy them, but to plan them? Couldn’t be bothered. He did, however, do well with projects, so he figured he might be able to take on a project of his own to make something meaningful for Clara beyond just cake and decorations, but what?


  He sighed as he walked through the woods, his boots crunching softly over the dry summer leaves scattered along the path.


  Calysta was tucked away in her quarters, immersed in the advanced coursework she’d taken on for extra credit that summer. She’d joked earlier that the villa might feel more peaceful without her presence. Brendan had responded with a low growl, one that wasn’t entirely playful. She had become quite a chatterbox around him, and he adored her for it, but she had a way of downplaying herself that irked him. She was the villa’s peace, he had told her, earning him a bemused smile before she’d disappeared into her room. Now, walking alone in the woods, Brendan found himself restless, as if his statement had decided to prove itself true and his peace had decided to do coursework with her.


  Ahead, the great hornbeam tree came into view. Its pale-gray bark gleamed faintly, the twisted trunk weathered but strong. It had stood watch over Villa Eliza for generations.


  Brendan slowed his pace as he approached the tree. To him, it had always seemed like a guardian of sorts, marking the transition between the ordinary woods and the quiet sanctuary of a nearby clearing few knew about. He rested a hand against the bark, feeling its cool, textured surface. How many of his relatives and the people who worked for them had this tree seen? How many secrets did it know?


  He stepped past the hornbeam and strayed from the path, turning right and walking straight until he reached a small natural clearing hidden by the woods. The grass stretched out like an emerald quilt, bordered by tall trees swaying to the rhythm of the summer breeze. The lake shimmered beyond, its surface rippling gently in the sunlight.


  Two sweet chestnut trees stood at the center of the clearing, their broad trunks ridged with textured bark. The trees leaned slightly toward one another, their branches overlapping. Between the trunks, the ground was covered with moss and scattered leaves.


  A rustle behind him broke Brendan’s thoughts. He tensed. Slight movement behind him made him release a full growl.


  “Aaaahh!” Paolo leaped out from behind a tree. “It’s me!”


  Brendan narrowed his eyes. “You’ve been following me?”


  Paolo gulped, his dark hair slightly tousled as if he’d been running. “Are you angry, Mr. Brendan?”


  He caught himself and reeled in his irritation over the unexpected disruption. “No. What are you doing here?”


  The kid immediately relaxed upon hearing his softer tone. Like he had a habit of doing, Paolo circled Brendan. “I wanted to make sure you’re safe, Mr. Brendan. Amma and Inna say there are wolves out there, so we shouldn’t venture too far into the woods.”


  “The wolves don’t come here.”


  “They might if they smell you, Mr. Brendan.”


  “And why do you think that?” A growl laced the words.


  Paolo’s head tilted slightly. “I don’t know. They might think you’re intruding on their territory or something. Clara is the animal person. We can ask her, but if we talk to her about wolves, she might try to add them to her zoo.”


  Was this boy implying that he was an animal? Brendan kept his expression impassive. The things he endured for these kids.


  Paolo stopped circling him and gave him a nod of approval.


  Brendan smirked. “Satisfied, inspector?”


  “You’re all in one piece, Mr. Brendan. Not ripped apart by wolves.” His attention shifted to the two sweet chestnut trees at the clearing’s center. His gaze traveled up their trunks, taking in the broad branches and the space between them. He walked closer, touching the bark and tilting his head back. “These trees are perfect.”


  “Perfect for what?”


  “For a treehouse!” Paolo made a small leap and lifted his arms as if to say, ‘ta-da!’ “Clara’s birthday is coming up soon. She’d love a treehouse.”


  “Mm-hmm. Because Clara’s the one who has always wanted a treehouse.” Brendan scratched his brow. It was clear where this was going. He was about to hear a project pitch from a ten-year-old.


  “Clara has always wanted a zoo, Mr. Brendan. All her critters can surround her right here.” Paolo gave the clearing one sweeping gesture. “It can be for both of us. Besides, if you build it, I’ll help. We can do it together.”


  “Oh, I’m to build this treehouse?”


  “Who else? Everyone else is busy. You’re doing nothing all day. You’re perfect.”


  Brendan should have been offended by the irony of it all. How someone deemed him perfect because he was being a complete bum, the furthest thing from the different kind of beast he had once been. He glanced back at the trees, their sturdy branches overlapping as if offering their support. The idea had merit, and more than that, it gave him a purpose — a project he could throw himself into, distract him from making Calysta his everything.


  He scratched his chin. “Hmm.”


  Paolo tugged at his shirt. “So you’ll do it, Mr. Brendan?”


  “Maybe, but only if you keep it a secret. Not a word to anyone. Especially Clara and Calysta. Got it?”


  Paolo’s grin widened as he pressed a finger to his lips. “Our secret.”


  Brendan smirked. “You’re terrible at secrets, but all right. I’ll risk it.”


  By the time Brendan and Paolo left the clearing, the plan for the treehouse was firmly set in Brendan’s mind. Paolo’s excitement was infectious, and while Brendan had no experience building something like this, the idea gave him a purpose he hadn’t realized he’d been craving. A treehouse wasn’t just a gift — it was something lasting, something meaningful, something that went beyond the sparkle of a single party.


  The weeks that followed saw Brendan working tirelessly in secret. Most days, he’d sneak away to the woods under the pretense of taking long walks. Emilia and several of the household staff undoubtedly noticed the wood, tools, and supplies he carted through the villa grounds, but no one pried. If they knew what he was up to, they kept it to themselves. Paolo, for his part, proved surprisingly good at keeping the secret. The boy would occasionally tag along to the clearing, his small hands helping as best they could, his excitement bubbling over but never spilling out into words around Clara or anyone else.


  The project became more than just a distraction for Brendan. The physical labor — sawing, hammering, and fitting together the pieces of the structure — was grounding in a way he hadn’t anticipated.


  He had decided early on that it wouldn’t be just one. The two chestnut trees stood too far apart for a single platform, but perfectly placed for two treehouses, connected by a sturdy wooden bridge. Two distinct personalities, two treehouse aesthetics connected by love poured out. Like Paolo and Clara connected by the love of their parents.


  Calysta and himself, maybe. Bridged by circumstance.


  It made Brendan smile every time the notion crossed his mind. When had he gotten so sentimental? He brushed it off as soon as he was made aware of it, but the more he worked on his little project, the more emotional he became about what it symbolized for him, so much so that each day in the clearing felt like a small victory.


  It almost brought him to tears when one evening, as the sun sank below the horizon, Brendan set down his hammer and stepped back. Just a few finishing touches, and the treehouses would be complete.


  The yellow-and-white house had Clara’s personality all over it. Its walls were painted a soft, buttery yellow, trimmed in white. The roof sloped gently, and a small heart-shaped window overlooked the lake, its shutters painted a pastel lavender to complement the yellow. Beneath the platform of her treehouse, Brendan had secured a tire swing. The thick ropes were tied tightly to one of the lower branches, and the swing hung just the right distance from the ground to allow Clara to soar high into the air without worry.


  A set of sturdy wooden steps led up to Clara’s treehouse, each plank carefully fitted and securely fastened to the tree trunk. The steps curved slightly around the tree. Brendan had carved small decorative touches along the railing.


  The blue-and-green house, with its bold colors and practical design, was Paolo’s fort through and through. The steeper roof gave it a slightly more rugged appearance, and a lookout post was built into one corner. The window, though simpler than Clara’s, was wide and functional, with sturdy shutters that Paolo could open and close as he pleased. His treehouse didn’t have steps — instead, he had a rope ladder, the thick knotted ropes and sturdy wooden rungs ready for climbing. Paolo would, for sure, relish the challenge.


  The bridge connecting the two houses was Brendan’s favorite part. Wide enough for two kids to walk side by side, its planks were sanded smooth to avoid splinters, and the railings were high enough to ensure safety without obstructing the view.


  The treehouses weren’t just gifts for Clara and Paolo. In a lot of ways, they were Brendan’s present to himself. This was his handiwork. Beyond the satisfaction of seeing it all take shape, it represented his ability to create something worthwhile, when after the curse — and in some ways, before — all he had done was destroy.


  Vibrant and full of possibility, the treehouses stirred his desire, bringing equal parts longing and ache. He could almost see a future where these houses were alive with laughter — his own children climbing the steps to Clara’s house, testing their bravery on Paolo’s rope ladder, chasing each other across the bridge.


  The thought struck him so suddenly that he froze. He hadn’t let himself dream of something like that in years, but the image clung to him, insistent. Could it still happen? Could there be a future where he was free of this curse, where he wasn’t a beast but a man capable of building more than just treehouses? Could he ever be worthy of becoming someone Calysta could spend a lifetime with?


  The question hit him doubly hard, because it wasn’t just hypothetical. It was as if his heart had already decided that no future could exist without her in it. He wanted to have a family with Calysta someday.


  The realization unsettled him. He had done everything he could to distract himself, to keep his focus on Clara, on the project, on anything but Calysta. And yet, she was everywhere — in the peace he found while working, in the way the sunlight filtered through the trees, in the simple joy of creating something for others.


  She was his rhythm, his beat, the undertone in every single thing he did.


  A wolf’s howl further into the woods snapped him out of the awe and dread brought about by the realization of how much he had grown to care about Calysta, how much he wanted her in his life.


  Brendan clenched his jaw and shook his head to clear the thought. A broken growl escaped him. He was being selfish. She deserved better than this, better than him. The treehouses, the project, they were something tangible he could give to someone who deserved a piece of joy. But Calysta? She deserved a life free of his curse.


  He was no better than the wolves howling nearby. He could love the lamb, but he could not claim her life.


  Brendan stalked his way out of the clearing, out of the woods, into the open night air of the villa’s grounds, his chest heaving with determination and the fury that came with knowing he had to give up a life that belonged only in dreams.


  He needed to stop asking whether Calysta could love him. The question he needed to ask was if he loved her, and if he did, could he let her go once their time was up and he ended up still cursed, still a beast?
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  Brendan, Sunshine, & Dandelions


  



  Since love grows within you, so beauty grows. For love is the beauty of the soul.


  - Saint Augustine -


  



  All hands on deck, they spent an entire weekend bringing Clara’s yellow-and-white vision to life in the villa’s ballroom. Golden drapes hung along the tall windows, their rich fabric pooling onto the polished wooden floors. Tables were adorned with ivory linens, accented by delicate lily-shaped napkins and crystal swan centerpieces. The faint, sweet aroma of fresh yellow and white roses mingled with the scent of vanilla from Clara’s favorite candles.


  “Like sunshine and dandelions,” Clara explained as she twirled around in her lacy white dress, a big yellow bow cinching her waist. “My favorite things. My favorite colors.”


  A formal black-tie affair, no one could say no to Clara when she insisted that everyone dress up for her birthday. Not even Brendan. Especially not him, because the child had been pestering him for weeks to make sure he would look his best.


  So, on the day of the party, standing in one corner of the ballroom, near the buffet tables, Brendan wished he could disappear. The tuxedo felt too tight around his shoulders, and the polished shoes pinched his feet. A beast trying to masquerade as a gentleman.


  Clara’s excited chatter from days before echoed in his mind: “You’ll look like a prince, Mr. Brendan!”


  Sometimes, he wondered if she saw him as her giant teddy bear.


  He should’ve just said no. This was ridiculous.


  “I think you look quite respectable, Mr. Brendan.” Paolo’s voice drew his gaze downward. The boy was scrutinizing him, hands on his hips and a serious look on his face, as if Brendan were the subject of some important inspection. After a moment, Paolo gave a firm nod. “I’m sure Miss Calysta will approve.”


  Brendan snorted. “I don’t think I’ll ever get used to this.”


  “Get used to what, Mr. Brendan?”


  “Your scrutiny, Inspector.”


  “Scruti-what?” Paolo made a face but didn’t wait for an answer. Instead, he leaned closer to Brendan, his eyes lighting up. “Is it done, Mr. Brendan? Our surprise?”


  “Keep it down.” Brendan glanced around to make sure Clara was nowhere near. He inclined himself toward the kid. “It’s epic.” He couldn’t help the pride laced in his voice. “You’ll both love it.”


  Paolo’s eyes lit up. “Can we go see it now?” He tugged on the sleeve of Brendan’s tux. “Just for a minute?”


  “Not possible. Your sister’s party will start soon.” Brendan second-guessed if he should have taken the kid to the clearing to see the finished product beforehand, but it was a surprise for Paolo as well. It had been so hard keeping it a secret from everyone, especially Calysta.


  “I can’t wait!” Paolo was practically bouncing on his heels.


  “Remember.” Brendan’s eyes narrowed. “Not. A. Word.”


  Paolo pressed his finger to his lips. “Our secret, Mr. Brendan.”


  Before anything else could be said, Brendan’s attention shifted. There Calysta was, walking into the room, taking his breath away. Even his awareness of himself faded to the shadows, entranced by her radiance.


  The yellow gown flowed around her like fabric sunshine, the soft hue emphasizing her alabaster skin and the freckles dusting her shoulders and arms. The skirt’s shimmering chiffon swirled with every movement, accentuating the graceful lines of the dress. The delicate floral appliqués along the bodice and waistline seemed to bloom along with her effortless smile. Her dark hair framed her face in soft waves, drawing attention to the brilliance of her blue eyes.


  The dress was made to highlight everything beautiful about her physical appearance, to the point where it cast an almost ethereal glow to her. It made her look like Belle, but Calysta was far more breathtaking.


  He had been drawn to Belle’s mystery, the intrigue that came with her presence. Calysta left him breathless for different reasons, because as he stood there gazing at how truly stunning she was, his mind replayed all the days where she had been less than perfect. The afternoons she would walk around with a pencil keeping her hair up while she chewed on the eraser of yet another pencil. The evenings when she would be late for dinner after a long day, and she was sweaty, messy, and unkempt. The mornings when she would open her bedroom door for him with a yawn, morning breath, and an unwashed face.


  To him, she looked no less beautiful then than she did at this very moment. When she entered that room, it felt a little brighter, not because of her looks but because of who she had been to him every single day. She was an undying candle that, time and time again, dared to shed her light into his dark soul. How had someone like Calysta Daniels found her way into his life? Why, against all odds, had she chosen to stay?


  Brendan caught his breath, his heart filling with awe and gratitude that left him undone. Her eyes settled on him, and her smile grew and made him stand a little taller. Did it matter what he looked like? What he once had been never would have experienced that delight coming out of someone like her. She walked toward him. He decided to meet her halfway. They ended up in the middle of the room.


  “It’s not your birthday,” he said. “You’re not supposed to be stealing Clara’s thunder.”


  “I believe Clara has plenty of thunder all on her own.”


  “That is true, but Calysta— This dress is exquisite; it highlights your radiance.”


  Her expression softened at the compliment, the gaze she lent him was tender and affectionate. “Thank you, Brendan. You’ve been so kind to me.” As if to deflect from her own appearance, she began swaying the skirt of her dress, its fabric moving with her like soft rays of a golden sun. “Bee made this for me when I was still a teenager. It’s one of the few things I brought to the villa with me. Rita and Pearl helped adjust it to make it fit me now.”


  Brendan gulped. What a reminder of how different she was now than when he had first seen her as a teenager. So much more womanly and confident and sure of who she was in the eyes of her God.


  Calysta cleared her throat to snap him out of his unabashed admiration of her. Her eyes rolled to the side as if to draw his attention to the hushed ruckus happening among the household staff.


  They were exchanging quiet whispers and fluttery giggles. Rita adjusted a pearl necklace around her neck, and Pearl smoothed the folds of her shimmering dress, both stealing glances at Brendan and Calysta. Emilia, in her elegant gown, glided toward James, who nodded at her before hurrying over to the sound system. A slight crackle followed as he adjusted the controls. Instrumental music poured into the room.


  Calysta wrinkled her nose. “Pretty sure Clara didn’t choose that music.”


  Brendan lifted a brow. “I think they want us to dance.”


  Her eyes landed on Emilia, who gestured at them to dance.


  James let out a loud whistle. Greg and Rita clapped, their clan following suit.


  Calysta’s gaze met his. They both laughed.


  “This is awkward,” she said. Her smile disappeared when he offered his hand to her. “Are you serious?”


  Brendan shrugged. “Might as well. Seems like Princess Clara will take her time getting here.”


  Calysta, after a beat of hesitation, placed her hand in his. To his relief, she played along.  They fumbled through their first steps, their movements clumsy and uncoordinated, as if they were learning to walk all over again. Neither one of them was great at it, stepping on each other’s toes more than once, and yet it didn’t seem to matter. Brendan’s tension eased with every misstep, marveling at how easily she could turn even an awkward moment into something light and joyful. They laughed the mistakes off, carving out happy memories from all the imperfections.


  Brendan loved how comfortable she had gotten around him, how at ease they were with each other. Moments spent with her became more and more like this, like a dance, but not a timed and calculated one. It felt more like the freedom to be. Sweet abandon.


  He twirled her around. She tripped on her own dress and held on to him for support. She laughed at herself. He loved that about her.


  Finally, the music stopped and applause broke out among the few people present. They waved, bowed at their audience, and rushed to the side, away from all the attention.


  Clara stepped in, and all eyes turned to her.


  Except Brendan’s.


  He still couldn’t stop looking at Calysta.


  He had seen Belle for the first time at a birthday party, and to him, she had looked nothing short of ethereal. Calysta affected him in a different way. In his eyes, her beauty had outgrown Belle’s. Not because of anything physical, nor did it have anything to do with perfection. Brendan knew Calysta well enough to know she was far from perfect, but the knowledge only made her more beautiful in his eyes. He couldn’t pinpoint what made her stand out to him, except that he loved her.


  He loved Calysta Daniels, and whether or not she could ever learn to love him back, Brendan knew, without a doubt: he would love her for the rest of his life. Because of this love, in his eyes, she would never stop being beautiful.
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  Calysta’s Fight


  



  Her princes in her midst are like wolves tearing the prey, shedding blood, destroying lives to get dishonest gain.


  - Ezekiel 22:27 (ESV) -


  



  Calysta leaned against a nearby column, a soft smile on her lips as Tomas and Clara twirled across the ballroom floor. Clara nestled her tiny hand in her father’s, her other hand clutching the skirt of her lacy white dress as she spun with all the grace her excitement could muster. The oversized yellow bow at her waist looked like something straight out of a storybook, and her radiant smile outshone the glittering chandelier above them.


  Tomas looked so at ease; his little girl, so secure. The sight warmed her heart but it also tugged at a raw and vulnerable place that Calysta had long ago taken for granted. The part of her that longed for the security of a father who had everything taken care of — one she didn’t need to save. Calysta drew a painful breath, surprised that such a thought would cross her mind. 


  On such a beautiful night, why would she be thinking of her amma and all the ways he had failed her? Why was she thinking of him and the wolves of Lumaire? 


  “They look happy.” Brendan handed her a glass of sparkling cider. 


  “As it should be.” Calysta forced a smile as she took a sip from the drink, neither his company nor the drink settling her disquieted thoughts. “Every little one deserves to be loved like Tomas loves Paolo and Clara.”


  For some reason, the statement made Brendan uneasy — same way it did her, she assumed. As much as she loved her amma and trusted that he loved her, he hadn’t always been present — not like Tomas was for his kids. Neither Emilia nor Brendan had ever mentioned his parents. There were no signs of them in the villa, no indication of happy memories. Their absence revealed yet another wound Brendan refused to name. 


  Someday, he might tell her what happened to them. Calysta dared not ask. She had long ago discovered that it was better to let him reveal his wounds to her by his own choice. It felt like so much more of an honor that way, so much easier to help him heal, because he was willing to cooperate.


  Calysta’s heart ached at the faint softness in his eyes as he watched Clara dance with her amma. 


  “It’s nice to see them so happy,” he said. “Makes all the effort worth it.”


  Calysta cast him a sideward glance. Effort? He had barely helped with preparations for the party. These past days, he was almost always outside the villa, like he couldn’t wait to leave and explore the moment he had allowed himself to roam the estate freely. Yet another thing about him that made her heart break, a quiet prayer repeating in her mind: “God, Conqueror of curses, set him free.”


  Brendan nudged her with his elbow. “You’re staring.”


  Calysta blinked. She hadn’t even realized how her gaze had fixed on him. 


  “Do I look that bad? You look like you’re about to cry from the tragedy of me wearing this tuxedo.”


  She laughed and shook her head. “No way.” She tugged at his sleeves. “Tragic, yes, but somehow still dashing. It’s very annoying, because I don’t know what to feel.”


  Brendan snorted and adjusted his collar with a clawed finger. “It’s choking me to death.”


  “You know what they say. No pain, no gain. The tortured prince vibe suits you. You should dress up more.”


  He huffed. “I’d say the same thing about you, princess, but I like you no matter how you’re dressed.”


  The sentiment made her smile. Not long ago, it had seemed impossible to hear him say something like that. “I like you too, Brendan,” she said softly. “Beastly appearance and all. I’ve missed you, especially since you haven’t been hanging out with me as much lately. What have you been up to?”


  “What do you mean?” He cleared his throat. “We see each other every day.”


  “For dinner, yes, but it’s not like before.” She linked arms with him. “Or maybe I just want to be around you more.”


  The tenderness that filled his expression made it seem like he was about to respond with something she would’ve wanted to hear, but before he could say anything, Bernice approached them, her brows drawn together — a clear signal of distress. Alarms went off inside Calysta’s brain. 


  “Have either of you seen Paolo?” Bernice wrung her fingers to get rid of her distress. 


  The ease between Brendan and Calysta evaporated. Calysta straightened, her drink forgotten. “I haven’t.” She glanced at Brendan. “You?”


  “Not since earlier.” Brendan was already scanning the room with a sweeping gaze as he spoke.


  Calysta squeezed Bernice’s arm in a comforting gesture. “Where did you last see him?”


  “It was just before Tomas and Clara started dancing. He’s been giddy over some sort of secret he’s been keeping all night. Kept saying he couldn’t wait for the party to end.” Bernice brushed her hands over her skirt, her voice tight with worry. “It’s so unlike him to be so restless and not pay attention to his sister. I’m heading to our house to check if he’s there, but I wanted to ask first, in case you know where he is.” Bernice swallowed hard before looking at Brendan. “James said he saw him talking to you earlier.”


  Brendan’s jaw tightened, his expression darkening as he turned toward the ballroom entrance. “I might know where he went.” He patted Bernice’s shoulder. “Stay here.” He was already moving toward the entrance. “I’ll find him.”


  “Wait!” Calysta hurried to keep pace with him. “Where are you going?”


  “To the woods.”


  “What?” Calysta froze in place, her heart pounding against her ribcage. Something about this felt wrong. “Brendan, stop.” She reached out to grasp his arm, forcing him to stop and face her. “Why would Paolo go to the woods?”


  Brendan glanced at her briefly before offering her his hand. “I’ll explain on the way, but we need to hurry.”


  She was about to reach for his hand, only to hesitate and gather the layered skirt of her gown. “I won’t be able to keep up.” She shook her head. “I’ll only slow you down in this dress. Tell me where you’re heading, and I’ll try to follow you there.”


  “Stay in the villa, Calysta. It’s late. I don’t want you to get lost as well.”


  “It’s better if we all know where to look for you in case something happens.” Her fingers trembled slightly where they clutched the folds of her gown. 


  “Nothing will happen.” His eyes softened. “Paolo’s safe, I promise. We’ll be out of the woods by the time you get dressed.”


  Calysta couldn’t shake her unease. “Just to be sure. Where are you going?” Her voice came out tighter than she meant. 


  “It’s not far. Just take the path to the lake. About halfway there, you’ll see the old hornbeam tree. The one with a gnarled trunk. You can’t miss it. Turn right at the hornbeam, and it’ll lead you to a clearing. That’s where I think Paolo is.” 


  She tried to visualize what he was saying, but the path ahead was already dark in her mind. She needed to follow him as soon as she could. “I’ll see you there. Now, go.”


  Brendan gave her a lingering look, before nodding at her. “Stay on the path, Calysta. Don’t get lost.” He didn’t wait for a response, hurrying through the entrance and disappearing into the night. 


  Not wanting to disrupt the celebration, Calysta told James where they were going before stepping out of the ballroom. She fumbled with the ties and buttons of her gown as she headed for her bedroom. It felt like an eternity before she got through the massive villa and reached her quarters. Once there, her fingers trembled as she tugged the shimmering fabric off and changed into something more practical — a T-shirt, jeans, a sturdy jacket, and hiking boots. She grabbed two flashlights from her desk drawer, clicking one on to test it before shoving the other into her jacket pocket. What could Paolo have wanted to do in the woods at this hour?


  Without a moment to waste, she sprinted out of the villa, the cool night air nipping at her face. Her footsteps quickened as she neared the path Brendan had described. The hornbeam tree loomed ahead, its ancient branches swaying in the breeze.


  Clenching the flashlight tightly in her hand, she veered right, just as Brendan had instructed. A distant howl cut through the stillness of the night. She stopped on her tracks, her flesh prickling. Nothing. She pushed forward, her grip tight on the flashlight, as if it were a weapon she could use to fight off her fear. The air grew colder the further she ventured, the trees closing in around her. Branches snapped, followed by gnashing and a pained yelp that made her blood run cold. Her pace quickened, her boots crunching against the forest floor. Just as she neared the edge of the clearing, an anguished, guttural growl broke through the stillness. 


  Was that Brendan?


  Her heart hammered against her chest as she hurried toward the clearing. She muffled a gasp with her hand at the scene that unfolded before her. Tears brimmed her eyes as terror filled her. 


  In the middle of the clearing, Brendan stood surrounded by a snarling pack of wolves. His shirt was torn, his tuxedo jacket discarded and trampled in the dirt. Blood streaked his arm and shoulder where claws had raked him and fangs had bitten into his flesh, but he stood his ground, unyielding.


  Two wolves lunged at him, teeth bared and eyes glinting with predatory hunger. Brendan twisted at the last moment, his clawed hand slashing one in a fluid, almost feral, motion before his other arm lashed backward, hurling the other wolf several feet away. 


  Another wolf seized the opportunity to attack, snapping at Brendan’s side. He turned sharply, deflecting the animal with his forearm, though its teeth left a fresh gash. A low growl escaped Brendan’s throat as he staggered but quickly regained his footing, his eyes blazing with defiance.


  Calysta’s breath hitched, her heart pounding against her ribs. What should she do? How could she help? She clicked off her flashlight and plunged herself into the shadows. The last thing Brendan needed was to worry about her. Her fingers trembled as she clutched the flashlight, her mind racing. She needed to do something, but what? She couldn’t just jump in and fend off the wolves like he was doing.  


  Frantically, her eyes scanned the clearing, darting toward the scattered branches and rocks littering the ground in search for something she could use to fight. That’s when she spotted him.


  Paolo.


  He was crawling frantically toward the edge of the clearing, his small form illuminated briefly by the pale moonlight. She exhaled. He was alive. Her relief, however, was short-lived as a wolf took notice and prowled near the boy, its ears perked and its eyes hungry. It hadn’t noticed Paolo yet, but it would if he made the slightest noise.


  Her heart pounded as she crouched low, pointing toward the wolf to catch Paolo’s attention. His wide eyes locked on to hers, and she placed a trembling finger to her lips, signaling him to be quiet. With her other hand, she gestured urgently for him to come to her.


  Paolo hesitated for a split second, then began crawling toward her. The wolf’s ears twitched, but it didn’t turn, distracted by the commotion Brendan was making with the rest of the pack.


  When Paolo finally reached her, she wrapped her arms around him, pulling him tightly against her chest. A shaky breath escaped her, as her fingers brushed over his hair. They were safe for the moment, but her gaze drifted back to Brendan. He was barely holding his ground, his movements growing sluggish as he fended off the wolves with brute strength and raw determination. The sight wrenched her heart.


  “Paolo, listen to me.” Her grip on him tightened. “I need you to go to the hornbeam tree.” She pointed toward the path that had led her there. “Follow this path, and don’t stop until you get to the tree, okay?”


  Paolo’s tearful eyes widened. “What about you?”


  “I need to help Brendan.” She forced a smile. “Wait at—” 


  A sharp growl sliced through the woods. Paolo’s eyes widened in fear as he wrapped his arms around her waist in a tight hug. Calysta turned around. Her blood ran cold at the wolf approaching, its predatory gaze locking on to them. Its lips curled back, revealing sharp, gleaming teeth.


  Brendan was still occupied, locked in a vicious struggle with what appeared to be the leader of the pack. There was no time to wait for him. The wolf lowered itself, its muscles coiling for a leap. Paolo’s embrace on her waist tightened. There was no way she could make the child run. She didn’t know if she should. Would the wolf follow him or stay with her?


  “Stay behind me, but let me go, Paolo.” She pushed Paolo backward, using herself as a shield between him and the wolf. He buried his face against the small of her back, but his arms loosened around her. She flicked the flashlight back on, aiming the beam directly at the wolf’s face. The sudden brightness made it snarl and recoil slightly, shaking its head in irritation.


  That only seemed to aggravate the wolf, already poised for an attack. 


  At that moment, Calysta’s only thought was to protect Paolo. When the wolf leapt toward them, she quickly turned, wrapped her arms around the child, and shut her eyes, bracing herself for searing pain, as a strangled cry escaped her. 


  The pain never came.


  Instead, a roar tore through the air, followed by a sickening thud. Calysta whipped her head around to see Brendan standing over her, shielding her. His glowing green eyes blazed with fury as he snarled at the wolf, forcing it to retreat with a pitiful whimper, back to its now hesitant pack, their courage faltering as their leader limped away. One by one, they turned and disappeared into the darkness.


  The silence that followed was deafening.


  Brendan swayed on his feet, his body trembling from exertion. He looked down at her and Paolo, his expression softening as he knelt beside them. “Are you okay?” he rasped out, his voice hoarse.


  Calysta nodded, tears streaming down her face. “We’re fine.” Her hands wrapped tighter around Paolo. “Thanks to you.”


  Paolo sniffled, his small voice trembling. “I’m sorry, Mr. Brendan. I just wanted to see the treehouse. Everyone was taking so long.”


  Brendan offered a faint smile, ruffling Paolo’s hair with a bloodied hand. “You’re safe. That’s all that matters.” He tried to return to his feet, but staggered as he did.


  “Brendan?” Calysta’s grip on Paolo loosened, panic filling her.


  Brendan’s knees buckled, his balance lost, as he collapsed onto the dirt. 


  All of Calysta’s senses halted and zoned in on this one being that had been the center of her world for the past two years. She dropped to her knees beside him, her hands flying to his chest. “Brendan!” Her fingers brushed his neck, searching frantically for a pulse. It was there — faint, but there. Relief flooded her, but it was fleeting. “Brendan, stay with me, okay. Don’t do this.”


  She pointed at his discarded jacket in the middle of the clearing. “Paolo, hurry. Bring me his jacket.”


  Paolo sprinted forward and returned to her with his small hands clutching the jacket. 


  She pressed the fabric against the worst of the bleeding on his torso. “Brendan, you’re not leaving me.” Her tears mingled with the blood staining her hands. “Do you hear me? You’re not.”


  “Is he going to be okay, Calysta?” Paolo whimpered next to her before a sob escaped him.


  “Paolo, get up.” Her voice sharpened, cutting through her panic as she turned to him. “Run back to the villa. Find Emilia or James. Tell them we need help right now. Don’t stop for anything. Go!”


  Her tone left no room for argument. Paolo scrambled to his feet, tears streaming down his face as he bolted toward the path.


  Calysta turned back to Brendan, her hands shaking as she pressed harder against his wounds. His breathing was shallow, his eyes fluttering open for a brief moment. “Brendan,” she whispered, leaning closer. “Stay with me. I need you to fight. You’re going to be okay.”


  Her flashlight lay on the ground, its beam angled awkwardly toward the surrounding trees. She reached for it while still trying to keep her other hand on Brendan’s wounds. The flashlight rolled, its light tilting to reveal the faint silhouette of structures hanging on the trees.


  She stilled, her gaze locking onto the shapes. Shrouded in moonlit shadows, there they were, built in two trees. Treehouses. 


  Her heart twisted. This was what Paolo had risked their lives for? Treehouses? Her stomach churned with anger and frustration. Her bloodied hands trembled, the sight of Brendan’s still form fueling her fury as she pressed his jacket into his wound to stop the bleeding. “Treehouses, Brendan? Was that the secret? How did you even know about this?” She froze. He had been disappearing into the woods for hours these past weeks. “Brendan, did you build them yourself?” 


  She dared another glance at the structures hanging on the trees. Even cloaked in shadow, the love and care that had gone into their creation were evident. 


  “Brendan, wake up. You have to show me what you built.” Her voice wavered as she leaned closer to him, her tears dripping onto his bloodied shirt. “Every detail, you hear? You’re going to wake up and show me. That means you have to live.”


  A sharp, rasping gasp escaped Brendan, followed by her name on his lips: “Calysta.” As if he had poured all his strength into uttering her name one last time, his body collapsed. Then nothing. His breath stilled; hers caught. 


  She shifted her hand to his neck, frantically searching for a pulse. This time, she couldn’t find any sign of it. Her heart plummeted, and a cold, suffocating panic set in. “No. Brendan, no, n—” She choked on her own words as she pressed her hands against his wound, rocking herself on her knees, desperate for some sign of life to appear. “We’re not doing this. Brendan, please!” Her voice cracked with desperation. “James! Emilia! Someone, please help!”


  She kept her whole weight on her hands pressing the jacket against his bleeding body, but inside, she was unraveling from the full impact of realizing that she could lose Brendan that night. She couldn’t take it. Within her was complete and utter devastation at the truth that she could no longer imagine a world that didn’t include him in it. He couldn’t go in this state, couldn’t leave her before they had both broken his curse. 


  “Amma!” She cried out to her Father in heaven, as she lifted her eyes to the stars. “Don’t do this! You can’t take him yet, because You promised! You promised you would break every curse! It’s not broken yet! He is loved, isn’t he? Does he know? Amma, does he know You love him?” She collapsed on top of his motionless body as her sobs tore through her. Her fear was all wrapped in one question the darkness was using to terrorize her: Could Brendan enter heaven while still cursed?


  Her spirit stormed the gates of heaven for an answer. She would wrestle with angels, if necessary. She would wage her fiercest fight where it mattered most — at the throne of heaven, her every breath a prayer, a battle cry for God to return Brendan to her.
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  Brendan’s Lioness


  



  Greater love has no one than this, than to lay down one’s life for his friends. 


  - John 15:13 (NKJV) -


  



  Brendan stirred, the ache in his body welcoming him to consciousness. It wasn’t a sharp, searing pain as much as it was a somewhat distant discomfort that almost felt unnatural. His chest rose and fell slowly, each breath grounding him as awareness slowly awakened his senses and attuned him to his surroundings.


  The room wasn’t his own, though the faint scent of sandalwood was familiar enough to set his mind at ease. His gaze flicked to the soft gray walls, the tall windows with their pale curtains drawn against the morning light, and finally to the figure slumped in a chair beside him.


  Calysta.


  She was sitting next to his bed — not quite his bed. He squirmed, a little disoriented. He was in a hospital bed of sorts, but they were in her quarters. 


  Calysta’s head rested awkwardly against the back of a wooden chair, her body twisted at an angle that gave his neck a phantom ache from the sight. Her fingers clutched the edge of the blanket that covered him, as if she had fallen asleep in the middle of checking on him.


  His chest tightened at the sight. She looked utterly exhausted, dark shadows under her eyes, her hair loose and slightly tangled. There was something so unguarded, so tender about her presence that it made his throat close. How long had she been like this?


  He shifted slightly, testing his strength. The movement drew a low grunt from him, but his focus didn’t waver from her. She didn’t stir, lost in a sleep that looked far too overdue.


  Brendan’s fingers twitched. He hesitated before reaching out. She couldn’t stay like that; her body would be in agony once she woke up. He wanted to lift her, to guide her to the couch or at least ease her into a better position. Could he move her without waking her? Just as he reached out, a quiet but firm voice stopped him.


  “Don’t.”


  Brendan turned to see Emilia standing in the doorway. Her elegant silhouette was framed by the morning light, her sharp eyes narrowing as she approached. “She needs the rest. You’ll wake her if you try to move her.”


  “She can’t just stay like that.”


  “We can both convince her to get a massage when she wakes up, but I haven’t seen her sleep in days. She probably collapsed in exhaustion. Let her rest.”


  “Days?” Brendan reluctantly pulled his hand away from Calysta. “How long have I been out?”


  “Three days.” His naya pulled a chair closer to his bedside. “You lost a lot of blood. We weren’t sure when you would wake up, or if you’d wake up at all.”


  “Why exactly am I in her quarters?”


  “Would you have preferred the west wing? There would have been nothing we could do or say to keep her from you.”


  That gave him pause. Both the idea of her seeing how much he had laid waste of the west wing and the fact that she had been adamant to stay by his side tugged his soul from dread to awe and back. 


  “It was the right call then, taking me here.” Calysta’s chest rose and fell with each slow breath. “She’s been here the whole time?”


  “Couldn’t pry her away, and believe me, we tried.” Emilia’s voice softened. “She barely eats, barely sleeps. Always utters her prayers as she tends to your wounds. She’s done everything she could to make sure you’d wake up.”


  Brendan’s breath hitched, the weight of her words settling over him. He glanced at Calysta again, his chest tightening. “She’s stubborn,” he muttered, his voice hoarse but tinged with awe. “She shouldn’t have done that.”


  “There was no stopping her.” A faint smirk tugged at her lips. “The amount of tears she shed for you, she might have a gallery of bottled tears in heaven by now. There’s no questioning it. She cares about you.”


  Brendan huffed softly. “She’s—” He couldn’t find the words to describe what she was. Beautiful. Brave. Infuriatingly loyal. Words too small for what she had become to him. “I love her, Naya.”


  Emilia’s smirk faded, her expression softening. “I know, Brendan. I believe she knows it, too. You risked your life for her.”


  He scoffed at the notion. “My life was already at risk when she arrived.”


  His aunt shifted in her seat. “What exactly happened? The wolves of these woods never go near the villa. The doctor we consulted was shocked that they were anywhere near civilization.”


  “I don’t know.” Brendan shook his head. “I was looking for Paolo and found him exactly where I thought he would be, then they arrived. It happened so fast. I shoved Paolo to the shadows, hoping to hide him from them, then they just attacked. The rest is a blur. One moment I was fighting them off, the next moment, the leader of the pack was down, and one of the wolves was about to pounce on Calysta.”


  Emilia’s fingers tapped lightly against the armrest of her chair. “It’s strange how they just showed up like that. Hard to make sense of it. Then again, a lot of what has happened to you over the past few years doesn’t make sense. I mean, look at you. It’s almost like—” She held back her words.


  “Almost like what, Emilia? Like I’m cursed?”


  “No. It’s almost like you’ve become a target of the enemy, and I’d like to believe it’s because of what Belle told you.”


  “Belle told me a lot of things. And who exactly is the enemy?”


  “While I raised you without a religion, you’re educated enough in world religions to know full well who we Christians refer to as the enemy. As for Belle, she made it clear you’re meant for greatness.”


  “She did.” Brendan took in a long, drawn-out breath. “But how can I take stock in anything Belle says? She’s the reason I’m like this.”


  “What if she isn’t?”


  “Then who is?” He wasn’t trying to be contrary, but it was difficult to wrap his mind around the notion that the devil was performing some sort of targeted assault on him. 


  “Look.” Emilia sighed. “All I’m saying is that maybe she didn’t do this to you. Maybe she just forewarned you of what was coming because for you to reach the greatness she was talking about, you needed to be humbled.”


  That struck a chord, Belle’s words returning to him, impossible to forget. “She said I have to go low.”


  “Exactly. Is this not the lowest you’ve ever been? In the form of a beast, attacked by wolves, risking death?”


  “Cared for by a brave lioness.” Brendan turned his head toward Calysta. “It’s hard to think of myself as low when I have her, Naya. When I have you. It’s strange, but all I am right now is grateful. You should have seen it, the way she threw herself at Paolo to protect him from a wolf about to pounce on them. If anything would’ve happened to them, to her—”


  Calysta stirred, a soft groan escaping her lips as she shifted in her chair. Her eyes blinked open, slow and heavy, as though she’d been submerged in sleep far too deep. Her gaze landed on Emilia first, and she offered a tired smile, but when her eyes fell on Brendan, everything about her changed.


  Her spine straightened, her senses snapping to full attention. “You’re awake,” she whispered, her voice thick with emotion. Before Brendan could respond, she surged forward, gripping his hand. “You scared me half to death! What were you thinking, fighting off wolves like that?”


  Brendan’s lips twitched into a faint smile. “You’re the one who jumped in front of Paolo.”


  She huffed, her brow furrowing, but her hand remained firmly over his. “Don’t deflect. You’re lucky to even be alive, Brendan.” Her voice cracked slightly. “Couldn’t you have just taken Paolo and run?”


  “And what? Bring the wolves to the villa?” 


  “We could have lost you.” She quickly turned her head away, as if trying to hide the tears threatening to spill. “You— you saved me.” Her grip on his hand tightened. “I’m so sorry. I was trying to find a way to help you while telling Paolo to get to safety. It all happened so fast. I thought I would lose you. There was so much blood.” Before he could answer, she reached out and slapped his uninjured shoulder — not hard, but enough to make her point. “You don’t get to do that again, you hear me? You don’t get to scare me like that.” Her voice softened as her hand fell back to his. “I can’t lose you, Brendan.”


  He didn’t trust his voice to answer, so he gave her hand a gentle squeeze instead. For a moment, there was only silence between them, heavy with unspoken words. 


  Emilia, ever perceptive, rose quietly from her chair. “I’ll leave you two for now.” She gave Brendan a pointed look before moving over to Calysta to give her a hug. “He’s awake now. Get some rest, amoré.” 


  Calysta wiped away tears as she nodded at Emilia. “I will. Thank you, Emilia.”


  Emilia kissed her forehead before slipping out of the room.


  Tears were still tracking down Calysta’s cheeks. She tried to brush them away. “I’m glad you’re back. I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if anything happened to you.”


  Brendan swallowed hard, his chest tightening at the sight of her so vulnerable, so raw. Without thinking, he shifted slightly on the bed, groaning as the movement pulled at one of his healing wounds. He tapped the empty space beside him, his eyes meeting hers in quiet invitation. Without hesitation, she climbed in beside him, settling cautiously against his side. Brendan wrapped an arm around her, the motion awkward with his injuries. She melted into him, her head resting lightly against his chest. He closed his eyes for a moment, letting the closeness soothe the ache in his heart.


  She trusted him. That fact struck him harder than anything else. She trusted him enough to be this close, to let him hold her. She made Brendan feel a sense of worth he hadn’t known in years.


  “I feel the same way, Cal,” he said. “If that wolf managed to hurt you before I could stop it, I never would’ve forgiven myself.”


  “You were so brave, Brendan. Paolo and I are alive because you fought with everything that you are. Remember that.” She suddenly moved on the bed so she could face him, accidentally grazing a wound on his side. Brendan hissed softly in pain.


  Calysta scrambled away immediately, her face twisting in panic. “I’m so sorry! Did I hurt you?” She was already moving, her hands hovering over him as she scanned his bandages. “Are you hurting anywhere else? Let me see.”


  “It’s fine,” Brendan tried to say, but she wasn’t listening. Her brows furrowed in concentration as she checked his wounds.


  “I should’ve been more careful,” she murmured, half to herself. “I need to change this dressing anyway. Stay still.”


  Brendan watched as she worked. Seeing firsthand how much care she poured into every action, he loved her even more for it.


  “Calysta.” There was a reverence in his voice he didn’t care to hold back. 


  Her eyes flicked up to meet his. “Hmm?”


  “Matsilah.”


  Her expression softened, and she gave him a small, tired smile that still managed to light up her face. “You’re welcome, Brendan. Now let me finish this.”


  For the next few weeks, he saw a side of Calysta that he hadn’t yet seen before — the side of her that kept pouring herself out for other people, and he could only thank her God that He had allowed Brendan to be among those blessed to experience how fiercely she cared.


  Brendan’s recovery was slow but steady. At first, even sitting up in bed drained him, his body still weak from blood loss, and his wounds healing in fits and starts. 


  Calysta was always there. She brought him meals, coaxed him to take short walks around her quarters, and ensured he didn’t overexert himself. Sometimes, she would sketch while he rested. Other times, she would simply sit beside him, reading aloud from whatever book she had on hand. Each small kindness she offered grew the love in his heart, and every day of Brendan’s recovery, he made a solemn promise to himself: 


  Once he regained his strength, he would do everything in his power to make Calysta’s life beautiful.
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  Calysta’s Lion


  



  Joy is something that we have to choose and then work for. 


  - Crazy Love by Francis Chan -


  



  February 14; Calysta, 21 — A crisp chill hung in the air. It was the kind of cold that made her draw her coat tighter and savor the faint warmth of sunlight breaking through bare branches. 


  Brendan walked a few paces ahead, his broad frame cutting an imposing figure against the pale blue sky. Calysta followed close behind, her boots occasionally slipping on damp patches of fallen leaves scattered across the uneven trail. She wrapped her arms tighter around herself, the cold biting through her coat despite its thickness. 


  Calysta couldn’t believe he had made her agree to a winter hike on her birthday. “Where are we going?”


  Brendan turned his head slightly, his lips curving into a faint smile. “I think you know.”


  Her boots shifted on the damp ground as she hesitated, glancing up to find the hornbeam tree ahead. She winced. “Brendan, I’m not sure I want to.”


  He turned fully, a low growl escaping his throat as he regarded her. He smiled. “Don’t you trust me?”


  Calysta hesitated, her gloved hands fidgeting with the edge of her coat. The woods loomed around them, a place she didn’t think she could ever return to after that night. And yet, standing here now, she couldn’t deny him this. She had barely been able to deny him anything after the attack, even foregoing spending the holidays with her family during the winter season. It was hard to leave Brendan behind, his brush with death making her feel like they had such limited time.


  She nodded at him. “I trust you.”


  Brendan’s shoulders relaxed. “Then come with me.” He extended his hand, the claws on his fingers glinting faintly in the light. Her breath caught for a moment before she placed her gloved hand in his.


  The damp trail muffled their steps as they continued down the path. Calysta’s heart beat faster as they stepped into the clearing. Sunlight poured through, casting a soft golden glow over the ground. The scene should have been serene, beautiful even, but as her gaze swept upward and her eyes caught the sight of the treehouses, her chest tightened. The memory hit her like a cold wind: wolves snarling, Brendan’s blood staining everything, her frantic cry to the heavens echoing in the night.


  Her boots froze in place, and her breath hitched audibly. She glanced around, half expecting shadows to emerge from the trees. Her arms instinctively wrapped around herself, but it wasn’t enough. She stepped closer to Brendan, her fingers brushing against his sleeve before gripping his coat tightly.


  Brendan turned to her, his brow furrowing. “Calysta?”


  “I—” Her voice faltered, her eyes darting around the space as her heart pounded. She swallowed hard. “But what if the wolves come back?”


  Brendan’s expression softened. He placed a reassuring hand over hers, steadying her grip on his coat. “I’ve been back here several times since that night,” he said. “Nothing’s happened.”


  “Brendan.” Her head snapped up. “I can’t believe you’re taking risks like that!”


  He blinked, startled by the vehemence in her tone. “Calysta—”


  “No.” She cut him off, stepping in front of him. “You nearly died. You think I forgot what it felt like to hold you in my arms and wonder if that was it? If I was going to lose you forever? And now you’re telling me you’ve been sneaking back out here like nothing happened?”


  “I wasn’t sneaking.” His lips pressed into a thin line. “I needed to face it. I couldn’t let fear keep me from this place. And I couldn’t let it keep me from finishing what I started.”


  “What if the wolves come back? What then?”


  A small, amused smile tugged at his lips. “It’s broad daylight. Wolves don’t usually come out in the morning.”


  She tilted her head, her brow knitting as she looked up at him. “Don’t they?”


  “Not usually. They’re nocturnal hunters. They prefer the cover of night. The chances of them attacking us now are slim to none.”


  Calysta wanted to believe him, to let his words soothe the unease clawing at her chest. “You sound so sure.”


  “I am.” He gave her hand a gentle squeeze. “You’re safe, Calysta. I wouldn’t have brought you here otherwise.”


  Her heart still fluttered uneasily, but she took a deep breath and nodded. “Fine.” Her gaze swept upward.


  The treehouses.


  Perched high among the twin chestnut trees, the yellow-and-white house glowed warmly in the sunlight, like a promise of summer someday replacing the biting cold. The blue-and-green house exuded strength, adventure, its lookout post peeking through the interlacing branches. The wooden bridge between them looked sturdy. Had anyone even stepped foot on it since it had been built? 


  For a while, all she could do was stare. It broke her heart to recognize how much work Brendan had put into this, only for it to be left untouched. It wasn’t just the labor, though. He had poured his heart and soul into this place, into every board and beam. She could see it in the intricate carvings on the railings, in the careful angles of the roofs, and in the thoughtful details that made the treehouses more than just play structures.


  These were works of art.


  “Brendan, this is—” She turned to him. “It’s beautiful.”


  He didn’t respond immediately. Had his eyes been on her the entire time she was studying his handiwork? Had he been waiting for her reaction?


  “You’ve done something incredible here,” she said. “It’s perfect.”


  Brendan’s lips twitched into a faint smile. “It’s not perfect. Far from it, but it’s good. It’s something that I hope will give Paolo and Clara a lot of beautiful memories, if only everyone would stop fearing wolves and allow them here.” 


  “You understand why we can’t risk it, right?”


  “Actually, no, Calysta. I don’t.” He shook his head, a low growl rumbling in his chest. “You’re braver than this. You were never afraid of me, remember? Even when I was lashing out.”


  “That’s because I never saw you as a wolf, Brendan. I looked into your eyes that first day, and all I saw was someone who desperately needed help, something you and Emilia were convinced I could give.” She stepped forward and laid her hand gently on his chest. “You’re more lion than wolf. The Bible paints lions both in a positive way and in a negative way, and I have always prayed that you would reflect more of God’s light than the enemy’s darkness, and you did, Brendan. You’re kind, courageous, and strong, and not once since I came here have you looked at me as a wolf looks at its prey. Around you, I have nothing to fear.”


  “If what you say is true, no one has to be afraid, right? Not you or anyone else in the villa. If you’re with a lion, what can wolves do to you?”


  “It’s hard, Brendan, especially after what I saw the wolves do to my lion.”


  His gaze softened. “Your lion yet lives. Stop being afraid, Calysta Daniels. It doesn’t suit you.”


  As if to affirm him, the words she herself had used returned to her. “Wolves are everywhere, Amma… I’m safe only because my God is a lion.” She released a deep breath and glanced at the treehouses once again. “They really are quite beautiful. They shouldn’t go to waste.”


  “Finally. Sense.” A chuckle rumbled out of him. “Don’t you believe God will watch out for Paolo and Clara?”


  That made her take pause. Brendan usually referred to God as her God or Emilia’s God. Not just God. She smiled. He wasn’t even a follower yet, and it seemed his faith was already bigger than hers.  


  “I’m not the one you have to convince.” Calysta lifted her hands in the air. “It’s Tomas and Bernice who need to give you the go-ahead.” 


  “Oh, they already did. They just want to make sure you approve.”


  Calysta frowned. Could everyone see how much that night had impacted her? “Fine then.” She shrugged. “But we’ll add some safety precautions to ease everyone’s minds, right?”


  “That can be done.” Brendan gave her a wide grin. “I’m sure Emilia will know what to do. She’s kept me a secret all these years, hasn’t she?” He gestured toward the wooden steps leading up to Clara’s treehouse. “Come on. Let me give you a tour.”


  Calysta wrinkled her nose. “Are you sure it’s safe?” she teased, her tone a lot more playful this time.


  His smile widened as he offered her his hand. “It’s safer than I am.”


  That drew a laugh from her, light and unexpected. She placed her hand in his, and he led her toward the steps. The wood felt sturdy beneath her boots, each step rising smoothly as they climbed. She couldn’t help but marvel at how solid everything felt.


  When they reached the top, Brendan opened the door for her, letting her step inside. The space was larger than she’d expected, tall enough for her to stand comfortably but just snug enough to feel cozy. Sunlight filtering through the heart-shaped window cast a warm glow over the wooden interior. She turned in a slow circle, taking it all in — the polished floor, the intricate carvings on the walls, the small touches that made the space feel alive.


  “It’s even better up here.” Her voice was soft with wonder. “I can’t believe you kept this a secret for so long. This is amazing. Every single detail.” She smiled. “Art.”


  He reached out for something outside and stepped in with a bundle in his hands. Roses. Deep red, their petals flawless despite the chill. He held them out to her, his gaze steady but hesitant. “Happy birthday, Calysta.”


  Her hands shook a little as she reached for the bouquet, the fragrant blooms filling the space between them. “Where did you find these? Roses aren’t supposed to be in bloom yet.” 


  “I’ve been chatting with your sister, Paige, for a few months now. I wanted you to have a piece of home, and she suggested the roses. Good thing we have a greenhouse. Rita has been helping me grow them,” he said. “These are actually from your amma’s rose bushes back in Lumaire.”


  Calysta’s gaze snapped up to his. “Amma’s roses?” Her voice wavered. “Brendan, you’re unbelievable.” She pressed her face to the bouquet, inhaling the familiar, comforting scent of the roses her father so lovingly tended. “You have no idea how much this means to me,” she whispered, her voice trembling. “Matsilah, Brendan. Thank you so much.”


  Brendan shifted slightly, his claws brushing the edge of his coat as if unsure what to do with his hands. “I’m glad you like them.”


  “I love them,” she said earnestly, blinking away her tears to look at him. “All of this—” She glanced at the roses, the treehouse, him. “It’s everything, Brendan. This might turn out to be my best birthday yet.”


  A glimmer of pride and relief softened his features, but it was quickly replaced by a subtle shift in his expression. “What time is it?”


  Calysta glanced at her wristwatch with some difficulty while balancing the bouquet in her other hand. “An hour before noon. Why?”


  “It’s time.” Brendan’s lips curved into a small smile. “We’ll continue the tour later. The surprises aren’t over yet.”


  Her eyebrows arched higher. “What are you up to?”


  He stepped toward the door, holding it open for her as a gust of cold wind swirled into the cozy space. “Come with me.” Once again, he offered her his hand.


  Her curiosity was piqued, so she took his hand without hesitation, gripping the bouquet tightly in the other. 


  Brendan led her back toward the path. The woods seemed more peaceful now, less ominous, brighter even. The trees began to thin, giving way to the more open landscape surrounding the villa. The grand structure of Villa Eliza came into view. 


  One of the villa’s cars pulled over in the driveway. 


  Calysta’s steps faltered as the car rolled to a stop. Emilia stepped out onto the front steps. The car door opened, and Calysta’s breath hitched as Adam emerged, holding a bundled-up baby boy in his arms. Bee followed close behind, her smile radiant as she greeted Emilia.


  Calysta couldn’t believe her eyes. How was this happening? 


  “We flew a few people in.”


  She turned around to face Brendan, her throat dry. She told herself it was the cold, but her eyes watering said otherwise. “You did this?”


  “Everybody helped. We wanted it to be a surprise.”


  “What do you mean everybody? Who else is coming?”


  He smiled. “Let’s just say Adam and Rebekah are not the first to arrive.”


  Her heart surging with emotion, she closed the distance between them and threw her arms around his neck. Brendan tentatively wrapped his strong arms around her waist. “Happy twenty-first, Calysta.” He carefully let go of her, making sure she was steady on her feet before pulling away. “Go ahead. Enjoy your time with them.”


  Calysta turned toward the villa, her steps light and quick as excitement bubbled within her, but just as she reached the edge of the driveway, she turned back to Brendan to find him slowly backing away. Her brow furrowed with concern. “What about you?”


  “I don’t want them to see me.” 


  Her heart ached at the answer. “I know these people, Brendan. They would never—”


  “It will be foolish to risk it.” His tone left no room for argument, but his gaze remained tender. “This is your day, Calysta. Enjoy every minute.”


  “Brendan—” 


  “I’ll find you once it’s all done.”


  “Where will you be?”


  “West wing.”


  She sighed. Of course. The one place she couldn’t go. 


  “Go, Calysta. Be with them.”


  After a long pause, she stepped closer and squeezed his arm. With that final gesture, she turned and hurried toward the villa. She pushed the heavy doors open, and the warmth inside spilled out to meet her, accompanied by a thunderous chorus of voices.


  “Surprise! Happy birthday, Calysta!”


  Her breath hitched as she took in the sight before her. The foyer was alive with color and light, decorated with streamers, balloons, and flowers. Familiar faces filled the space — Amma, Paige, Sab, Karina, Deb, Shawna, Adam, Bee, and their new baby. Their smiles were wide, their eyes sparkling with delight.


  “You guys,” was all she managed to say.


  Everyone surrounded her in a flurry of hugs, laughter, and familiar warmth. She found herself swept up in their energy, showing them the villa and recounting her life there.


  At some point, Karina linked arms with her and asked, “Why isn’t Lance here? You didn’t invite him? Bet he and Malaya would want to see this place.”


  Calysta found the question odd. Since when did Karina care about her friends? “They’re probably at OVSA right now. Besides, I didn’t put this together. Brendan did.”


  “Ah, the mysterious Brendan. When do we get to meet him?”


  At that, Calysta let out a huff. “Beats me.” She wished he was here, but the odds of anyone convincing him to join the party was next to nothing. She tried her best not to worry about him and focus on her guests and appreciate the feast Tomas had prepared. Emilia, ever the gracious host, made sure everyone was comfortable, and the household staff managed to pause from their work to join in on the festivities.


  For the first hour or two, the joy of every moment captured Calysta, her heart full as she moved from one person to the next, sharing memories and catching up. It was an unexpected but wonderful blending of her two worlds, but in it all, Brendan’s absence lingered. She found herself constantly glancing toward the west wing, wondering where he was and what he was doing. She missed him, her best friend, the one who had made all of this possible.


  Eventually, the pull became too strong to ignore. Excusing herself from the gathering, she grabbed some dessert and slipped away, her footsteps quiet as she made her way to the  west wing. The halls grew quieter, the familiar buzz of the party fading into the distance. There was an eerie sense of foreboding that came with stepping into the forbidden. Her heart raced as she followed the faint sound of music drifting through the air.


  The melody led her to a slightly ajar door. She pushed it open gently, her breath catching at the sight before her. Brendan sat on the edge of his bed, plucking harmonies on his guitar. Surprise flashed in his eyes when he saw her standing by his door post, holding an ice cream cone in each of her hands. 


  “What are you doing here?” His voice was tense. He was staring at the ice cream like it was about to morph into a predator ready to maul him. 


  Calysta dismissed the irrational reaction and licked the top of the strawberry ice cream on her cone. “I brought you dessert.”


  “I— I don’t like ice cream.”


  She couldn’t believe her ears. “What kind of person doesn’t like ice cream?” 


  “Me.”


  She shrugged. “All mine, then.”


  “You’re not supposed to be here, Calysta.”


  “Are you really going to send me away on my birthday?” She cautiously entered his room and sat next to him. She licked her ice cream as she observed his refuge. “It’s not as bad as I thought it might be. This looks like a regular bedroom to me, only it’s a tad bit too dark in here. Wouldn’t hurt to open a few windows.”


  “Heh? Girl who keeps complaining about the cold wants to open a bunch of windows.” Amusement mixed with the tension, but the edge was still in his tone. “And what did you think my room would look like anyway?”


  “Dark and foreboding. Why else would you not allow me to visit the west wing?” She licked her ice cream again and ended up getting some of it on her nose. With both her hands occupied, she tried to wipe her nose with the back of her right hand, only to get ice cream on her forehead. She giggled. 


  “You’re making a mess.” This time, there was more amusement than tension. “Let me help you.” He used his sleeve to wipe the dessert off her face. 


  Once he was finished, she lifted the ice cream cone she had brought for him and placed it in front of his mouth like a microphone. “It’s getting all melty. Are you sure you don’t want it? I don’t think I can finish it all.”


  He looked so tense, she thought to suggest that he get a massage, but to her surprise, he grunted, rolled his eyes and took the cone from her. “Only because it’s your birthday.” He stared at the thing like he was about to cry.


  “Brendan, you don’t have to, if you don’t want to. You look miserable.” She tried to take it back. 


  “No, it’s mine.” He frowned and used his arm to keep her away. “I think it’s time I made peace with ice cream anyway.”


  “Make peace with ice cream? What did it ever do to you?”


  “Killed my amma.”


  The unexpected answer knocked the breath out of her. She blinked. “What?” Ice cream did that? “How?” One question after another flooded her mind, accompanied by humorous pictures of ice cream monsters swallowing beasts or melting and making them slip and break their backs. “I don’t understand. Are you serious? Was he diabetic or something?”


  Laughter broke out of him, stunning her. 


  She had heard his laughter before, but nothing like this. Something about it sounded almost painful, like he was laughing because he’d rather do that than cry or yell. It was the kind of laughter that healed because it was cathartic, and it made Calysta want to hug him, to thank him for showing her this side of himself, all because of his strange vendetta against ice cream. 


  “I love that you find something funny, but I was actually being serious! What do you mean ice cream killed your amma?” The question sounded so wrong. What a morbid thing to ask someone. 


  “I’ll tell you, okay? But first, let me finish this thing.” He stared at the ice cream like he had no clue how to eat it. “Might as well get it over with.” He shoved the entire thing — ice cream, cone, and all — inside his mouth. He chewed a few times before letting it settle on his taste buds for a beat or two. He then swallowed. 


  Her jaw dropped. “You just— Brendan! Doesn’t look like you hate ice cream!” 


  “It still does taste good. No wonder I was obsessed with it as a child.” He grabbed hers and did the same thing with it. 


  The sight was too precious for her to object. This time, it was her turn to break out in laughter — the kind that made her clutch her stomach because it was beginning to hurt her sides. Once she was able to recover, to her surprise, Brendan wrapped his arms around her in what felt like a literal bear hug. 


  Calysta was surprised by how comfortable she felt in his embrace. “What’s the hug for?”


  “You still haven’t told me why you’re here, but I’m glad you brought me ice cream. This moment was very healing.”


  “Okay?” Just like him to make even ice cream feel dramatic. 


  He let go of her. “So, why are you here wasting precious time you could have with your family? I’ll be here tomorrow and the days and weeks after. They won’t.” 


  “Fine. I love that you brought all my loved ones here, I do, but I can’t stand that you’re here and not there with us. I don’t want to spend my birthday without my best friend.”


  Brendan remained silent. For a second, Calysta thought he might ask her to go away. She breathed out a sigh of relief when he said, “Stay a little longer then, and let me tell you how ice cream killed my amma.” He picked up his guitar and began to play a tune as background music to his story.


  She wasn’t sure if what he was about to tell her was all a joke, but it soon became clear that it was all serious. What made it beautiful was that somehow, when Brendan finished telling her the story, she was quite sure that this indeed had been healing for him. 


  “It wasn’t my fault,” he said, “and neither was it ice cream’s.” 


  She leaned her head on his shoulder. “Got that right.” 


  Brendan began plucking at his guitar again. He nudged her shoulder. “Recognize this one?”


  Calysta took a moment to listen. She figured it out as soon as he reached the first verse. “Beauty in Our Scars?”


  “Exactly. Diana Andino.”


  Calysta smiled. “I love her. You should read up on how she came up with that song. Such a beautiful story of redemption.”


  “Already have. Didn’t think she could ever make a comeback after that disastrous Red & Ice concert.”


  “But she did. God can make beauty out of our scars. She’s proof of that.”


  Brendan grunted in response but kept playing the song anyway.  


  She lingered a while, content to listen to him play. It was he who eventually shooed her out of his lair, convincing her to return to her own party. Her friends and family wouldn’t always be there like he would. 


  She returned and enjoyed the company, never before feeling more celebrated and loved than she did then. So, when it came time to blow out her candles and make a birthday wish, she couldn’t think of anything to wish for herself. Calysta ended up whispering a prayer for Brendan instead. 


  She wished the next time they would celebrate her birthday, he would no longer have to hide in the shadows, because with all her heart, Calysta was convinced that her lion belonged to the light.




  56


  [image: floral]


  Brendan’s Surprise


  



  Love means to love that which is unlovable... Hope means hoping when things are hopeless... And faith means believing the incredible... or it is no virtue at all. 


  - Heretics by G.K. Chesterton -


  



  Brendan, 24 — His twenty-fourth birthday awakened Brendan with a mental picture of Belle’s appearance during his eighteenth birthday — almost ethereal in her midnight blue dress emphasizing her breathtaking blue eyes. The memory had once triggered surges of anger, resentment, and bitterness within him. This time, the mysterious woman brought a smile to his face, only because Belle inevitably made him think of Calysta. 


  It had been six years since the first time he had laid eyes on Belle, and Brendan could only be grateful for the encounter that had ripped his life apart. He never would’ve known love otherwise. 


  He hurried out of bed to prepare for the day ahead. Calysta would love what he had in store for her, at least he hoped she would. As quickly as he could, Brendan prepared himself, adjusting his appearance to look as presentable as possible before heading toward the sunny nook where they always had breakfast. Laughter spilled into the hallway, light and unrestrained. Quickening his steps, he rounded the archway to find Emilia and Calysta seated and not alone.


  A broken remnant of his past twisted shards into his heart. “Axo?”


  His uncle’s face paled at the sight of him. The man cleared his throat and rose to his feet. “Brendan.”


  A growl laced his next question. “What brings you all the way here?”


  Axo Kirk coughed. “I thought I’d visit.”


  “Right.” Brendan nodded toward Emilia then to Calysta, who made a silly face at him. His tense frame immediately relaxed. “Good morning.” He took his seat beside her.


  She nudged his elbow with hers, leaned her head on his shoulder, and brushed her palm against his arm. “Happy birthday, Brendan.”


  His brow quirked up. “You know?”


  “I’ve known.” She shrugged. “This is the first time I feel safe to greet you.”


  Despite the edge his axo’s presence brought him, he couldn’t hold back a smile, even as his cheeks warmed at her show of affection. 


  Pearl came in with their breakfast. Bacon and eggs. 


  “Thank you, Pearl,” Brendan said. “How’s your amma?”


  Pearl beamed. “You should’ve seen his face when he saw the new tools you sent him! He says you should stop by at some point. He wants to show you his latest invention.”


  “I’ll pay him a visit later today.” Brendan elbowed Calysta’s arm. “You coming?”


  “Wouldn’t want to miss it for anything.”


  “I’ll let him know.” Pearl gave them quick, excited nods before leaving.


  Brendan picked up a piece of bacon from his plate and took a huge bite. He set his attention on their surprise guest. “How have you been, Axo? Been a while since you last visited.”


  “I told him we would celebrate your birthday today,” Emilia explained. “And he ran out of excuses not to come.”


  “You seem—” Axo Kirk leaned back on his seat “—happier.”


  Brendan glanced Calysta’s way. “I am.”


  His uncle smirked. “How long have you been living here, Miss Daniels?”


  “Miss Daniels.” Brendan snickered.


  “Shush.” Calysta shoved his arm before addressing Axo Kirk. “Three years this coming summer.”


  “You and my nephew get along well?”


  “We do okay.” 


  “Most of the time,” Brendan said. “She kind of stresses me out.”


  “I stress you out?” Calysta laughed. “Maybe I do; then again, perhaps that’s what I’m meant to do.”


  “What does that mean?” He grimaced. “Like you’re here to stress the beast out of me?”


  She shrugged. “Whatever works, yeah?”


  He echoed her reserved laughter before catching the flash of curiosity in Axo Kirk’s face and the hint of amusement in Emilia’s. However, as interested as he was to know why his uncle showed up all of a sudden, Calysta still nabbed his full attention. In his opinion, she deserved to have all of it, and not even anyone’s unexpected visit should be able to distract him from giving her this day. 


  Hope filled his soul even if his rationale told him to hold back, to shield himself, to hide and protect what was left of his pride. But why? He had been hiding all this time. What good would clinging to his pride bring him? He would risk breaking time and time again, if it meant taking part in her joy. 


  The atmosphere over breakfast was lighter than usual, with Axo Kirk awkwardly getting in a word or two amidst the banter among the three regular inhabitants of Villa Eliza. He appeared particularly taken aback by Emilia, who did most of the explaining whenever he couldn’t understand the inside jokes between Brendan and Calysta. 


  Finally, when their plates were empty and there was no more reason to hang around, Brendan tugged at Calysta’s sleeve. “Come. I have something to show you.”


  They excused themselves from the breakfast table and retreated to a world of their own without another glance at the brother and sister, who had their own stories to tell each other, stories Brendan wasn’t entirely sure he wanted to hear. 


  They reached the top of the grand staircase, where Brendan tugged her to follow him to the west wing. Calysta’s grip on his wrist tightened.


  “What? Let’s go.”


  “To the west wing? You sure?” 


  He engulfed her hand with his as he narrowed his eyes at her and gave her a big grin, exposing his sharp teeth. “Are you scared, Calysta? Don’t you think I can protect you from the monster that lives here?”


  She rolled her eyes, retrieved her hand and shoved him on the chest. “Please. I see no monsters here.” She linked arms with him and marched forward. “Come on then.”


  Her radiant smile made him go weak in the knees, so much so that he stumbled forward to keep up with her.  


  “Matsilah,” she said.


  “For what?” 


  “For trusting me.”


  “You’ve been to the west wing before, Calysta. Your birthday, remember?”


  “Yeah, but this time, it’s different. You let me in.”


  The meaning and intent behind her words weren’t lost on him. At that very moment, all Calysta had to do was ask, and he would’ve given her anything. For now, this surprise would have to do. 


  “This has been a long time coming,” he said. “Emilia and I both think you’ll love this place.” He pushed open the oak double doors. Sunlight hit his face, its rays coming through the sleek floor-to-ceiling windows offering a panoramic view of the lush greenery and the distant fresh water lake outside. 


  Shelves of polished chrome and glass filled the walls and reached the ceilings — at least twenty feet high. The extensive collection of books — classics and contemporaries and everything in between — provided the splash of color required to complement the modern and clean white-wall aesthetic of the room. 


  Calysta entered the library in a state of awe, her mouth hanging open as she turned around to scan her surroundings. She ran her hand on the backrest of an egg-shaped chair, perfect for cocooning a reader who wanted to get lost in fantastic worlds only books could contain. 


  “Unbelievable,” she said. “You mean this has been here all along, and it took you three years to let me in?!”


  His head spun at the tone of accusation in her outburst. He laughed. “Wait. Are you mad?”


  She huffed. “I should be!” She bit her lip. “But I’m not. Well, I’m a little upset—” she hurried to a shelf and pulled out a book “—but it’s your birthday, so I’ll forgive you eventually.”


  “Eventually?”


  “Don’t rush me.” She was already thumbing through the book she had taken. “You can’t blame me for being upset. This would have been a nice distraction, especially during my first months here when you refused to talk to me.”


  “If I had let you in here, you never would’ve been bored enough to actually want to have dinner with me.”


  Calysta closed the book she was reading and wrinkled her nose in thought. “That’s probably true. Now that you’ve shown me this place, do I have untethered access? Can I visit the west wing anytime I wish?”


  “Of course.” With his permission and help, the staff had been repairing all the destruction he had caused in the west wing during the first three years of his curse. “This space is yours to use whenever you please.”


  She hugged the book and squealed. “I forgive you then.”


  “Good. I’ll take that.” Truth be told, he was upset with himself as well. Had he known it would make her this happy to have access to the library, he would’ve renovated it and made it accessible to her a lot sooner. 


  “So this is why Emilia has an endless supply of books to lend me,” Calysta said. “She has given me every title I have ever asked for.”


  “You like it?” he asked.


  “I love it!”


  From behind her, he reached for her hand and tugged her to follow him. “There’s more. A little keepsake from me.” He gently pulled her to a private little nook in one corner of the library. “My parents loved this room. My mother especially.”


  “You don’t talk about her much.”


  “I don’t know much about her, but that’s not important, because she’s not why we’re here.” He stopped in front of a coffee table, with two cups of hot cocoa and a square, hard-bound book on top. He picked up the book and handed it to her.


  The pure white cover of the book had the word, Sacred, engraved in gold at the center. She traced a finger over the letters before opening to the front page. When she saw what was inside, she drew a breath. 


  Brendan watched her thumb through page after page. Each one showed her charcoal-and-ash sketches, coupled with words he had penned, each word meant to express how precious, how sacred she was to him.


  Only when she reached the last page did the soft smile leave her face. 


  The last page contained his favorite image of her, a photo he had snapped himself. In it, she held a cup of cocoa between her palms and stared outside the window. Her expression showed  peace, joy, and contentment.


  It was the one page that didn’t require poetry or eloquent words to say what he wanted to say. This was the image that made him jot down the contents of his heart, straightforward and honest: 


  I will always love you, Calysta. 


  Brendan held his breath when Calysta’s fingers trembled as she shut the book and raised her eyes to meet his. Those blue eyes glistened with unshed tears. He could almost see the wheels turning inside her mind. 


  She opened her mouth. No words came out.


  He reached out to assure her, intending to say he didn’t expect her to love him back. However, the moment their hands touched, she pulled him closer and kissed him on the cheek. And then she said words he had feared to hope for all these years. 


  “I love you too, Brendan.” 
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  Calysta’s Confession


  



  You just . . . can’t be afraid of a broken heart.


  - The Broken Way by Ann Voskamp -


  



  His stunned silence, paired with the weight of her own spoken confession, made Calysta clutch the book tighter. She was still so full of gratitude that he would do something so sweet, so meaningful for her; it wasn’t even her birthday but his! It had been her intention to thank him profusely; instead, her heart had spilled out of her lips. She had spoken out loud the truth that had been blossoming in her heart since the idea of losing him had brought her to her knees.


  She loved him. 


  She had fallen in love with a beast.


  And he wasn’t even a follower of Christ still.


  The shift within her was instant. Suddenly, now that he knew, Brendan was dangerous. He was no longer just her best friend; he had somehow taken her heart and made it his. She hugged the book against her chest and flinched, now unable to look him in the eye. 


  “You don’t have to say that, Calysta,” he said. “You don’t have to tell me that if— just to—” Brendan gulped. “I won’t hold you to that.”


  “No. Stop.” Even more than protecting herself, the instinct to protect him from heartbreak consumed her. “I mean it, Brendan. I do love y—” She swallowed hard. Her shoulders sagged as she forced herself to raise her eyes to meet his piercing gaze. “I don’t even know your real name.” 


  Calysta winced. How had this happened? How had she learned to love a beast? 


  A beast. His appearance broke her heart. Had all her prayers fallen on deaf ears? Why did this beastly curse still have a hold on him? If she loved him, why did a way out of this curse elude them still?


  Suddenly unable to breathe properly, she stood up. Panic filled her; oxygen came in short supply. She clutched the book tighter, the edges digging into her skin.


  “I can’t—” Her voice broke. “I need air.”


  Brendan took a step forward, his claws twitching at his side. “Calysta, let me—”


  “No, please.” She shook her head, forcing herself to meet his gaze, even as her heart cracked at the hurt flickering in his green eyes. “Cencia. Just give me a little time to be alone.”


  Before he could respond, she turned and fled, the book pressed against her chest like a shield. She barely registered the grand staircase beneath her feet, her boots echoing against the marble as she rushed toward the villa’s front doors. Fresh air. That’s all she needed. Just one moment to gather her thoughts — better yet, seek God’s.


  The heavy oak door creaked open, and the chill of the outdoors hit her face, but she barely had time to take a breath before she froze in place.


  On the driveway stood the last person she would have ever expected to see at the villa. 


  Lance.


  He was arguing with James, his voice raised and his gestures wild as he tried to push past the driver. 


  James stood firm, his stance wide and unwavering, one hand raised in warning. “You can’t be here! How did you even get inside?”


  Lance refused to back down. “I know she’s here. Let me see her!”


  “Stop!” Calysta’s voice rang out. She hurried down the steps, her heart pounding as the two men turned toward her.


  James’s gaze flicked to her. “You know him, Miss?”


  Calysta hesitated for a brief moment before nodding. “He’s my best friend from high school.”


  James exhaled heavily, his shoulders relaxing just a fraction. “Then maybe you can explain to him that he’s trespassing.”


  “James, please,” Calysta said softly. “I’ll handle it.”


  James held her gaze for a moment longer before nodding, though the stern set of his jaw didn’t ease. He stepped aside but remained within earshot, his posture still alert.


  Lance brushed past James and straightened his jacket. “So this is it, huh? This is where you’ve been hiding?” His eyes darted around, taking in the grand façade of the villa, the sweeping driveway, and the meticulously kept grounds. 


  “What are you doing here, Lance?” Calysta asked. “You can’t be here. How did you even find this place?”


  His jaw tightened. “Karina. We ran into each other. She was all too happy to fill me in on how jealous she is of you, how you’re holed up in some estate with God knows who, and how secretive you are about everything. She didn’t have details, but I followed the trail. Pulled some strings, called in a few favors. Gotta admit. Whoever tried to hide this place knew what they were doing. It took me a while to find it, but here we are.”


  Calysta’s mind reeled. Karina. Why couldn’t her sister keep her mouth shut?


  Lance’s voice grew more heated. “Do you even realize where you are, Calysta? You’re in a whole other country.”


  She opened her mouth to respond, to explain, to reassure him that she wasn’t in danger, but the words caught in her throat when his expression changed. His frustration and indignation melted into something else entirely — pure, unfiltered terror.


  His face paled, his breath quickened, and his eyes widened as they fixed on something behind her.


  Dread filled Calysta as she spun on her heel to follow his gaze. Just as she feared, there he was: Brendan.


  He stood in the open doorway, his massive frame filling the entrance. The sunlight caught the sharp contours of his beastly features — the thick fur, the glowing green eyes, the claws that twitched at his sides. His expression was unreadable, but his presence — his appearance — was undeniable. There was no way to cover this up, no way to convince Lance that he hadn’t just seen a beast with his own eyes. 


  Heart pounding, Calysta whispered an inaudible prayer, “Lord, please fix this.” 


  Her heavenward plea didn’t ease the tempest brewing within and around her as Lance’s voice — part panic, part terror, part anger — sliced through her prayer. “What is that?” 


  “Lance, calm down.” Calysta positioned herself between them. “I promise it’s okay.”


  “Okay?” Lance’s voice cracked. “Calysta, are you insane? That thing—”


  “Stop.” Her defenses went up, her stern glare at him a clear warning. “Be careful what you say next, because you don’t understand what’s going on here. Don’t do or say anything you’ll regret.”


  Behind her, Brendan remained silent, his gaze locked on Lance. His claws flexed once before he folded his arms across his chest, his posture relaxed but radiating an unspoken challenge.


  The book in Calysta’s hands slipped from her grasp, its pages fanning out as it hit the ground with a muted thud, flipping open to a page with a charcoal-and-ash sketch of a woman and a beast standing by their bungalow in Lumaire.


  Lance gasped at the sketch before his eyes flicked toward Calysta, his expression a mix of recognition, confusion, and disbelief. “Are you with him?”


  Not knowing what to say, she ignored her friend and swallowed hard as she struggled to lock eyes with the man to whom she had just confessed her love. “I’m so sorry, Brendan.” She hoped against all hope that all of this was a dream, and the beast she loved was safe while hidden in his shadows, not exposed and in danger, all because she had done everything she could to draw him into the light. 
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  Brendan the Tyrant


  



  I’m fairly convinced that the Kingdom of God is for the broken-hearted. You write of ‘powerlessness.’ Join the club, we are not in control. God is.


  - Fred Rogers -


  



  He should have been angry, afraid, more shaken than he had ever been in his life, yet where the tumult of discovery should have devastated him, there existed a divine abandon within him. Nothing would be able to take from Brendan the truth of Belle’s note manifested: You are loved. 


  Brendan stood by the open windows of his bedroom. Natural sunlight accompanied a gentle spring breeze, making the powder blue curtains flow. From his vantage point, he had a clear view of Calysta walking beside Lance in the villa’s gardens. 


  Her friend’s face, all furrowed and scrunched up, was a stark contrast to the softness of Calysta’s expression, her lips moving in what seemed like a gentle offer of answers to Lance’s many questions. 


  Curiosity was Brendan’s most predominant emotion, mixed with a little annoyance at the way Emilia’s heels were clacking against his bedroom’s hardwood floor. She was pacing like a mad woman, prattling on about what needed to be done in the next twenty-four hours to ensure his safety. Something about relocating and managing the press. None of it appealed to Brendan. Should Lance expose him, it was over, and they could only delay the inevitable, not completely avoid it. 


  The irritating clickety-clack of Emilia’s heels stopped. “Are you even listening to me? Brendan, how are you so calm?”


  “She’s calm.”


  “She probably doesn’t fully realize the gravity of the situation. It seems neither do you. If this gets out, it’s over. Why aren’t you helping me find a solution?”


  “I trust Calysta.”


  “I do too, but I can’t say the same about this boy. From what we know, this young man holds a grudge against Calysta. What if she can’t convince him to keep our secret?”


  Unwilling to delve into endless “what-ifs”, Brendan remained silent and focused on Calysta. He tried to memorize every detail of her, his heart full with a love he never imagined he could feel for anyone. 


  “She told me she loves me,” he blurted out to distract his aunt.


  “What?” Even Emilia halted all panic at the revelation. Silence filled the room as she took a moment to process what he had said. “When? How?”


  “Earlier, in the library. I showed her the book, and when she read what I wrote on the last page, she said she loves me too.” A ripple of light laughter flowed out of him. “I told her she didn’t have to say that just to make me feel good, but she insisted. She loves me. From the look on her face, it seemed it was a revelation to her as well.”


  “That means— That should mean—”


  “I’m still a beast.”


  “It doesn’t make sense. Belle said—”


  “I know.”


  “Then why is the curse— Brendan, I don’t understand.”


  “Neither do I.”


  He let out a slow exhale, running a clawed hand through his hair. His thoughts churned, trying to reconcile what he knew of Belle’s cryptic instructions with the reality of the curse that still held him. He turned on his heel and strode to his bookshelf, Emilia’s confused gaze following him.


  “Brendan?”


  He ignored her, his claws deftly pressing against the hidden latch behind the books, triggering the panel to slide open. The small vault concealed within held only one item: Belle’s rose.


  His hands trembled as he reached for it, gently lifting the stem from its resting place. The rose had changed once before. The faint signs of bloom had shown when he had begun to open himself up to the possibility of being loved by Calysta. Since then, it had remained in a state of half-bloom, but now—


  Brendan’s breath caught.


  The rose had fully blossomed.


  Each petal unfurled with exquisite perfection, its deep crimson hue so vivid it seemed to glow. The intricate layers curled outward like a masterpiece wrought by a divine hand.


  “What is that?” Emilia stepped closer, her sharp eyes softening as they fell upon the rose. “Brendan, it’s in full bloom.”


  Brendan sank into the nearest chair, the rose cradled delicately in his hands. Belle’s final note echoed in his mind: The rose will reach full bloom when you finally realize: You are loved.


  Why then did he remain a beast still? 


  Emilia lowered herself onto the edge of Brendan’s bed, her eyes fixed on the rose. 


  The questions running through both their minds didn’t need to be spoken — not when no one was there to provide an answer, not when in this matter, God had consistently remained silent. 


  “What is going on?” Axo Kirk leaned against the door post, interrupting their retreat into their own heads. 


  His presence almost came as another source of shock to Brendan who had already forgotten he was there. 


  “I need time to—” Emilia shook her head. “I have to go. I’ll be in my office.” She walked past Axo into the hallway, the echo of her heels fading with her departure.


  Brendan eyed his uncle. He seemed so out-of-place, like he belonged to a different life. Strange, because he had been one of Brendan’s most steady and consistent influences growing up. 


  Axo Kirk crossed his arms over his chest. “Breakfast girl’s a beauty. How did you convince a hottie like that to stay here?”


  Too well aware of how Axo regarded women, hearing his uncle talk about Calysta disturbed him. It took all of Brendan to hold his tongue and deflect. “Not to be rude, but what are you even doing here? Three years in absentia, and suddenly, you’re back out of nowhere?”


  “I wanted to see Emilia to—” Axo Kirk shrugged “—discuss financial matters with her. Figured I’d catch up with you since I’m already here. Gotta give it to you. Even in your current form, you’re able to get a babe like her. I’m impressed.”


  Brendan gritted his teeth and reeled in the urge to lash out at his uncle. To distract himself, he shifted his attention back to Calysta. His gaze immediately sharpened at the sight before him. She was standing beneath the arched trellis in the villa’s garden, her phone pressed to her ear. Lance stood close, his posture tense and protective, his brow furrowed.


  Her free hand gripped the edge of the trellis, her knuckles white against the wooden frame. A gust of wind swept through the garden, catching her hair and brushing it across her face. She didn’t bother to push it away, too consumed by the conversation unfolding.


  Lance leaned closer, his expression softening. Brendan’s jaw tightened when the man’s hand rose to brush against Calysta’s arm, his touch lingering just long enough to make Brendan’s claws twitch.


   What was happening? Whatever Calysta was saying clearly carried weight, her words visibly affecting Lance as he nodded slowly, his lips moving in response. Brendan’s beastly senses strained, desperate to catch even a fragment of their exchange, but the distance rendered it impossible.


  Then, just as abruptly as the moment had begun, Calysta’s hand fell to her side. She ended the call with a trembling breath, lowering the phone slowly as if the act itself took every ounce of strength she had left.


  Lance stepped forward, his hand reaching for hers, his words inaudible but his intent clear: comfort.


  Brendan couldn’t take it anymore. Before he could think, he was already moving. “Excuse me, Axo,” he muttered, his voice rough as he brushed past his uncle without waiting for a reply.


  The world blurred around him as his beastly speed carried him to the garden. He reached her just as Lance turned to say something, but Brendan barely registered the words.


  Her wide, tear-glossed eyes met his, and her trembling lips parted as if to speak, but no sound came. 


  His chest tightened. “Calysta?” 


  “Brendan, I have to go.”


  “What happened?”


  She hesitated, her fingers tightening around the phone. A tear slipped down her cheek. “It’s Amma.” Her voice cracked. 


  He was about to step toward her to comfort her, but Lance reached for her in an attempt to pull her into his embrace. “I’ll take you home, Calysta,” Lance said. “It’s time to get out of this place.” 


  His words broke a dam in her. Sobs began to spill out of her, but before Lance could touch her, she stepped aside and wrapped her arms around Brendan’s waist, burying her face against his chest, soaking his shirt with her tears. 


  “Shhh…” Brendan ignored Lance’s glare as he brushed his hand against Calysta’s back, keeping at bay all his questions, as well as his worry over the possibility of her leaving him. Whatever she needed, he would give to her, even if it meant going home with this uninvited guest she called her friend. “Wherever you need to be, I’ll get you there.”


  It took a few minutes for her to recover before she pulled away from their embrace, her eyes downcast, a few broken sniffles still coming out of her as she wiped her tears away. 


  Brendan brushed a stray tear that managed to escape. “What happened?”


  “That was Paige on the phone.” Calysta lifted her phone. “Amma had a heart attack. He’s in the emergency room, and—” She held back a sob. 


  “Emilia will have the plane ready immediately. James will take you to the airport as soon as you’re ready to go.”


  “I’m going with her,” Lance said in a defiant tone that made no sense. No one was preventing him from going anywhere. 


  Brendan ignored him. His priority was Calysta and making sure she got to her father in time. Every second felt precious, and he didn’t want to waste a single one on pointless arguments. “Do you need to pack anything, Calysta?”


  She gave a faint nod. Brendan guided her back to the villa, with Lance trailing closely behind. The urgency of the situation overpowered any simmering tension between the three of them. As soon as they explained what needed to happen, the household staff, alerted by Emilia, sprang into action, gathering Calysta’s belongings and ensuring the villa’s car was ready to take her to their private plane at the airport.


  Calysta moved like a ghost through the villa, her tear-streaked face pale and her shoulders trembling as she tried to focus on the logistics of leaving. Brendan’s heart ached to see her like this.


  “Let me help you.” He took the travel bag. She glanced at him and nodded before letting him take the weight from her.


  Lance hovered nearby, his presence dismissed as inconsequential in light of Calysta’s grief. 


  Brendan walked her to the car. The cool spring air bit at his skin as James loaded her things into the trunk. Calysta turned to Brendan, her lip quivering as she whispered, “Matsilah.”


  “Just call if you need anything.” He brushed a strand of hair from her face. “Focus on getting to your amma. Everything else can wait.”


  She hesitated, then threw her arms around him in a fierce hug. Brendan’s arms encircled her protectively, hoping he could shield her from whatever awaited her back home.


  “I love you, Brendan,” she whispered in his ear.


  Though it felt like she had just given him the world by saying that to him, it also strangely sounded like goodbye. “I love you too, Calysta,” he whispered back.


  Lance stood by awkwardly, watching the exchange but saying nothing.


  As James opened the car door for her, she pulled away from Brendan and climbed in. Lance followed, his expression unreadable as he settled into the seat beside her. Brendan’s chest tightened as the car pulled away, disappearing down the villa’s winding driveway.


  The silence that followed her departure was deafening. Brendan stood there for a long moment, his gaze fixed on the empty road, before Emilia’s voice broke the stillness.


  “She’ll call when she lands,” she said. “And we’ll hear from her when she knows more.”


  Brendan nodded. 


  It wasn’t until Calysta called to confirm she was safely on the plane that he finally allowed himself a moment to exhale. 


  After the call ended, Brendan’s relief gave way to the reality that Lance had been at the villa. He had seen Brendan. How had Lance reacted to Calysta’s attempts to pacify him? Had she managed to convince him to keep Brendan’s secret? 


  It seemed everyone else was asking the same questions, because restlessness rippled through the villa like a palpable force. Emilia’s worry manifested in her clipped instructions to the staff, all of whom kept sending concerned glances at Brendan. Hushed whispers and sharp looks were being exchanged throughout the day. With no assurances from Calysta and no way to predict Lance’s actions, there was nothing to be done but wait. 


  “We should leave while we still can.” Emilia was pretending to eat breakfast the next morning. Her untouched food made it clear she had no appetite to eat. 


  “Where would we go?” Brendan asked. “If Lance goes to the press with this, nowhere is safe.”


  “You underestimate me. We have—”


  “We’re not going underground, Emilia. Your father’s safehouses are bunkers in the middle of nowhere. We’re staying here.”


  “We need to do something.”


  “All we can do is wait.”


  “Wait for what?” Axo Kirk strode into the dining area, half-awake, half-asleep. 


  “News.” Brendan finished the last of his breakfast. 


  Axo sat on the seat Calysta used to occupy. “News about what?”


  Emilia scowled at him. “Where have you been? Do you not know anything that’s been going on since yesterday?”  


  Axo Kirk pulled the serving plate containing the omelet towards himself and picked on the food with his hands. “Didn’t the girl assure you she would keep the dude quiet?” 


  “She didn’t, but Calysta knows. She will protect me, I’m sure of it.” Brendan grunted. “I can’t stand all this anxious energy. I’m taking a walk.” He stood up and turned to leave. The last thing his axo said before he walked out of earshot was, “What’s his problem?”


  Brendan intended to spend time at the treehouses. Perhaps Paolo and Clara were there to provide him some much-needed distraction, but his legs had other ideas and ended up taking him to Calysta’s quarters instead. The place was hollow without her. He wanted to find out what happened to her amma, to Lance and their secret, but he also wanted to give her space. She needed to sort through what was happening in her family, and he didn’t want to get in the way. If she needed to talk to him, she would call. 


  As if to assure him that he was still on her mind, his phone rang, and her name registered on the screen. He exhaled before answering. “Calysta?” He hoped he didn’t sound too eager, too relieved. He hoped she would ease his concern over his own safety. Instead, she sobbed on the other end of the line. 


  “He’s gone, Brendan.”


  The words gutted him, even more so when he heard the anguish in her broken sobs. Never had he felt more helpless. Whatever fears he had over Lance exposing his secret gave way to his longing to be with her in her grief. He yearned to wrap his arms around her and show her he was there for her. He searched for words to say to make it better but found none. 


  In the days that followed, Brendan made it his priority to be there for Calysta, even from afar. He called her regularly, checking in to hear how she was holding up. He found small ways to offer his support and gave her space when she needed it but never let too much time pass without reaching out. Between their calls, he found himself pacing the villa, restless and aching to be by her side.


  As the funeral approached, their conversations grew heavier. The night before the service, Calysta called him late, her voice raw with exhaustion. “It doesn’t feel real, Brendan,” she said. “I keep thinking he’s going to walk through the door, like this is just some horrible mistake. But it’s not. He’s gone.”


  Brendan clenched his claws into his palms, wishing more than ever that he could be there for her in person. “I’m so sorry, Calysta,” he said. “Ami cencia. I wish I could take your pain away.”


  She sobbed quietly, the sound twisting like a knife in his chest. “I wish you were here.”


  Brendan closed his eyes, his jaw tightening. “I do too. I hate that I can’t be.”


  After the call ended, Brendan sat in silence and stared at the empty space where she should have been, and for the first time, he felt truly powerless. Every instinct screamed at him to do something, to fix this, to take away her pain, but he couldn’t.


  For the first time in his life, Brendan got on his knees. The gesture felt foreign, unnatural even, as he knelt in the quiet of Calysta’s quarters. His claws rested on the floor as he bowed his head, his shoulders hunched. He didn’t know where to begin or what to say. Words failed him.


  He had once asked God to help him find a way for Calysta to love him — a prayer Brendan realized God had answered. So, he closed his eyes and drew near to a God Whom he couldn’t see, and the first thing he did was bargain. 


  “If You free me from this curse, I will serve You for the rest of my life. Please let me be there for her.” 


  Nothing. The silence only drew out the anger.


  “Is she not Your daughter? Why put her through this? Why didn’t You listen to her prayers for You to heal her father?” He uttered question after question — some about Calysta, some about his own disappointments in this powerful God who demanded full trust in the invisible. 


  Yet, still nothing. 


  His shoulders sagged, defeated. Like a fool, he was a beast on his knees, praying to a God Who had given him over to this curse. Defeated, Brendan was about to rise to his feet, but a force he couldn’t explain pulled him back to the floor — like gravity itself was keeping him down, causing him to go low.


  Once in a position of worship, timelessness and eternity took hold of Brendan. Vision upon vision consumed his senses — his past juxtaposed with a life he hadn’t yet lived flashing before his eyes. He caught glimpses of a future he would have lived had he never turned into a beast. 


  Each vision of what could have been, but never was, appeared like real memories filling Brendan with shame and guilt. He was no longer sure which was the real curse — his beastly form or his once beastly heart. The darkness would have made a tyrant out of his former self.


  By the time it all ended, with a glimpse of a decrepit old man with a gun in his hand and a bullet in his head, Brendan was lying face down, prostrate before the Most High, with tears soaking his face and pooling on the floor beneath him. Two words rushed out of his lips, over and over: “forgive me”. His repeated two-word prayer preceded a plea of complete and utter surrender: “Take control.” 


  With those two words, the distant, invisible, apathetic god he had concocted in his head faded into an image of a God Who was fully alive, ready to resurrect anyone who would only ask. The Man Who hung on the cross, the Sacred One, Whom the world had scarred, drew near to him, and embraced him with the roar of a Lion that claimed Brendan as His. God’s presence surrounded him, and His Spirit permeated him. 


  Never before had Brendan felt more free. Never before had he felt more loved. 


  He rose to his feet, knowing he didn’t need to be there for Calysta, because Someone Greater than he would comfort her in a way he never could. 


  He made his way back to the west wing, back to his quarters, back to a place he had once considered a refuge, a place that could no longer protect him. He retreated instead to the only safe place in the world: wherever God wanted him to be. 


  Brendan picked up his guitar and poured himself into worship, losing track of time as the music became an offering, a prayer, and a declaration of surrender. For the first time in years, Brendan felt whole, even as the beastly shell that bound him remained unchanged.


  When the last note faded, silence stretched across his quarters, heavy yet comforting. Brendan sat still, the guitar resting in his lap. His claws idly brushed the strings, sending faint vibrations into the quiet. He gazed at the faint glow of the rose resting on his desk — a reminder that even when it was still in half-bloom, hope had always been alive.


  It had never been Calysta’s love he needed, though it was her love that led him to the Source of true, enduring love. God’s love. That was what he needed to know all along — without a shadow of a doubt — that God loved him in a way that was greater than he would ever be able to comprehend. 


  It was this love that hovered over him like a banner when a low, rhythmic thrum made his ears perk up. He dismissed it at first, thinking it to be the distant hum of the villa’s generators, but as the minutes passed, the sound grew louder, more insistent, and accompanied by muffled shouts from somewhere below.


  Frowning, Brendan set his guitar aside and moved to the window. The thrum resolved itself into the unmistakable rotor noise of an approaching helicopter. His heart quickened as he caught sight of figures swarming the driveway, their movements frantic and purposeful. The glint of camera lenses and the flash of lights confirmed what his gut already knew.


  The peace he had found in worship lingered, shielding him from the panic that might have consumed him in the past. Yet his claws gripped the window frame tightly as he scanned the scene below, assessing the situation. Vans spilled more figures into the courtyard, the media circus growing with every second.


  He turned from the window, his thoughts racing as he considered his next move. He needed to find Emilia so they could figure out what to do. The moment he stepped toward the door, a figure appeared in his path. Brendan froze, his breath catching in his throat.


  “Calysta?” 


  Clothed in a flowing dress of pure white and shimmering gold, the woman’s smile and glowing garb revealed her other-worldliness. 


  His hope that it was Calysta before him slowly gave way to understanding. Brendan straightened his shoulders. He gave the figure a curt nod of recognition.


  “It’s been a while,” he said. “Belle.”
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  Calysta’s Turn


  



  The act of living is different all through. Her absence is like the sky, spread over everything. 


  - A Grief Observed by C.S. Lewis -


  



  Spring was beginning to blossom throughout Lumaire, but the griever’s soul had a way of staying in a state of winter. Catatonic, Calysta dragged her feet from the front door to the new leather couch, somehow missing the pokey springs of the old one. The image of her father’s casket in a pit of six feet hung in her mind, emphasizing her sense of loss. She didn’t think she had any tears left to shed, only to be proved wrong by a runaway tear, making her hunch over and bury her face against her palms to muffle her sobs. Sab climbed on the couch next to her and snuggled next to her naya, resting her head on Calysta’s shaking shoulder. 


  “Do you need anything else?” Mateo, Bee’s foster brother, was talking to Paige by the front door. 


  “We can manage.” Paige’s voice was soft and a little broken. “Thank you for all the help. It means a lot to us.” 


  “Call when you need anything.” The affection in Mateo’s voice twisted Calysta’s heart only because she longed so much for Brendan to be there with her. 


  The front door thudded shut. Paige’s footsteps echoed softly against the wooden floor planks. A heavy sigh slipped from her lips, followed by a faint sniffle. The sound was both comforting and painful, a reminder that Calysta wasn’t the only one hurting.


  Calysta hugged Sab tighter against her chest, her niece’s small arms encircling her neck as the child nuzzled closer. The heaviness in the room thickened, drawing them all into its embrace. Without words, the three of them — Calysta, Paige, and Sab — gave in to the sorrow. Tears fell freely, unrestrained, mixing with soft sobs and broken breaths.


  Calysta’s shoulders shook as she buried her face in Sab’s soft curls, the scent of the child’s shampoo a faint comfort in the storm of emotion. Beside her, Paige’s quiet weeping joined her own. No one spoke; no one tried to offer words of solace. Instead, they found an odd sense of comfort in their collective mourning — they didn’t have to bear the weight of their pain alone.


  Minutes passed in a blur, the room growing quieter with each passing moment. Slowly, the raw edges of their sorrow dulled, leaving behind an ache that felt a little more bearable. Calysta inhaled shakily, the weight in her chest shifting just enough to allow her to breathe again.


  Her gaze fell to Sab, who had gone still in her arms. The child’s cheek rested against Calysta’s shoulder, her tiny hand clutching the fabric of Calysta’s sweater. Her breathing had softened into the gentle rhythm of sleep, her earlier tears drying into faint streaks on her pink cheeks.


  Paige noticed too, her own tears easing as she reached out to brush a stray curl from her daughter’s forehead. “Poor thing, ami thaline.” Paige’s voice was hoarse from crying. “She’s exhausted. Do you want me to take her to the room?”


  Calysta shook her head. “Let’s not wake her.” She hugged her niece against her chest, rocking the child back and forth as if the motion could steady her heart. She locked eyes with Paige, the weariness in her sister’s expression mirroring her own. “Karina?” she croaked out.


  “Outside.” Paige wiped away the last of her tears and shrugged. “I think she and Lyle are fighting.”


  Calysta winced. Even in his absence, Brendan had brought Calysta so much comfort and peace, which extended to her every interaction during this entire ordeal. Lyle, in his presence, had only brought tension and unease. The past few days, the couple’s arguments had been volatile, to say the least. Karina’s reactions swung from dazed indifference to cutting irritation, while Lyle oscillated between brooding silences and outright anger. It was exhausting to witness.


  Multiple times, Calysta could have spoken to Karina to find out what was going on, but she had tried her best to avoid her sister as much as possible. Karina didn’t need someone else to fight with, and Calysta doubted she had the self-control to keep herself from confronting Karina about Lance. The name sent a fresh pang of resentment through her. How could Karina have been so careless? How could she talk about Villa Eliza to Lance, of all people? Had she told anyone else? Had Calysta endangered Brendan just by being related to Karina?


  Calysta reminded herself that Karina was grieving, too, but she had a feeling that confrontation would be inevitable. It was just a matter of timing. Not now with Karina outside embroiled in a lovers’ spat.


  “Don’t let it eat at you.” Paige pulled Calysta out of her spiraling thoughts.


  Calysta blinked, startled by her sister’s insight. “What?”


  “Karina,” Paige clarified, folding her hands in her lap. Her fingers toyed with the edge of her cardigan. “You’re upset with her. I can tell every time you look at her. Whatever she did, now’s not the time to let bitterness take root.” She reached out, brushing a stray strand of hair from Calysta’s face. “It’ll only make the grief harder to bear.”


  Calysta swallowed hard, her eyes stinging with unshed tears. “She told Lance everything she knew, Paige. About Villa Eliza, about my deal with The Guardian. Do you understand what could happen to Brendan?” Her voice cracked at the mention of his name. “I don’t even know what to do about Lance. He’s convinced I have Stockholm Syndrome or something.”


  Paige leaned forward, her expression softening further. “Cal, I get it. I really do. What Karina did was reckless, and I’m not saying it doesn’t matter because it does, but holding onto anger won’t fix anything. It’ll only steal the peace we all need right now.”


  Despite her anger putting up all her defenses, Calysta’s lips twitched into a smile as she locked eyes with her older sister. “When did you get so sagely, huh, Paige?”


  A bittersweet smile crossed Paige’s face, her eyes quickly brimming with tears, one tear managing to escape before she could wipe it all away. “Amma and I have been studying the Word together. At first, it was only him and Mateo, but I started joining in. You should’ve seen him, Cal. How he poured hours into reading the Bible. Things were looking up, everything was changing, and then—” she choked and shook her head to ward off the tears “—I’ve cried enough. I know he’s happy now. It’s just all so sudden. He was so young.”


  The sentiment had been spoken multiple times throughout his wake. Their amma hadn’t even reached his mid-forties, though few would have guessed given his grown daughters and the way his hair had grayed so quickly. Another sob escaped Cal as she wrapped her arms tighter around her sleeping niece.


  “Hey.” Paige grabbed Calysta’s hand and gently squeezed. “Come on. If you start, I’ll start, too, and we’ll never stop crying.”


  Calysta let out a strangled chuckle. “It’s hard not to. I missed so much, Paige. I should’ve been here.”


  “Hey, hey… Cal, no. None of that guilt. You being at Villa Eliza gave Amma room to breathe, to not be so pressured to restore the wealth he had lost. You gave away years of your life agreeing to The Guardian’s deal to relieve him of the greatest weight he had ever needed to carry. You allowed him to actually find himself here in Lumaire like he had always wanted to. We both found ourselves here, Cal, and that’s thanks to your sacrifice.”


  “I would hardly call my life at Villa Eliza a sacrifice. You saw it yourself.”


  Paige laughed. “Yeah, you were totally living in the lap of luxury. Sab couldn’t stop talking about the fancy private plane for weeks.” Her smile wavered slightly, her brows knitting together. “Any word from Villa Eliza?”


  “No. None of them have been reachable.” Calysta frowned before searching for the black purse containing her phone. “I should give them another call. It’s unlike Brendan to not get in touch.” 


  “Let me take Sab,” Paige offered. She gently pried Sab from Calysta’s arms just as Calysta finally found her gadget. As Paige carried Sab to the bedroom, Calysta tried to get a hold of anyone from Villa Eliza, starting with Brendan. When all their numbers sent her to voice messages, Calysta gave up and shook her head in time for Paige to walk out of the master bedroom.


  “I’m sorry.” Paige’s face softened. “I know how much you wanted them to be here for Amma’s funeral.”


  “It’s so unlike them.” Calysta tried to push back the worry building within her. “Especially Emilia.” Overwhelmed, she shut her eyes in an attempt to direct her heart and soul into a posture of prayer. She was failing miserably, her mind too clouded to even think of words to say. So, she just released a long breath, hoping that God would hear the prayers in her sighs. 


  Someone’s footsteps broke her floundering concentration. Calysta’s eyes fluttered open to find Karina entering the room, her face flushed. Karina muttered something under her breath before flopping into an armchair.


  “Why’s it so quiet in here?” Karina asked. Without waiting for a response, she reached for the remote on the center table. “Feels like a tomb.”


  “Karina, don’t—” Calysta began, but it was too late.


  The television flickered to life, the evening news blaring into their living room. Karina flipped through a few channels with disinterest, pausing only when a bold headline at the bottom caught her attention. Her eyebrows shot up as she read it aloud. “A beast rumored to be living in a private estate?”


  Calysta’s gaze snapped to the screen. The report shifted to aerial footage of Villa Eliza, its familiar grandeur now framed in an unsettling context. The news ticker crawled across the bottom: Rumors of a beast living in a large private estate in one of the small islands of the country of Rossien. 


  Calysta’s mind spun. Rossien42. Finally, she had a name for the country. Unanswered questions haunted her once again. How had she gotten in and out without ever once being asked for a passport? Was Emilia that powerful there? Was Brendan? Who were these people she loved but didn’t fully know? 


  Paige’s gasp drew her attention. Her sister’s hand shot up to her mouth, her eyes wide with shock. “Calysta, isn’t that Villa Eliza?”


  Karina cussed as she leaned forward, squinting at the screen. “You’re right! It is. It’s—” Her voice cut off as photos of Brendan — as a beast — appeared on the screen. The images were grainy but unmistakable.


  Calysta’s throat ran dry, her stomach twisting into knots as she stared at the images flashing across the screen. Brendan. Villa Eliza. All of it — her friends and her second home — exposed.


  “Is that what he looks like, Cal?” The shock in Paige’s tone was unmistakable. “Is that why you couldn’t introduce him to us when we were there? It’s why he has to remain a secret?”


  Calysta’s heart sank, unable to bring herself to answer the first of many questions sure to come her way. She couldn’t believe her eyes. Had Lance done this? He couldn’t do something like this, could he?


  Oblivious to her pain, Karina guffawed at the villa’s coverage on screen. “This is wild!” One glance at Calysta and Karina’s laughter died in her throat. “Cal, is that him? The Brendan you’ve been so secretive about?” Her voice carried a forced levity, as if she didn’t quite know how to process what she was seeing. She crossed her arms as if to protect herself. “I mean, I knew there was something weird about that place, but a literal monster? Cal, what are you even doing?”


  Calysta’s chest tightened, but it wasn’t grief this time. It was a fire that surged through her veins, igniting something deeper — anger, yes, but also conviction. Brendan’s face lingered on the screen, the grainy images doing nothing to capture the gentleness of his gaze, the depth of his kindness, the immensity of his character — all the beautiful things that made her love him despite his curse. Monster? The word tasted foul on her tongue.


  Paige’s hand brushed her arm. “Cal?” Her voice was soft, concerned, but it couldn’t pull Calysta from the storm brewing inside her.


  She stood and faced Karina, who flinched, knowing Calysta’s capacity to fight back when pushed to the limit. 


  “Call him that again, and in my eyes, no one here can be called monster but you.” 


  Karina’s eyes widened, her mouth opening to retort. 


  Calysta didn’t give her the chance. She stepped closer, heart pounding. “You know nothing about him, Karina. You don’t know what he’s been through, what he’s sacrificed for me. You don’t get to sit there and mock him when you yourself have brought this upon people who have been nothing but kind to me!”


  “Now, wait just a minute.” Karina wagged her forefinger. “You don’t get to put all of this on me. That’s unfair—”


  “No, what’s not fair is what you did,” Calysta snapped. “Telling Lance everything? Putting Brendan and everyone at the villa in danger? You don’t even understand the mess you’ve created.”


  “Calysta—” Paige’s soft warning was difficult to ignore.


  Calysta’s hands curled into fists at her sides as she took a step back, needing the space to gather herself. “You don’t have to understand why I love him, Karina—”


  “Love?” Karina mouthed the words, her face a mask of incredulity and disgust. 


  “—but if you or anyone else thinks you can hurt him, you’ll have to go through me first.”


  Karina sat back in the chair, her lips pressed into a tight line. For once, she was speechless, her usual bravado failing her.


  Calysta turned her back to her sister, her voice softening as she spoke to Paige. “I need to call Villa Eliza again. They need to know what’s happening.”


  Paige nodded. “Go.”


  Calysta walked out of the living room, the screen’s flashing images seared into her memory. Brendan needed her. She couldn’t let grief paralyze her. Brendan had risked his life for her once. Now, it was her turn to shield him from a pack of wolves.
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  Calysta’s Monster


  



  This is one of the miracles of love: It gives a power of seeing through its own enchantments and yet not being disenchanted. 


  - A Grief Observed by C.S. Lewis -


  



  The old linden tree of Harmony Hills High loomed over them, its branches twisting against the spring sky. It was a place heavy with memories — the banter of teenage innocence, the unspoken promises of lifelong friendship, and the bittersweet sting of her first kiss. Lance had stolen that moment beneath these same branches, his boyish charm and reckless confidence overwhelming her objections. Now, years later, she leaned against the same tree trunk for support as she confronted Lance about Brendan. 


  “Cal, I can’t believe you’re accusing me like this.” Lance’s lean frame tensed with every syllable, his anger barely restrained. “After everything we’ve been through, do you really think I’d betray you like that?”


  “If not you, Lance, then who? I don’t know anyone else who knew enough to leak something like this.”


  “What do you mean you don’t know anyone?” Lance shot back. “It could have been anyone from your church or whoever else you allowed into your world, which certainly didn’t include Malaya and me.”


  His words were a punch in the gut, only because it held truth. The guilt of having shut them out made Calysta falter in her resolve. “They’ve known where I was from the beginning, Lance. They were aware of the deal I made with Emilia. None of them would have said anything.”


  “And you think I would? After I promised you I wouldn’t?”


  “You’re the only one who saw him, Lance.” Calysta’s voice was softer this time, pleading.  


  Lance’s jaw tightened, his hands flexing at his sides. “Well, it wasn’t me. I wouldn’t — couldn’t — do something like that. Especially with everything you’re already going through. I’m not heartless, Calysta.”


  “Then explain the news reports, Lance. The photos, the footage of Villa Eliza — how do you think that happened?”


  He cussed before throwing his hands up in frustration. “How would I know, Cal?! I can’t believe you’re putting this on me. You’re treating me like some kind of villain while you defend that— that beast!” His voice dropped. “What did he do to you, huh? It’s like you’re under a spell. Can’t you see how insane this looks? How have you become so enamored by this monster?”


  “He’s not a monster.” Calysta straightened, her spine rigid. “Don’t you dare call him that. You don’t know him. You don’t know the man he is, the things he’s endured.”


  Lance took a step back, his face twisting into a bitter smile. “Fine. Whatever. Not a monster. If you say so. But let’s be realistic, Calysta. Secrets like that don’t stay buried forever. Someone would have found out eventually. I’m surprised he even managed to keep it under wraps for so long, especially with all those people working at the villa.”


  “Those people love him. They’d never betray him.”


  “Love, huh? Every single one of them?” Lance challenged. “Including you?”


  The question hung between them, heavy and pointed. Calysta hesitated, the words forming on her lips but refusing to fall. She didn’t owe him an explanation, but part of her was still clinging to the hope of salvaging their friendship. “I care about him. How can I not?”


  “Just care about him?” Lance pressed. “You told him you loved him. Do you?”


  She sighed, exasperated. “I care about him deeply, yes, and I’m worried. That’s why I dragged you out here. I shouldn’t have accused you without proof. Ami cencia.”


  His gaze traced the path from the ground to her face. He shook his head. “Don’t change the subject, Calysta. Say it to my face. Do you love him?”


  “Lance—”


  “Are you in love with him?” His voice broke.


  The truth twisted Calysta’s heart. She couldn’t deny it, not to herself, not to him. Not this kind of love — one she didn’t think would be possible unless God had His hand on it. 


  Years ago, Lance had been asking her to say yes to him, and now here she was saying the words he had once wanted to hear, but about someone else. 


  “Karo, Lance,” she said. “I love him. I’m in love with him.”


  Lance flinched. He took a step back, running a hand through his hair and letting out a bitter laugh. “Of course you are. Of course.” He let his gaze linger on her face, almost as a way to make her dwell on the hurt she had caused him. “I never saw this coming, Calysta. I thought if I just waited — if I stayed in your life long enough — you’d see me. Really see me, but you never did, did you?”


  “I see you, Lance. I always have, but not the way you wanted.” 


  “All I wanted was a chance. You once wanted to have a future with me, Cal. I could see it. Everyone did, but something changed during your first swan dance. That’s when you stopped seeing me that way.”


  Calysta warred within herself whether to respond, but she needed to make the truth crystal clear to Lance. She couldn’t afford to give him any hope that she would ever change her mind. She cared too much for him to let him keep waiting. 


  “There was a time when I did have a crush on you, yes, but it never went beyond that. I never felt for you the way I feel for him. Brendan taught me what love really is. Time and time again, he sought my highest good to the point of being willing to lay down his life for me. He has my heart, and I’m afraid even I would not be able to will it back no matter how I tried.”


  “I guess there’s nothing left to say between us then.” He straightened to his full height and swept one last look at her before twisting on his heel and turning his back to her.


  “Lance, come on.”


  He stopped walking but he didn’t turn to face her either.


  Calysta looked at the earth beneath her. “It ends like this?” she asked.


  “I guess it does, Cal.”


  “I’m sorry. I mean it, Lance. Cencia.”


  “Alisara, Calysta.” He continued to walk away from her.


  As Lance disappeared down the hill, Calysta leaned back against the tree, her fingers brushing the rough bark. The old linden had seen so much — her first kiss, stolen under its shade; her laughter with Malaya and Lance as they plotted futures seemingly impossible to obtain; and now, the unraveling of one of the deepest bonds she’d ever known. She closed her eyes, Brendan’s face surfacing in her mind. Her heart ached for what she’d lost, but it beat fiercely for what she’d found. All that was left to do was return to the one she loved.
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  Calysta & Belle


  



  We can afford to follow Him to failure. Faith dares to fail. 


  - Born After Midnight by A.W. Tozer -


  



  Calysta moved about in the small bedroom she had once shared with her sisters. The faded lilac walls and well-worn furniture were reminders of the life she had left behind to live in Villa Eliza. The room was small and crowded. Karina’s top bunk now had Sab’s toys and stuffed animals piled on it, the bed barely laid on since Karina had agreed to become Lyle’s mistress. Calysta’s lower bunk was much the same; the only sign of her having slept here the past few days was the book she was reading, fresh out of the library Brendan had shown her on his birthday. She hadn’t even been able to give him her birthday gift! She needed to amend that. 


  Tucked away in her bedside drawer at the villa was a pair of small carved figures — a lion and a lioness. So much had been happening, she had completely forgotten to tell Brendan about it during their calls. Hopefully, he would love it. 


  On her knees beside her open travel bag, Calysta neatly tucked folded clothes inside. Sab was curled up on the single bed next to the wall — the one Paige used to occupy. Sab’s tiny frame barely took up any space as she hugged her favorite stuffed elephant against her chest. She had fallen asleep mid-story, her breathing soft and rhythmic. Paige sat cross-legged at the foot of the bed, careful not to disturb her daughter as she watched Calysta pack.


  “You told Lance you love the beast? That’s harsh, Cal.”


  “Should I have lied?” Calysta didn’t even bother to glance Paige’s way. “Also, stop calling him a beast.”


  “He sure looks like one. I can’t believe that all this time, you’ve been living under the roof of someone who looks like that. Had Amma known, I don’t think he would have—”


  “He would have understood, Paige. Amma would’ve trusted my judgment.”


  “Have you talked to the people at church about it?”


  Calysta’s brows flicked up. “The strangest interaction. I expected Adam to be the one to freak out over it. He’s always been protective of me, but it was Bee who was panicking. She was telling me about how she once warned me not to fall in love with vampires.”


  Paige made a face. “Vampires?”


  “Ugh.” Calysta shook her head. “Long story. I’ll tell you another time. Anyway, Adam was scarily quiet, then he gave this mic drop by reminding us of something my inna once told him: ‘The man who thought he was a god had to become a beast to remember he was human.’”


  “Whoa.” Paige leaned her head against the wall. “Your inna said that? Why? What’s the context?”


  “Not sure if you’ve already gone through the book of Daniel, but you’ll find King Nebuchadnezzar there.”


  “I remember him!” Paige grinned. “He did turn into a beast, didn’t he?” She tilted her head. “Interesting that your inna said that. She sounds really wise.”


  That gave Calysta pause. This was the first time Paige had ever talked about Samantha Santorin with kindness. Paige had once been so much worse than Karina when it came to throwing nasty names at the woman who had broken up Amma’s marriage to the twins’ mother. She was a reminder of how drastically God could change someone. Surely, God would restore Brendan’s humanity, let him be on the outside who he now was on the inside.


  “Adam said that he doesn’t understand any of it, but that he and Bee will pray that God will show me the way.”


  “Did you tell them what you told Lance?” Paige asked.


  Calysta shook her head. “I think neither of them would’ve been able to handle it.”


  “Did you mean it at least?”


  “Mean what?”


  “That you love him. Because you would have to be the densest person alive to not recognize how much Lance is still into you.” Paige brushed her fingers against Sab’s leg. “He has been connecting with Karina and me since you reconnected with him that one winter. He has talked to Amma about wanting to win you over and how to do that. It’s probably why he showed up at the villa. I’m sure he never meant to harm your friend.”


  “But he did, didn’t he?” 


  “You don’t think Lance was telling the truth? What if he really has nothing to do with what happened?” 


  “I want to believe he had nothing to do with it, but it doesn’t matter at this point.” Calysta zipped her bag and looked at her older sister. “If he didn’t tell anyone, then he didn’t tell anyone. What matters is that Brendan is okay, and he probably isn’t.”


  “I’m your sister, Cal. I also want to make sure you’re okay. Please realize how strange all this is to me, to people who care about you.”


  “I understand, Paige. I do, but I need you to trust me when I say I know what I’m doing. Everything will be okay. I will be okay. Hopefully, everyone at the villa will be too.”


  Thankfully, Paige relented, so the next morning, with her travel bag in tow, Calysta began a journey she had never made on her own before. Without the convenience of Emilia’s private plane whisking her away, the trip to Rossien was a maze of logistics. First, she traveled to the bustling international airport in Luxersom, where she had to stay overnight, because there were only two weekly flights bound for the small kingdom of Rossien. The cramped plane ride was a far cry from the luxury of Emilia’s plane.


  Once they landed in Rossien’s quaint airport, Calysta had to navigate her way to the port, where she was thankfully able to catch a ferry departing for Rosebloom Isle43. The boat ride was choppy, the salt air stinging her cheeks as she clutched her bag tightly. By the time the ferry docked, the sun was already dipping low on the horizon, and still no one at the villa was receiving her calls. Not wanting to be out at night, Calysta booked a stay in an inn in the nearby town.


  Early the next morning, she rented a sturdy Vespa to tackle the winding roads that led up the hill to Villa Eliza. The smooth, well-paved paths wound gracefully through the lush, rolling hills, offering glimpses of Rosebloom Isle’s breathtaking scenery. Calysta found herself slowing down at times, the freedom of being on the scooter allowing her to fully appreciate the view in a way she hadn’t before.


  Wildflowers lined the roadside, their colors popping against the soft blues of the distant sea. She passed quaint stone cottages nestled against the hills and waved absently at a shepherd guiding his flock along a nearby trail.


  The open air and the quiet hum of the Vespa accompanied her climb up the hill and toward the familiar peaks of Villa Eliza’s roofline.


  At last, she arrived only for Calysta to find herself staring at a locked gate that had always opened automatically for her before. James had always driven her through, but now, the gate remained shut, as if to tell her that she was no longer a guest but an intruder.


  With no other choice, Calysta climbed over, her palms scraping against the cold metal as she pulled herself up and over. The Vespa sat abandoned on the other side of the gate as she began the long walk toward the villa. 


  The closer she got, her heart grew heavier and heavier. Though she already expected the place to be empty, the reality of arriving and not seeing even one familiar face struck her harder than she anticipated.


  She searched for a way to enter the villa, but the grand entrance, the side doors, even the kitchen door where Tomas used to greet her with a smile were all bolted shut. Desperation rising, she ventured toward the staff quarters, knocking softly at the homes of Tomas, Rita, and James — each one echoing the same emptiness. Not a soul answered.


  Her feet carried her toward the gardens, her mind racing with questions she couldn’t answer. What had happened? Were they safe? Why hadn’t anyone reached out to her? Did they blame her for the media finding out?


  She wandered aimlessly, her steps leading her farther from the villa, her steps pulling her toward one final hope — the clearing, the place where Brendan had hidden himself away for hours on end, just so he could create something beautiful. She hoped, foolishly, to find some sign of life there.


  Nothing. 


  The treehouses stood silent and still. The tire swing swayed gently in the breeze. Not a sign of the people she loved. Not a sign of Brendan. 


  She couldn’t hold back the tears any longer. She sank to her knees, her hands trembling as they pressed against the soft earth. “God, where are they?” Her tears fell freely now, soaking the ground beneath her. “I don’t know what to do. Please help me.”


  The agonizing silence of her Amma above accompanied her for a few beats before a gentle breeze embraced her with what felt to her like a reverent hush. 


  “You should stop worrying about him.” A sultry, feminine voice spoke loud and clear, cutting through the silence of the clearing.


  Chills raced down her spine as she whipped her head around, searching for the source, but the clearing remained empty.


  “Brendan’s all right. He is where he ought to be and as he ought to be. Everything is on track and going according to plan.”


  “Plan?” Her hands clenched the soft earth beneath her. “Who are you?” 


  “My name is not important.”


  The clouds glided across the skies to reveal the sun, its rays like a sudden flash of light enveloping the clearing. She shielded her eyes with her arm, her heart racing. When the clouds hid the sun once again, the light dimmed. She lowered her arm cautiously, her vision slowly adjusting.


  Her breath caught at the sight before her. Standing just a few feet away was a figure that made her question her own reality. The woman was strikingly familiar, her face an uncanny reflection of Calysta’s own — yet her presence radiated a glow that made it clear she wasn’t of this world, her form wrapped in flowing robes that shimmered like starlight.


  For a moment, Calysta wondered if she was having some sort of out-of-body experience.


  The woman’s expression softened, her smile gentle. “Don’t be afraid. I mean you no harm.”


  “Why do you look like me?”


  “I’m a messenger, someone whom some would call a guardian. I’d been tasked to watch over you — one among many who’ve been looking out for you all your life.”


  “And Brendan? Are you looking out for him as well?”


  “No, that assignment isn’t mine. He is of concern to me only because his destiny is intertwined with yours. Because of a prayer you uttered years ago, I was sent to warn him. To show him the consequences of the path he was walking.”


  “You were the one who cursed him then?”


  “I do not curse. I merely stepped back, because it was not for me to rescue him from the consequences of his own choices. All we could do was watch when the curse had its way with him.” The sorrow and regret in her voice was unmistakable. “That season, however, is over. He is finding the path to greatness. Now, so must you.”


  “No.” Calysta shook her head, her hands trembling at her sides. “I’m not just going to leave him behind. He’s—”


  “You have your own path, Calysta. The season for the beauty and the beast is over. There are other beasts you both must conquer. This is a time for you to seek God’s heart, not Brendan’s.”


  Tears pricked Calysta’s eyes. “Will I ever see him again? Do you know where he is?”


  She smiled. “All you need to know, brave one, is that he has surrendered his life to our Lord. You need not worry about him. Mission accomplished, Calysta. We’ll see each other again someday. On the other side of eternity.”


  “Wait—” Calysta still had so many questions. She reached out; the woman vanished into thin air, leaving the clearing bathed in an atmosphere of reverence. The warmth of the messenger’s presence lingered in the air, but so did the weight of her words. Calysta remained kneeling, her outstretched hand trembling before it fell back to her side. 


  Tears slipped down her cheeks, her heart mourning yet another loss. As painful as it was, she had nothing left to do but surrender Brendan to Someone Who loved him much more than she ever could. In that sacred place built by wonder, she whispered a prayer. “God, I don’t understand, but I will trust You. I love him, but I will surrender him to You. Take care of him. Take care of my heart. Take care of Brendan.” 


  Calysta bid the villa farewell and left the estate with one random and unexpected image from the past hanging on to her consciousness: Brendan Ashthorn at the La Belle office, approaching her with rage in his green eyes. The same eyes her Brendan had, but they couldn’t have been any more different. One was a beast. One was the man she loved and lost. 


  What had been the name La Belle’s Brendan had called her?


  Belle. He had called her Belle. The name felt significant; the name was Belle.




  


  
   PART IV

  
  



  Pursuing Beauty
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  This is a story that has only just begun, for as I’ve said before, the fates of mortals are ripples that turn into tides dictating the rise and ruin of kingdoms. 


  



  Worry not, dear mortal, for their paths will yet cross, our beauty and her love — now, a man, no longer a beast. Their paths needed to diverge for a time. It was necessary, I see, even if I questioned it at first, because understand: the plan for their lives had never been mine, always His.


  



  I was only the messenger, one eager to discover if their journey would take them from once upon a time all the way to happily ever after.
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  Brendan’s Steel


  



  Pride must die in you, or nothing of heaven can live in you.


  - Humility: The Journey Toward Holiness by Andrew Murray -


  



  Brendan, 27 — Nearly a decade had passed since he had last walked through the doors of La Belle. Nothing much had changed. The air still smelled like perfume. The cool, modern aesthetic and the stylish furniture didn’t help make the office feel less stuffy, formal, and disconnected. 


  Most of the faces were unfamiliar. It made him smile knowing Sylvia and André were no longer trembling under Cecille’s thumb. 


  At one point in his life, Brendan had longed to belong there. Not anymore. Even as he strode through the reception area, he couldn’t wait to get out, but he was there for a purpose. He wasn’t leaving until he accomplished what he had set out to do. 


  “I have an appointment with Cecille,” he told the receptionist. 


  At the sight of him, her demeanor shifted almost immediately. Her professional smile widened into something sweeter, her lashes fluttering as she tilted her head. “Name?” She asked the question in a way that made it seem like she was telling him a secret.


  “Brendan Ashthorn.”


  Her eyes widened, recognition flickering across her face. The mysterious disappearance of Cecille’s son from the fashion scene had been the subject of countless rumors, and now here he was, standing before her in the flesh. She straightened in her seat, her fingers hovering over the keyboard, but her gaze stayed fixed on him.


  “Hello, sir—” she gulped “—Mr. Ashthorn.” Her lips parted slightly, and Brendan could almost see the flood of questions forming behind her curious eyes. Where had he been? Why was he back? Why could no one find anything about their history as a family?


  “I’m here to see Cecille.” His tone was polite but firm. 


  “Of course.” She fumbled for the phone. “Mr. Brendan Ashthorn is here for his appointment with Cecille,” she said to the person on the other line, her voice pitched just a little too high. After hanging up, she smiled at him, her cheeks red and her countenance more flustered than before. “Her assistant will be with you shortly.” She tucked a strand of her hair behind her ear.


  Brendan offered a faint smile in return. He had no desire to linger in the spotlight of her interest longer than necessary. In this form, he had grown accustomed to navigating reactions like hers — part fascination, part attraction, part intrigue. Every time it happened, it served as a reminder of the only woman he would ever love.


  Fortunately for him, it didn’t take long before a petite woman with sharp features and a polished appearance approached him. “Mr. Ashthorn? My name is Sylvia, Cecille’s assistant.”


  “Pleasure meeting you.” Brendan raised a brow. “Last time I was here, her assistant’s name was Sylvia, too.”


  The new Sylvia laughed softly, the sound almost rehearsed. “Yes, I’ve heard that before. That’s not my real name. She’s fond of the first Sylvia who became her assistant, or so I’m told. After that one quit, she insisted on referring to everyone willing to take the job as Sylvia.”


  Brendan had to grin at the absurdity. “What’s your real name then?”


  “Belle.” 


  Oh, the irony. “Beautiful name.”


  A faint blush crept across her cheeks, as she ducked her head to motion him forward. “Right this way, Mr. Ashthorn.” 


  She led him down the familiar corridors, the sharp click of her heels echoing against the polished marble floors. Memories flooded back, right along with the relentless tension, the constant demand for perfection, and the suffocating need to measure up. How had he survived the months he had spent working here?


  In comparison, his shoulders felt weightless now, his gait unaffected by the constant pressure to perform, to leverage position, and claim power. Even Cecille’s office seemed brighter to him, even if not much about it had changed. 


  “She’ll be here soon. Do you need anything?” Belle’s polite professionalism was accompanied by a faint trace of curiosity, as if she wanted to linger, perhaps to glean a piece of gossip about Cecille’s estranged son.


  Brendan shook his head. “I’ll be fine. I’ll wait here. Matsilah, Belle.”


  The assistant nodded and left him alone.


  Brendan stepped into the office, taking in the subtle changes. The core of the space remained the same — a blend of cool grays and polished whites, with accents of crimson adding boldness. The massive glass desk still dominated the room, spotless and intimidating. A wall of floor-to-ceiling windows offered a commanding view of the city skyline, its towering buildings stretching into a cloudless blue sky. Yet, there were subtle alterations: a new abstract painting hung where an ornate mirror had once been, its chaotic swirls and sharp angles contrasting with the room’s stark lines. A row of meticulously arranged fashion awards adorned a glass shelf.


  He moved to one of the plush gray chairs facing the desk, their angular design somehow managing to look both modern and uncomfortable. The faint floral scent came from a vase of crimson roses on the side table. They were beautiful, but they looked out of place, as if they were there purely for show — nothing like the rose that had bloomed for him as a symbol of love.


  Brendan leaned back in the chair, his gaze settling on the desk. He let out a slow breath. A quiet anticipation coursed through him. He was no longer here to prove anything or gain her approval. Not this time. 


  He slipped a hand into his pocket, curling his fingers around the two carved figures resting there. The lion. The lioness. Simple, silent reminders of not just love, but courage. 


  The door opened behind him, and he rose to his feet. Cecille entered, her presence commanding as ever. She was dressed immaculately in her tailored white pantsuit. Her dark brown hair was styled into a sleek bob, not a strand out of place. She moved with effortless grace, her heels clicking softly against the floor as she approached the desk.


  Brendan smiled. Amazing how easily it came, how natural — necessary — it felt to smile at his mother. 


  Cecille paused, her lips twitching as she took in his expression. Her gray eyes swept over him, scrutinizing him from head-to-toe with the same sharpness he remembered from his youth. It was an appraisal, not a greeting. 


  “Brendan.” Her voice was smooth but devoid of warmth. She moved behind the desk, settling into her chair.


  “Mother.”


  Her gaze lingered on him. “You’ve grown.” She kept her tone neutral. “You look—” she drew in a deep breath “—presentable.”


  “Thanks.” Brendan took his seat again. “It’s good to see you.”


  Her eyes flickered at the comment. “I assume you’re here for a reason.” She leaned back in her chair. “Let’s get to it, shall we?” Her words carried no hostility, but they weren’t warm either. 


  Brendan smiled to himself. It no longer bothered him — her clipped tone, her nonchalance, her casual perusal of a man she herself had birthed into this world. 


  “Well? Speak. Have you come here just to waste my time with all this smiling? I haven’t seen you in years. Now, you show up here unannounced. Why?”


  “I’m leaving the country soon. I wanted to see you before I go.”


  Her brow rose. “Where are you going?”


  “Thailand. I’ll be with a missions organization for a year or two, depending—” 


  “Depending on what?”


  “How God leads.”


  She scoffed. “So, Emilia has gotten you into all this Christian nonsense, I see. Of course.” She shook her head. “So what exactly have you come here for? Here for money? Do you wish to convert me into your faith? Because let me tell you right now, Brendan. My devotion is to Kraros and Rassa through and through. Don’t waste your time like Emilia has. Now, spit it out. Why are you here, Brendan?”


  Brendan’s heart twisted on her behalf. He couldn’t understand how she had been able to live this way for so long. So cold and untouchable. Safe behind the vault of steel that had become her heart. Secure. Isolated. Languishing. Almost dead. Hidden away from things she didn’t need protection from, like the joy of life, true beauty, unconditional love.


  “I have enough money, Mother.”  


  Her lips twitched at the term he was using to address her. 


  “I wanted to drop by to check on you,” Brendan continued. “I wanted to see for myself how you’re doing. I also came here to tell you something I should have said a long time ago: I forgive you. For everything.” His voice softened. “I love you, Inna.” He hadn’t used the Cilarchi term for mother to address her since he had been a child. Inna. The word felt right to say.


  Her eyes lowered, and for a moment, it seemed the words had gotten through to her, but Cecille steeled herself against vulnerability. “Inna?” She scoffed. “As if I’ve ever been a mother to you. Emilia’s done quite a job, turning you into this. Such a weakling.”


  Brendan’s smile faltered for just a moment before he reshaped it into something softer, more patient. Disappointment flickered in his chest, but it wasn’t for himself but for her. For all the years she had spent behind walls she had built too high, too thick, too strong. He couldn’t be angry with her, not anymore. 


  “Believe me, Inna,” he said. “I’ve never been stronger.”


  “Stronger? You sound like a fool. What would someone like you know about strength?”


  Brendan didn’t argue. He didn’t need to. Instead, he stood, the scrape of the chair against the polished floor punctuating the rising tension in the room. Cecille’s gaze followed him as he moved, her lips pressing into a thin line.


  He crossed the space between them with a few strides. She stiffened, her chair creaking slightly as she leaned back. Brendan leaned down and kissed her cheek, his touch light.


  Cecille flinched. Her hands gripped the armrests of her chair. She didn’t push him away, but her entire body radiated discomfort, as if she were fighting the urge to recoil.


  When Brendan straightened, he caught a glimpse of something raw in her eyes — a shimmer of moisture, quickly masked by the glare she shot at him. “Get out.” Her voice cracked. “Get out right now.”


  “I will,” he said, “but just in case you don’t have any plans, I have a send-off party in three days. We’re having a small gathering at Naya’s manor. Please come and join us.” 


  Cecille’s lips tightened into a thin line. “Don’t hold your breath.”


  Brendan smiled, undeterred. “Naya Emilia will send your assistant the details. Alisara, Inna,” he said. “I’ll come visit whenever I’m in the city.”


  “Don’t bother.” The words came out sharp, but the faint quiver in her voice softened their edge. As Brendan reached for the door, he caught a glimpse of her turning her head away, her eyes fixed on the magnificent view outside.


  He stepped out, but before he shut the door, he paused. The sound of his mother’s sharp inhale reached his ears, followed by something he hadn’t expected to hear in a million years: a muffled, stifled sob. He shut his eyes and closed the door, while whispering a prayer for his inna: “Only you can soften her heart, God.” 


  He rolled it all over to his Father in heaven and walked out of La Belle with hope burning steady in his chest. His inna’s tears were enough for Brendan to believe that God’s unrelenting love could melt away all of Cecille’s steel.
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  Forgiving Brendan


  



  ...he seemed to grasp a deep understanding of the unfolding drama in which he had been caught. He seemed to understand something that few of even the wisest men of his day understood...God wanted a broken vessel.


  - A Tale of Three Kings by Gene Edwards -


  



  Brendan slid into the driver’s seat of his sleek, charcoal-gray Luxia44 Ash. The engine purred softly as he navigated his way out of Eirin City’s Lasoliela District. The busy metropolis thrummed with the rhythm of mid-day traffic — a welcome distraction. He needed to brace himself for his next destination, even more than he had for the encounter with his mother at La Belle. 


  By the time he crossed the grand suspension bridge that linked the bustling city to the suburban opulence of Sendrasa Heights, his pulse was racing. The urban skyline gave way to sprawling estates, manicured lawns, and elegant homes. Through his open windows, Brendan inhaled the faint aroma of the sea mingled with the floral notes from the gardens lining the streets. 


  Finally, he turned toward a cobblestone driveway that led to Luke and Scarlett’s home. The seaside Victorian cottage stood out with its pristine white picket fence and an inviting garden brimming with hydrangeas. The wraparound porch, adorned with hanging baskets of petunias, overlooked the azure waves crashing gently against the shore in the distance.


  Brendan parked his car in the circular drive and cut the engine. For a moment, he sat in silence, taking in the idyllic surroundings. This wasn’t just a house; it was a home — a home his best friend had built with his ex-girlfriend. The notion sobered him. He wasn’t expecting this confrontation to be easy, but it was necessary if he wanted to succeed in his quest for reckoning. With a deep breath, Brendan stepped out of the car and made his way to the porch, his nerves tingling as he climbed the steps.


  The restlessness that had gripped him since leaving La Belle escalated as he knocked on the door. He wrung his hands as he waited, bracing himself for whatever was ahead. Should he end up leaving this house with black eyes and bruises, he would have deserved every single one. His breath hitched when the door swung open. 


  Her face paled when she saw him. Brendan’s breath caught as he took her in — the smooth cascade of red hair tumbling over her shoulders, the moxie dress, those moss-green eyes. The years had softened the edges of the striking model gracing billboards and countless front covers of fashion magazines.


  Her trademark gap-toothed smile was absent, hidden by tightly pressed lips as she processed his unexpected presence. She was still undeniably lovely. 


  “Hello, Scarlett.” He paused, his throat dry as he muttered silent thanks that his voice hadn’t cracked. “It’s been a while.”


  “Brendan?” Her brows knit together. “What are you doing here?”


  He tucked his hands into his pockets. His thumb brushed against the carved lion, a silent reminder of who he was now — not the beast after only what he wanted, but the man who had chosen to surrender to God, even when it was hard.


  “I was hoping I could talk to you and Luke.” He looked over her shoulder for a glimpse of his best friend. “Is he here?”


  She hesitated, her gaze searching his face as if trying to gauge his intentions. “He’s at the gym,” she said finally. “Can you wait here while I call him?”


  “Sure.”


  She gestured toward a cushioned bench on the porch, the floral pattern faded from years of use. “Make yourself comfortable.”


  Brendan nodded. Comfort seemed impossible at a time like this, but he lowered himself onto the bench, his elbows resting on his knees. He watched Scarlett retreat into the house, the door creaking softly behind her. The faint murmur of her voice inside drifted through the open window as she made the call, but the words were indistinct.


  He leaned back against the bench, his gaze wandering over the garden that bordered the porch. He couldn’t leave the country without seeing them, without apologizing for what he had done. 


  The door creaked again, and Brendan sat up straighter. Scarlett emerged, balancing a tray in her hands. On the tray sat a plate of cookies, a pitcher of blue lemonade, and three empty glasses.


  “Let me help you with that,” Brendan said quickly, rising to take the tray from her. Their fingers brushed briefly as she handed it over, and she nodded her thanks.


  “Luke is on his way,” she said. “He should be here in a few minutes.”


  He set the tray on the wooden coffee table between the bench and two wrought-iron chairs. Scarlett poured the lemonade into the glasses before taking a seat.


  Brendan sat back down on the bench. The tension between them was palpable. Scarlett offered him a glass, and he accepted it with a murmured thanks, though he wasn’t thirsty. When she held out the plate of cookies, he took one out of politeness, but his appetite was nonexistent.


  “So—” His voice broke the uneasy silence. “How long have you been Mrs. Luke Royce?”


  “Three years,” she said. “I took a while to get it.”


  “Get what?”


  “That we belong together.” Her eyes briefly locked with his before flicking away again.


  “He has always loved you, Scarlett, even when we were—” He paused, unable to finish. A fresh wave of guilt came over him, cutting him off. He wasn’t the same person he had been back then, but sitting there with Scarlett, knowing how he had treated her, filled him with shame. He lowered his gaze to his glass, his voice quieter when he spoke again. “I’m so sorry, Scarlett.”


  Scarlett shifted uncomfortably in her chair, her hands curling around the fabric of her skirt. She attempted a smile, but it was strained. “Sorry? For what?”


  “I never did treat you right when we were together.” He glanced at her, hoping for some sign that his apology would mean something.


  Scarlett’s smile faded. She looked away, her jaw tightening. “It’s the past, Brendan. We’ve moved on.” Her voice was clipped, guarded. “Is this what you came here to talk about?”


  Brendan opened his mouth to respond but found himself at a loss. Her unease deepened the ache in his chest. He had expected this, yet it still stung to see the walls she had built around herself — walls he had been responsible for.


  “I don’t blame you for hating me.” His hands tightened around the glass in his lap. “I know I hurt you in ways I can’t undo, but I came to let you know how sorry I am. For everything.”


  Scarlett’s eyes flicked toward him, her expression unreadable. For a moment, it seemed like she might respond, but she simply pressed her lips together and turned her attention to the pitcher of lemonade, refilling her glass as if the act could shield her from the conversation.


  The silence that followed was suffocating. Brendan shifted on the bench, feeling the tension settle heavier with each passing second. Just when he thought he couldn’t bear it any longer, the crunch of gravel broke the quiet.


  A black pickup truck pulled into the driveway, and Luke emerged, his tall frame immediately recognizable. Brendan held his breath. There was no way of knowing how Luke would react to seeing him. The last time they’d seen each other, Brendan had just bashed Luke’s face in with his fists — a face that now lit up upon seeing him. 


  “If it isn’t our very own captain!” Luke’s booming voice shattered the tension like a hammer to glass. He strode toward the porch with open arms.


  Brendan blinked, stunned. Of all the possibilities he’d prepared for, this hadn’t been one of them. Even Scarlett seemed genuinely surprised by her husband’s delight. Brendan certainly was, but even shock wouldn’t hinder him from enjoying the unexpectedly warm welcome, so he jogged down the steps to greet Luke. “Skywalker!”


  Luke pulled Brendan into a bear hug, clapping him on the back. “Been a while, man. What have you been up to? What an unexpected visit!”


  Brendan almost teared up at how easily Luke welcomed him to their home after what had happened all those years ago. He couldn’t believe what a fool he had been. How had he not recognized back then what a treasure of a friend Luke was?


  As they pulled apart, Brendan caught the briefest glance between Luke and Scarlett. Luke gave his wife a small nod, almost imperceptible, as if to assure her. Scarlett’s posture relaxed ever so slightly, and when Luke brushed his hand against hers, she gave him a small, hesitant smile. He leaned in and kissed her temple, murmuring something low in her ear.


  The intimacy between them struck Brendan like a blow — not out of jealousy, but out of a profound realization of what he had once stood in the way of. Their connection was so natural, so obvious. It was the kind of love he hadn’t truly understood at the time, blinded as he was by his own pride and ego. Now, seeing them together, he felt nothing but happiness for them. 


  “What’s going on, man?” Luke’s voice broke through Brendan’s thoughts as he gestured toward the front door. “Don’t just stand there. Come in, come in. Scarlett, honey, let’s show Brendan some real Qranthi hospitality.”


  Scarlett gave a short laugh, her tension melting away as Luke held the door open for her. “He’s already had cookies and lemonade, Luke.”


  “Yeah, but has he had the lemon meringue bars?” He winked at her.


  Scarlett rolled her eyes fondly. “That’s too much lemon and sugar for anyone, honey.”


  “You’re probably right.” Luke gave Brendan a once-over while tapping his abs. “I see you’ve been keeping up the physique.”


  An easy laugh escaped Brendan. “You’d be surprised just how bizarrely out of shape I became after we last saw each other.”


  “Yeah? Hard to imagine. You?” 


  Brendan’s gaze swept over the cozy interior of their home. The living room had a plush couch and chairs arranged around a stone fireplace. Family photos lined the mantel, and the scent of something sweet lingered in the air. 


  They settled in the living room, Luke dropping onto the couch and pulling Scarlett down beside him with a playful tug. She gave him a mock scowl but didn’t resist, curling into his side as his arm draped over her shoulders. Brendan took the armchair across from them, his lips twitching into a faint smile at their ease around each other.


  Luke launched into stories about his business ventures, gesturing animatedly as he talked about how he’d expanded his gym into a successful chain across Eirin, with the possibility of going national. Scarlett chimed in occasionally, her warm voice a somewhat complementing contrast to her husband’s enthusiasm. Brendan listened, genuinely interested, and when they asked about him, he shared his plans to leave the country, talking about his upcoming mission trip.


  The conversation flowed naturally; for a moment, Brendan let himself get lost in the camaraderie. Luke had such a gift for making people feel at ease, enough for their personalities to shine just because they felt safe. With him around, Scarlett was warmer, more radiant. The rapport between the three of them grew friendlier and more comfortable the more they talked. 


  It would have been so easy to leave things there, to sweep the past under the rug and walk away with the comfort of knowing they had moved on, but Brendan knew better. He hadn’t come just to reconnect; he had come to make things right.


  After a pause in the conversation, Brendan took a deep breath and leaned forward, his hands clasped together. His gaze moved from Luke to Scarlett, determined to make his intentions known, despite the knot in his stomach. 


  “I’ve been spending time trying to set my heart right with God. Part of that process has been making amends for the wrongs I’ve done. I never truly apologized for what I did to both of you back then, and as much as I’m grateful to see that you’ve moved on and flourished despite… well, me—” he cleared his throat “—I want to say I’m sorry for all the ways I wronged you both. So, here I go. Ami cencia, Luke. Ami cencia, Scarlett. I’ve hurt you both in my selfishness and pride, and I hope you can find it in your hearts to forgive me.”


  The room fell silent, Brendan’s words hanging in the air. Luke was the first to respond. He leaned forward, his expression soft yet earnest. “Brendan.” He reached out and gave Brendan’s shoulder a firm squeeze. “All’s good, man. You’re forgiven. I’m so proud of how far you’ve come, and I see God’s hand in everything that happened. I never stopped praying for you.”


  A lump rose in his throat at Luke’s words. He managed a small smile, though his voice cracked slightly as he responded. “Thank you for the prayers. God’s goodness amazes me.” He truly meant it. Even in the darkest moments of his life, in the seasons when he had been consumed by anger and selfishness, he could now see God’s fingerprints gently steering him toward this very moment. Brendan hadn’t fully anticipated the ease with which Luke forgave him, but then again, that was who Luke had always been — so quick to forgive. 


  Between the two, it was Scarlett whom Brendan feared might find it harder to forgive. After all, he had inflicted more damage on her than he had ever done to Luke. 


  Scarlett sat next to her husband quietly, her hands clasped tightly in her lap. She looked down, avoiding his eyes when he turned his gaze to her. 


  Brendan braced himself, his heart pounding as he watched her wrestle with her emotions. When she finally lifted her gaze, it came with a spark of determination.


  “I forgive you, Brendan.” Her eyes shimmered with unshed tears, as she intertwined her fingers with Luke’s. “Everything has worked together for your good and mine. I can see that now. I myself have been forgiven for much. Who am I to withhold forgiveness from you?”


  Her words struck Brendan like a wave, washing over him with a sense of relief and gratitude so profound he nearly choked on his own tears. “Thank you, Scarlett.” He swallowed hard, his voice thick with emotion. “It means the world to me to hear you say that.”


  Scarlett’s lips curved into a faint, genuine smile. “It’s in the past now, Brendan. You’ve changed, and I can see that. Let’s leave it where it belongs — behind us.”


  Luke gave his wife’s hand a gentle squeeze, his thumb brushing over her knuckles. “It’s amazing how God works, yeah? Even through the worst of times, He’s always creating something beautiful. Matsilah, Brendan, for having the courage to do this. Not many would face their past offenses the way you’re doing now. It’s humbling to be on the receiving end of it. This feels like a great new beginning for all of us.”


  Brendan nodded. “It is. Thank you, both of you. For your forgiveness, for your prayers, and for welcoming me into your lovely home.”


  Luke reached out to clasp Brendan’s shoulder once more, his smile wide and warm. Scarlett didn’t say anything, but the tenderness in her expression spoke volumes. Together, the three of them bowed their heads in prayer, Brendan’s heart lighter than it had been in years.


  When the prayer ended, Brendan looked up at them. “I should probably head off now, but since this all went so well, there’s a small farewell gathering at Emilia’s manor before I leave for Thailand. I’d love for you both to come.”


  Luke grinned. “Wouldn’t miss it.”


  Scarlett glanced at her husband before nodding, a faint smile playing on her lips. “We’ll try our best.”


  As Brendan stood to leave, a weight lifted from his shoulders. Their forgiveness had been a gift — one he didn’t deserve but would carry with him always. And as he walked to his car, he realized just how far he had come — and how much farther he was willing to go to complete his reckoning.


  His next destination was Axo Kirk’s bachelor pad.


  This time, it was Brendan’s turn to forgive. It had been three years since he had escaped Villa Eliza, three years since Belle had turned him back to human form, three years since his own uncle had exposed him to the world, all for a hefty check from a major media company. He had put Brendan’s life on the line to get back at Emilia for not giving him the financial support he had been demanding from her.


  Brendan had resented him all these years, but after Luke and Scarlett had forgiven him so freely, he returned to his car knowing he had already forgiven Axo Kirk.
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  Brendan’s Scars


  



  She cast her fragrance and her radiance over me. I ought never to have run away from her... But I was too young to know how to love her... 


  - The Little Prince by Antoine de Saint-Exupéry -


  



  His naya’s manor in Sendrasa had never held more joy — the kind born of laughter, of warmth that only love-scarred hearts knew how to offer. The small reunion brought back memories of Villa Eliza, and the arrival of the villa’s staff only made him all the more aware of the absence of the most important figure connected to his time as a self-imposed captive of the villa.


  Tomas and his family arrived first, followed by Greg and Rita’s ever-increasing clan. Luke and Scarlett also showed up, which reinforced Brendan’s belief that they had indeed forgiven him. Axo Kirk also arrived but immediately made it clear that he couldn’t stay for long. Though Brendan had already forgiven his uncle, they still had a sense of unsettledness between them, and he was well aware that the greater portion of amending his relationship with his axo would fall on him. 


  Completing the small party was the steadiest constant in Brendan’s life: Naya Emilia. She had been the one to organize the whole gathering, and she was, as usual, a sophisticated and accommodating host. With her so preoccupied with making everyone feel comfortable and right at home, it took a while before Brendan managed to get a moment of her time. 


  It happened after dessert had been served and everyone was comfortable mingling with other guests in their own small huddles. Loud chatter and laughter filled the room. Greg and Rita were having a lively chat with Luke and Scarlett, who somehow felt as much a part of the Villa Eliza family as everyone else. 


  Naya took a sip from her drink as Brendan took his place, standing next to her. Naya and nephew — mother and son — exchanged glances. 


  “I’m proud of you,” she said.


  He grinned at her. “I know.” 


  “We’ve come a long way, Brendan. You and me. I’m satisfied with the life I have now, but I doubt you are.”


  His brow rose. “Why do you say that?”


  His naya’s gaze swept across the room, lingering for a moment on each guest before meeting his again. “I think we both know who is missing from this picture.” 


  Her words put the constant ache in his chest to the forefront. It had been three years since he had last seen Calysta. No words could adequately describe how much he missed her — her voice, her laugh, the way she had seen past his beastly exterior to the heart of who he had become.


  “Next time we gather,” he said, “we’ll be complete.”


  Emilia’s radiant smile spoke of how much she herself had missed Calysta. She rubbed Brendan’s back as she nodded. “Go get her.” 


  “Soon, Naya.” Brendan’s reckoning would not be complete without his beloved. “I’ll find her soon.”


  After the evening wound down and the last guests departed, Brendan retreated to his room. The night air was cool against his skin as he opened the window, letting the soft breeze accompany his thoughts. He began the final task of packing for his journey, folding clothes and tucking them into his luggage. Amid the process, he paused and reached for a small wooden box nestled in the corner of his desk.


  Inside the box lay two treasures: the velvet ring box and the rose that had been a symbol of his time at Villa Eliza. Brendan carefully lifted the rose, his fingers brushing against its petals. To his amazement, it had remained in full bloom all these years, its vibrant crimson hue as vivid as the day it first unfurled.


  To him, the rose itself was a promise that Calysta could still learn to love this version of him, that their story was far from over.


  Brendan held the rose in one hand and the velvet box in the other, his heart swelling with bittersweet longing. 


  His thoughts lingered back to that night at the villa, the night he had last seen Belle.


  



  “You will become on the outside what you are on the inside,” was Belle’s response to his hello.


  Brendan barely had time to process her words before a warm glow began to envelop him, radiating from his core and spreading outward like ripples in a still lake. It was unlike anything he had experienced before.


  His transformation into a beast had been violent and excruciating. His transformation back felt more like gentle nudges snapping what had been disjointed back in its rightful place. The warmth coursing through his body didn’t sear or burn; instead, it soothed, as if every fabric of his being was being washed clean and set right. His muscles, once unnaturally tense and swollen, relaxed into their proper shape. 


  His claws dulled and retracted like the quiet retreat of a tide back into the sea. His fur — a thick, bristling layer — thinned out and shed off before disappearing into nothingness.


  Brendan’s face tingled, its heavy, distorted features softening and shifting. His jaw, no longer heavy and misshapen, had regained its original contour. The sharp fangs that had lined his mouth dulled and receded, replaced by the familiar bite of human teeth. His ears, long and pointed, shrank back to their original shape, and the deep growl that had seemed permanently lodged in his throat dissipated.


  His posture straightened as his body realigned. The hunched and feral stance that had defined his existence for so long gave way to an upright frame. The strength he had once relied on as a beast didn’t vanish; it transformed, settling into him with a quiet confidence that felt more powerful than brute force could ever be. It was a strength rooted in something far greater — something eternal.


  The light pulsed one last time, brighter than before, and an overwhelming sense of release consumed Brendan. The warmth that had washed over him ebbed, his breathing steadied, and his heart felt impossibly light.


  Brendan raised his hands, turning them over to study the smooth skin that now stretched over them. No claws. No fur. Just hands — human hands. A tentative smile tugged at his lips as he flexed his fingers, testing the strange yet deeply familiar feeling of being himself again. His gaze drifted to the nearby mirror, and what he saw confirmed what he already knew: the beast was gone.


  The face staring back at him was his own and yet it wasn’t. It was a face reshaped by grace. His eyes, vibrant and green, were no longer darkened by rage. He leaned closer, his fingers brushing against the reflection, as if trying to reconcile the man he had become with the one he used to be.


  That’s when he noticed the scars.


  His chest was no longer marked by the grotesque trio of jagged lines the curse had given him. In their place, he found others — scars he recognized immediately. The faint, silvery lines on his arms, his chest, and his stomach. The jagged wound that ran diagonally across his back, a remnant of the wolves that had threatened those he loved in the woods.


  He pressed his hand to his chest, his palm resting over the largest scar. He smiled. The scars were a gift — marks of love and sacrifice. They told the story of the man he had become with Calysta, the man willing to protect and serve rather than take and control. They were evidence of the life he wanted to live — a life free from the shadow of the person he had once been.


  He liked the scars. He preferred this scarred version of himself. He couldn’t wait for Calysta to meet this man. The overwhelming instinct to go to her consumed him. She had loved him as a beast; could she love him like this? He took a step toward the door, his heart racing, but Belle’s voice stopped him.


  “Not yet.” Her tone, though gentle, warranted no disagreement. “All in its perfect time. Establish first God’s lordship in your life and then pursue her. You’ll know when it’s time, but you have a lot to learn, a long way to go, before you can be with her.”


  



  Brendan had honored that guidance, resisting the urge to respond to Calysta’s attempts to find him, trusting that God’s timing would bring their paths together again. And now, as he prepared to leave for Thailand, he carried that faith with him — the belief that all things would be made beautiful in time.


  Gently, he returned the rose to its box and placed it in his suitcase alongside the ring. He whispered a prayer, his voice steady but full of emotion. “Lord, thank You for this journey. Keep her safe, and help me honor You with every step I take.”  


  The faint vibration of his phone drew his attention. He glanced at the screen and smiled at the message.


  Paige: We’ve set the date. Are you sure you’ll be there? 


  Brendan: I wouldn’t miss it for the world.


  With that, he zipped his suitcase shut, his heart lighter and his resolve stronger. However long the wait, he would trust the One who authored time itself. He chose to believe that, like his rose, the love he and Calysta shared would remain in bloom until they could finally be together. Until then, the lion and the lioness would remain close to his heart. 
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  Sawadika, Calysta


  



  He destroys that he might build; for when He is about to rear His sacred temple in us, He first totally razes that vain and pompous edifice, which human art and power had erected, and from its horrible ruins a new structure is formed, by His power only. 


  - The Autobiography of Madame Guyon by Jeanne Marie Bouvier de la Motte Guyon -


  



  It had been over a year since Calysta joined Adam and Bee in the work they were doing there. She had struggled time and time again to find the hand of God in all the brokenness that she had encountered. Calysta had lost count of how many times her heart had broken in Thailand. 


  They frequented places where men acted like beasts.


  Everything she had experienced back home felt insignificant compared to the lives of the women they were helping out of the sex industry. Adam and Bee teamed up with an organization that taught women alternative livelihoods to prostitution. They trained the women how to make jewelry and clothing designed by Bee. The women received all the profit from the items they handcrafted. 


  Still, even with all these alternatives, it wasn’t always easy to get them out of the world they revolved in. After staying so long in darkness, one doesn’t quickly get accustomed to the light. 


  During Calysta’s last week in Thailand, she walked along the streets of one of Bangkok’s red light districts. This would be the last time they would do this; she wanted to make it count. Their team went in pairs. With Bee back home taking care of their children, Calysta got paired up with Adam. 


  They carried gift bags as they entered a white-washed building that reminded Calysta of her father’s apartment building in Eirin. They climbed a narrow staircase that led to a door where a short, heavyset man was standing guard. He tried to leer at Calysta, but Adam blocked the stranger’s view before speaking to him in perfect Thai. The man’s brow quirked up as he nodded. Adam handed him money. Calysta never bothered to ask how much. She couldn’t bear to know what they thought a soul was worth.


  They entered the building and found themselves in a narrow hallway, doors on either side of them. Behind each door was someone with a unique story to tell — all equally heart-breaking tales of how they had ended up in a place like this. Calysta wished she could push open all the doors, let them know there was another way — they could be free, but that night, they could reach only one. Their door was at the end of the hallway. 


  Adam handed her the gift bags he was carrying. “I’ll be praying.” 


  Calysta nodded before bracing herself for what was ahead. No matter how many times they had done this, it still took an emotional toll on her every single time. 


  She entered the room, gift bags in hand, while Adam stood guard outside. The moment she stepped in, the woman inside stiffened, surprise flickering across her face. She was barely dressed, draped in something that looked more like a costume than clothing, and it took a few heartbeats before the confusion settled into guarded indifference.


  Calysta wondered if anyone who came through that door ever looked like her — a woman bearing a basket of gifts. She smiled gently, trying not to let the ache in her chest show.


  “Sawadika.” She managed to keep her voice steady despite the knots in her stomach. She’d done this before, but she would never get used to it. “What’s your name?”


  “Ketsara.”


  Calysta thanked God she spoke much better Thai than when she first came. If not for her basic grasp of the language, moments like this could easily get lost in translation. The words gave context and comfort. They helped Ketsara understand that the stranger standing before her wasn’t there to demand anything precious or priceless from her. Not her body. Not her soul. She was there to give, to offer a way out, in case Ketsara was looking for one.


  “If it’s okay, Ketsara—” Calysta lifted one of the bags she was carrying “—I’d like to have dinner with you.” 


  A mix of surprise and confusion flickered in Ketsara’s eyes as Calysta laid several bags on the floor and one bag on the table. From that one, she brought out containers with meat skewers, rice, and coconut chicken soup. At some point, as if finally believing that this was what this strange woman wanted, Ketsara helped prepare the table. 


  As they began to eat, Calysta took a good look at Ketsara. She tilted her head in appraisal before she nodded. “You’re so beautiful.” 


  Ketsara let out a breathy laugh. “I know that.”


  The brush-off made Calysta’s soul ache. How many times had this woman heard that phrase from men who meant nothing by it — or worse, meant everything vile? Calysta refused to let that moment pass. “No, you don’t understand.” Her voice remained firm. “You’re beautiful.”


  Ketsara’s eyes narrowed. Suspicion flickered across her features, almost as if she was trying to figure out if Calysta wanted more from her than just having dinner together. 


  Calysta didn’t waver. She reached for Ketsara’s hand and squeezed it gently.


  For a moment, Ketsara stared at Calysta’s hand on hers, as if wondering what it meant. Calysta could only hope that Ketsara understood that she wasn’t there to prey on her. This was not some sort of sick game meant to humiliate or degrade. 


  Whatever was going on in Ketsara’s mind, she flinched. She pulled her hand away and gulped.


  To ease whatever fears the enemy had placed in the woman’s mind, Calysta returned to the food as she said a quiet prayer for God’s peace to be in that room. Even as they continued their meal, Calysta reflected on a time when she had refused to give up on someone who had been more than willing to give up on himself. Her prayer expanded to cover not only Ketsara but also Brendan. 


  She couldn’t fail Ketsara like she had failed Brendan. 


  Calysta asked a few questions about Ketsara’s life and background, trying to keep the conversation as light as possible. Ketsara was more than willing to talk about her life back in the province and how much she missed it. Once her time was almost up, Calysta gave Ketsara the gift bags and asked if they could pray together. Even she was surprised when Ketsara eagerly said yes. As they prayed, tears began to trickle from Ketsara’s eyes.


  Before leaving Calysta gave her new friend the contact number of someone from the organization they were working with. From the look on Ketsara’s face, Calysta was sure that this was another beauty soon to break out of the grasp of beasts. 


  When time came for Calysta to leave Thailand, Ketsara was one of the people she said goodbye to. The young woman gave Calysta the first dress she had made on her own — one Bee had designed. Calysta promised she would treasure it forever.


  Calysta once again questioned her decision to leave. She didn’t understand God’s direction for her to return home, but she hoped something beautiful waited on the other side of obedience. Something worth returning to. Something worth all that she had lost.
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  Author’s Note

  
  



  This scene was inspired by missionary friends of mine who have come to particular cities in the Philippines to reach out to young women in the sex industry the same way Calysta reached out to Ketsara here. While inspired by true events, I personally wouldn’t encourage Christians to do the same thing unless working with organizations who know what they are doing and have experience in these things. While we need to be willing to go to the dark places to shed the light of the Gospel there, we also must be wise in doing so. If you’d like to support a ministry that helps give alternative livelihoods to women like Ketsara, visit Eden Jewelry.
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  Calysta’s Hollow


  



  ...the true beauty in a woman is reflected in her soul. It is the caring that she lovingly gives, the passion that she shows. The beauty of a woman grows with the passing years.


  - Audrey Hepburn -


  



  The summer sun filtered through the curtains of their bungalow in Lumaire. The scent of freshly baked cookies lingered in the air, mingling with the rich aroma of hot cocoa steaming in their mugs. Calysta curled her hands around the warm ceramic, grateful for the familiar comforts of home. The hum of the refrigerator was the only sound as the sisters sat at the table, simmering in the quiet.


  Paige was perched on one of the chairs, her legs tucked beneath her as she leaned forward. “What are you planning to do after the wedding?” 


  “I already booked a flight back to Thailand. I’ll stay for a while after the wedding, take care of Sab while you and Mateo are on honeymoon, but I’ll leave soon after you return.” 


  Calysta had been back home for a month, and she already couldn’t wait to leave. She had questioned many times if she had made a mistake coming back, because she couldn’t figure out what she should do back in Lumaire. Everything here felt so aimless compared to the work she’d been doing in Thailand. Returning was the logical next step, at least until God told her otherwise.


  “Don’t you want to stay a while?” Paige asked. “Get settled? Maybe find a husband?”


  Calysta laughed in response. 


  “Come on.” Paige’s brow rose. “The thought hasn’t crossed your mind?”


  She shook her head. “It hasn’t.” 


  “No suitors? All that time you’ve been out there?”


  “There have been some, but—” She shook her head.


  “Calysta!” Paige’s eyes widened. “You’re not still pining for him, are you?”


  “Him?”


  “Brendan.”


  “No, of course not.”


  “Don’t lie, Cal. Missionaries shouldn’t lie.”


  “Nobody should lie.” Calysta huffed. Her eyes lowered. “I’m not pining for him, but I do miss him.” She had been in love with him, after all. “He was my best friend!”


  “That’s all he was — or is — to you? A best friend?”


  Calysta shrugged. “It’s hard to figure out what I feel over someone I haven’t seen in years.”


  “Mm-hmm. You say you’re not pining for him, but—” Paige tilted her head “—if he showed up tomorrow, what would you do?” 


  “He won’t.” Calysta gritted her teeth at the all-too-familiar ache in her chest whenever anyone broached the topic of Brendan. Talking about him seemed futile because wherever he was, whatever he was doing, he clearly wanted nothing to do with her. “He made his choice.”


  “Has he, though?” Paige’s gaze drifted toward the view outside the window. “Have you tried getting in touch with him at all since finding the villa empty?”


  “No, but why would I—” Calysta frowned, closed her eyes, and drew in a deep breath. “Why are we even talking about this?”


  “That’s where the conversation naturally went, what can I say?” Paige shrugged. “What else do you want to talk about?” 


  Grateful for the out Paige had given her, Calysta was quick to change the subject. “When is Karina returning?”


  “She won’t be leaving after the wedding. Most likely, she’ll stay here.” Paige sighed. Concern for her twin showed in her eyes. “She’s been a mess since Lyle left her.”


  “Honestly, I’m surprised he stuck with her that long, not because I don’t think she’s incredible. He’s always just come off as sleazy to me.” Calysta shifted on her seat. The man had always been a wolf in her eyes, but there had been nothing she could do to dissuade Karina from being with him. “At least one of us is getting her life in order.” Calysta poked Paige’s shoulder. “You’re getting married!”


  The blonde fluttered her lashes. “Who would’ve thought that among the three of us, I would end up being the stable one, huh?”


  Calysta laughed. “No one, Paige. No one would’ve thought that.” She grabbed her hand from across the table. “But I’m happy for you.”


  “I’m happy for myself, too. I mean, come on. Mateo.” Her dreamy eyes spoke volumes about what she thought about her soon-to-be husband. “How did I get to be so blessed?” 


  Calysta loved how Paige gushed about him. Of the boyfriends her sister had been with over the years, this was the first time she could honestly see — even from the beginning of their relationship — how deeply in love Paige was. 


  “You deserve it, Paige. You really do,” Calysta said.


  Paige squeezed her hand. “Thanks, Cal.” She studied her sister, her expression pensive. “But you know, I don’t think I’m the only one who’s blessed. You’ve been doing amazing things in Thailand with Bee and Adam, and even before that. Don’t worry, Cal. You’re more on track than you’re able to recognize.”


  “I hope you’re right.”


  “I am.” Paige’s smile grew, almost like she knew something Calysta didn’t. “Listen to the stable one, Calysta.”


  Calysta laughed, but deep inside, past the jesting, she sincerely hoped Paige was right. She wasn’t even sure what being on the right track meant for her anymore. She wanted to believe that her path had purpose, that her steps weren’t aimless. But the last time she remembered feeling like she was exactly where she should be was at Villa Eliza — in the west wing, with ice cream still sticky on her face, sitting on the edge of his bed, listening to Brendan serenade her with a Diana Andino song on his guitar.
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  Calysta’s Brendan


  



  The hands of every clock never stop signing this: the best use of your hands is always love. The best way to say you love is always time. The best time to love is always now. 


  - The Broken Way by Ann Voskamp -


  



  Growing up, Calysta had always imagined her sisters would each have a grand luxury wedding that would cost their amma obscene amounts of money. She had been wrong — at least where Paige’s wedding was concerned.


  Paige had once dated the most affluent boys back in Eirin, and her ex in Harmony Hills School had also been from a wealthy family. Her sister was no stranger to luxury. Calysta never would have guessed back then how content Paige would eventually become with simplicity.


  The ceremony was held in the familiar and beloved sanctuary of Lumaire Praise Chapel45. Its ivory walls seemed to glow under the golden light streaming through the high arched windows. Every detail had Paige’s hand in it — the garlands of greenery woven with white roses adorning the pews, the soft glow of artisan candles lining the aisle. Calysta could only be grateful for the kind of person her sister had become.


  Calysta carried a small bouquet of pale yellow roses and white baby’s breath in one hand, while her other hand brushed against the flowing chiffon of her bridesmaid dress as she took her first step down the aisle. The light indigo gown draped elegantly over her shoulders, the soft and airy skirt flowed around her ankles like a breeze. Her heels were soundless against the polished wooden floor as she walked, each step in perfect time with the hauntingly beautiful melody floating through the air.


  The solo piano filled the sanctuary with an instrumental rendition of Beauty in Our Scars by Diana Andino, each note resonating in her chest, stirring emotions she hadn’t expected. It wasn’t just the song itself but the memory it carried. Brendan had once played the same melody for her on his guitar — in his bedroom on her birthday — a day that made her wish for him, a wish her heart was echoing as she marched across the aisle.


  As she approached the altar, her gaze flicked upward, taking in the cross framed by sunlight. On such a day, her full focus should have been on her sister’s wedding, not asking God about Brendan. Still, how could she not think of him on a day meant to celebrate love? With God’s presence permeating the sanctuary, she couldn’t help but ask in a voiceless whisper: “Where is he? Is he all right? Does he still think of me like I always think of him?” 


  She reached her place at the front, glancing toward Paige’s groom, Mateo, who stood at the altar with his groomsmen. His expression was one of delight, one that could only be conjured by the presence of someone beloved. A delight Calysta hadn’t felt in years.


  The murmur of the piano shifted slightly, signaling the entrance of the flower girl. Sab stepped into the aisle, holding a small basket filled with rose petals. She took her role seriously, scattering the petals with care, making sure the aisle was evenly covered. Her joy was infectious, drawing smiles from the guests as she made her way toward the altar to take her place between her aunts.


  Calysta winked at her niece before turning to the chapel doors, where Paige stood, framed by the sunlight streaming through the open doors. Her sister was radiant, a vision of elegance, her flowing white dress accentuating her hourglass figure in all the right places. The fabric shimmered faintly in the light, its simplicity elevated by intricate lace details along the neckline and sleeves. A delicate veil framed her radiant face, her blonde hair styled in loose waves that tumbled gracefully over her shoulders. Her bouquet, a vibrant mix of sunflowers and lilies, added a cheerful splash of color to her ensemble. 


  “She’s gorgeous,” Karina, the maid of honor, whispered, her voice thick with emotion as Paige marched down the aisle, unaccompanied.


  “I wish Amma was here,” Calysta said. “He would’ve been so proud of her. I know I am.”


  Karina remained silent, her expression inscrutable. 


  As Paige approached the altar, her eyes found Mateo, and the love that passed between them lit the room brighter than the sunlight pouring in through the windows. Mateo’s face softened with this look of gratitude and adoration that made Calysta’s heart swell and ache at the same time.


  The ceremony proceeded — short, intimate, and sweet. Guests shed tears as Mateo and Paige exchanged their vows. 


  Joy radiated from Paige, and Calysta found herself transfixed by wonder at how far Paige had come, how good God had been to their family. The ceremony consumed Calysta’s attention until mid-way through.


  It became her undoing — the moment she caught sight of the man behind the piano. 


  She couldn’t believe her eyes at first, because she couldn’t fathom a reason for him to show up at her sister’s wedding, but there he was. An older, more mature version of Brendan Ashthorn. Handsome still. Beautiful. The same person who had attacked her at La Belle so many years ago. 


  He began playing a tune she had heard plucked on a string guitar many times before — one she had never heard anywhere else. Chills filled her body right to the marrow of her bones. 


  “Who is that?” Karina asked, her tone making her interest clearly known.


  Calysta would have said his name, but how could she? She was sure she was seeing some sort of hallucination. “He’s the pianist.”


  “Clearly.” Karina scowled at her, but she was quick to return her attention to the skilled musician. “He’s hot. I’ve never seen him before. Then again, I don’t know most of the people here. Are all these people from your church?”


  “Yes, but not him. If he went to Lumaire Praise, I’d have met him already.” She blinked her eyes to make sure she was seeing right. There was no mistaking it. This was Brendan Ashthorn. What was he doing here? 


  “I don’t really care. I just know who I’ll be hanging out with at the reception later.” Karina narrowed her eyes at Calysta, who could no longer take her eyes off him. “Unless you’re into him.”


  Calysta ignored her sister and immersed herself in the music he was creating — her Brendan’s music. The melody coaxed her to get lost in a world she had learned to treasure, a world she had once belonged to. A villa by a lake in the woods. A beast — a man — she had somehow learned to love. Time had formed a deep ache in her chest caused by his absence.


  The rest of the ceremony went by in a blur. When the pastor announced Mateo and Paige as husband and wife, something clicked in Calysta’s mind. 


  All her senses awakened at once. With a tremble, she fixed her eyes on the man behind the piano. As if on cue, he lifted his eyes in time to lock his gaze with hers. Those green eyes. 


  Brendan’s. 


  Sab tugged at the hem of Calysta’s dress, her small hand insistent as she looked up with an impatient expression. “Naya Cal, it’s time to go!”


  Calysta blinked, her gaze still locked on the pianist as if he might vanish if she didn’t keep her eyes on him. Her heart hollowed the moment he looked away. “Where are we going, Sab?”


  “To the reception!” Sab said, exasperation coloring her tone. “Everyone’s going. Inna and Shawna said we have to go together, the three of us. You, me, and Naya Kar.”


  Calysta waved a distracted hand at them, her eyes flicking back to the man behind the piano, his fingers gliding effortlessly across the keys. “You two go ahead. I’ll follow.”


  Sab’s brows furrowed, her pout deepening. “Why are you staring at Brendan, Naya? He likes to play a silly butterfly song.”


  “Butterflies? Huh?” Calysta could barely register what her niece was saying.


  “Okay, this is ridiculous.” Karina rested a hand on the girl’s shoulder. “Come on, Sab. I think Cal just needs to talk to someone for a minute.” Karina nudged her sister, her tone laced with both amusement and a thick edge. “Got something going on with that guy, Cal? I’ve never seen you be so into a guy before.”


  Calysta’s cheeks flushed, but she didn’t deny it. She couldn’t. “Just go.” She dared a quick glance at her sister and niece. “I’ll be right there.”


  Sab’s pout lingered, but Karina coaxed her gently toward the chapel doors. “Let’s give Cal a little space, okay? Tell me more about that butterfly song.”


  Sab perked up slightly at the mention of the song. “It was so silly, but he made it fun.” She glanced back at Calysta one last time. “Don’t take too long, Naya.”


  Calysta nodded absently, her heart racing as Karina and Sab disappeared through the doors. The chapel quieted, save for the soft strains of the piano. She took a shaky breath, her feet rooted to the spot as her mind whirled.


  Could it be true? Was it possible that La Belle’s Brendan and her Brendan were, in fact, the same person? Was the man behind that piano her Brendan? 


  She had too many questions begging to be answered, and the one person who could answer them was right there in front of her.


  The piano’s melody came to an abrupt halt as his hands stilled on the keys. His gaze shifted upward, locking onto her as she marched toward him. Surprise flickered in his eyes, widening slightly as he processed her approach.


  He rose from the piano bench, his wiry frame exuding a quiet tension. Descending the short set of steps that led from the stage to the chapel floor, he paused at the foot of the stairs. He pointed at the entourage walking out of the chapel doors. “I think you’re supposed to go with them.” His tone was gentle, somewhat uncertain.


  The sound of his voice made Calysta stop walking a few feet away from him. Whatever confidence she had marching up to him vanished when she realized how close he was, how his voice was absent of the permanent growl lodged in her Brendan’s throat. She trembled inside, unable to bear the idea she could be wrong. What if it wasn’t him? 


  “Brendan?” 


  A slight tremor traveled from his lips to his fingers. “You know who I am?” 


  “I think so.” Her voice broke. “Is it really you?”


  Yearning eyes stared back at her. He straightened his shoulders and swallowed hard. “Calysta.”


  She caught her breath. “It’s you.”


  He stepped forward. “Calysta, I—”


  She stepped back and lifted a palm in the air to keep him from coming closer. She shook her head at him and wet her lips as she tried to keep her balance. Her brain clamored to catch up with what was happening. “The craziest reports were coming out of the news, and—” She shook her head. “You were nowhere. You all cut me off completely.” Her lips quivered but she held back the sob threatening to come out of her. “Why?”


  A muscle in his jaw twitched. “I…”


  The word trailed off into electric silence. She wanted to walk away if only to compose herself, but she couldn’t pry her eyes away from him. She feared that if she did, he would somehow disappear. It knocked her breath away — how much she loved this man whom she had once recognized as a beast within and then as a beast without. And then there he was, standing right before her, the furthest thing from a beast. 


  “I should be angry with you.” She couldn’t help the sob that laced her words, though her tears remained at bay. His presence was overwhelming, causing her to relive years’ worth of emotions all at once. “I am angry with you.”


  “I don’t blame you.” His pained gaze made her ache even more. “Ami cencia, Calysta.”


  “I don’t understand.” Yet again, her voice cracked. “Why did you all shut me out, without even as much as a goodbye? Did you all blame me for everything that happened? Lance said—”


  “It wasn’t him.” He nodded. “It was Axo Kirk. It was him, not your friend.”


  His assurance brought both relief and confusion. “Then why? Why did you all abandon me?”


  “I never wanted to, Calysta. None of us did. I wanted nothing more than to be with you, but when the curse broke, Belle’s warning was clear. I couldn’t go to you. It wasn’t the right time.”


  “Don’t give me that, Brendan. What do you mean it wasn’t the right time?”


  “I needed to get my life on track, to set my focus on following God, rather than you. I had to let go. Completely.”


  “You could have at least told me. You could have at least said goodbye.”


  “I would have, but how could I ever be strong enough to let go if I gave myself even the slightest connection with you? To be with you only to say goodbye would’ve been so much more painful. It would’ve been impossible.”


  The way he looked at her then broke her. How could he have stayed away for so long and then return to look at her the way he was looking at her now? Like he had once looked at her back then, like she was precious to him, sacred. Anger, relief, joy, and hope swirled within her, but overpowering them all was love. Any doubt she had about what she felt for him washed away as she stood before him, more vulnerable than she ever had been in her entire life. 


  Her tears could no longer be held back; they fell freely now. Despite her best efforts to keep herself steady, her lips quivered and her pain flooded out with a confession before she could stop it. “I missed you so much.” 


  “Calysta, I—” He faltered. Whatever he was going to say was left hanging in mid-air. His hands hung at his sides, curling slightly into fists as if he didn’t trust himself to act. His gaze flickered down to the floor, then back up to her, his jaw tightening at the sight of her tears, the sound of her sobs filling the sanctuary.


  The sight of him in his human form — his every emotion more clearly displayed than it had been before — made her ache in a way that felt both unbearable and cathartic. She wanted to lash out and cling to him all at once, to demand answers and to collapse into his arms, hoping that his embrace would be as comforting as it once had been back at the villa.


  A few seconds could have gone by, but it felt to her as if that moment had been suspended in eternity, broken only when he slipped a hand into his back pocket and pulled out a handkerchief. He stepped closer, each step cautious, as if afraid she might push him away, but he approached anyway. 


  She let him draw close this time. The nearer he got, the more she craved the familiarity, the degree of comfort they once had shared. 


  “I’m so sorry, Calysta.” He gently wiped her tears away. “I wanted nothing more than to be with you, but I needed to learn to love God before I could love you.” His thumb brushed against her cheekbone, catching a stray tear and removing it from sight. He drew nearer. She flinched instinctively, but the moment he held her hand, she felt as safe as she was vulnerable. “I’m here now, amoré, though not one moment since we’ve been apart have you ever been far from my heart.” He gently took her hand and pressed her palm against his chest. “You’ve always been right here.”


  Amid a flood of questions, one thing was clear to her: this was her Brendan. Free from the curse. No longer a beast, but a clear reflection on the outside of who he was on the inside. And all these years, he had chosen not to pursue her heart because he had chosen to be a man after God’s heart first.


  When his lips found hers, the shock of it made her breath hitch. For a fleeting moment, she thought of pulling away. This was Brendan Ashthorn, the man who had once attacked her at La Belle. But he was also her Brendan — the beast of Villa Eliza, the man she had somehow learned to love, the one who had created spaces in her heart with his absence for the past three years. 


  His touch felt unfamiliar, his human warmth a stark reminder that he was no longer as she had known him. It made her heart stutter, caught between echoes of the past and the reality of the man standing before her. Then she felt his tears, warm against her cheek, mingling with her own. His touch was impossibly tender, his fingers brushing her skin as if she might shatter beneath them. This wasn’t a kiss born out of conquest or the need to consume her. It wasn’t a wolf’s kiss, one meant to take and devour.


  It was a kiss born out of yearning, deep and raw, a yearning her heart echoed with every beat. Her resistance melted, her hands trembling as they found their place against his chest, feeling the steady rhythm of his heart. Could this be the man she had always believed he could become? He had been Brendan Ashthorn all along? Her Brendan?


  Delight blossomed within her, unfurling like the first bloom of her amma’s roses. Her lips curved faintly against his. Quiet laughter threatened to escape her, as if her heart couldn’t contain the sheer beauty of the moment. 


  He broke the kiss and leaned his forehead against hers, his fingers brushing against her hair. “You’re smiling.” His breathless declaration of the obvious made her smile even more. 


  “I am.” Her lips tingled, still warm and tender from the kiss. She lifted her hand and wiped away a few of his stray tears. 


  “You’re not upset anymore?”


  “I still am.” Soft laughter rippled out of her. “But more than that, I’m just glad you’re here. If it’s really you, Brendan, how can I not be happy? You’re free from the curse. I can barely believe it’s you. You’re my Brendan.”


  Those two final words seemed to stop him mid-breath. His gaze softened as if it hurt him to hear it, but the tenderness in his expression also spoke of wonder that she would refer to him that way. The tremor in his fingers and the way his throat moved as he swallowed hard revealed how much her words had moved him. He reminded her of the Brendan who had told her that he wouldn’t hold her to it when she had first confessed her love for him — almost as if he was afraid she would take it back. 


  As if resolving something within himself, Brendan’s demeanor shifted, his eyes sharpening. His shoulders squared, and his hand tightened slightly where it rested against her hair. His thumb brushed lightly over her temple.


  “It’s me, Calysta.”


  He slipped his hand into the inner pocket of his jacket and pulled out the two small carved figures, worn smooth with time and travel. He held them out to her, cradled gently in his palm.


  Her breath hitched. “You kept them,” she whispered. “My gift.”


  “Always. Close to my heart.” His voice was thick. “I’m here, lioness. It’s time for your lion to fight for you.”


  Before she could fully process what he meant, his lips were on hers again, surer this time, more confident that she yet had space in her life for him. She let herself melt into it, her hands sliding up to rest against his shoulders as the kiss deepened and filled the hollow places left behind by his absence. Right then, she was exactly where she needed to be. For the first time in a long time, she was right at home, in the arms of a man who would never again become a beast. Together, they could live a life discovering and creating beauty in their scars.
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  This could be the end.

  
   



  If I have done my job well, this novel should be able to stand alone. I wanted Calysta and Brendan’s story as Beauty and the Beast to be complete. I hope you find that I’ve succeeded in this, despite several loose threads left untied. If you’d like to find out what happens to Brendan and Calysta after this scene, you can read more here.




  Read More
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  An Island of Wolves


  



  If you’d like to continue reading the complete journey of Brendan and Calysta all the way to their happily ever after, you can read the next book in this series, An Island of Wolves, a contemporary Christian retelling of Little Red Riding Hood. You can purchase the next book via joannatheparadox.com/anislandofwolves.


  If you’d like to find out what Brendan and Calysta were doing in the three years they were apart between Parts III and Parts IV of this novel, you can read Worlds Apart. 


  If you’d like to read a short story that features Paige’s wedding from Sab’s point-of-view (and listen to the silly butterfly song she was referring to), you can also download Sabreen & the Silly Singer for free by joining my mailing list. If you’re already a part of it, here’s the download link.


  If you’d like to find out more about the song, Beauty in Our Scars, and how Diana Andino wrote it, you can read The Fire & the Frog, a contemporary Christian retelling of The Frog Prince.


  If you’d like to explore more of my writing and my books, feel free to visit my online home at joannatheparadox.com.
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  Salamats


  



  To the Author of life and time, of all things good and perfect, salamat. You’ve brought me this far. Continue to show me the paths of life. 


  To a family who has never stopped supporting me, for being the reason I am able to keep writing, salamat. 


  To the beta reading team who is hands-down my most encouraging and kind beta reading team yet — Abrielle, Amanda, Ami, Anna, Brooke, Jillian, Kelly C, Kelly W, Laura, and Rachel, your feedback has been invaluable! It gave me the direction I needed to make sure this book shines. With all my heart, salamat.


  To the breathtakingly generous editor of this book, Lisa, I am humbled by your kindness and your willingness to pour your time and skill into helping authors like me. You are truly a blessing from above! Salamat.


  To Betty, Hope, Jessica, Denise, Amanda, and Doris. I am humbled by your generosity. The “coffee” goes a long way! I wouldn’t be able to continue writing if it weren’t for you! Salamat.




  Glossary
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  The predominant language of the settings portrayed in this book is English; however, Ancoria, Qranth, and Rossien also use Cilarchi. Below are the meanings and pronunciation of Cilarchi words or phrases used in the book.


  

    	alisara (interjection) / ah-lee-sah-rah / goodbye


    	amikayo (interjection) / ah-mee-kah-yoh / hello/welcome


    	amma (noun) / ah-mah / father (derived from the Filipino word for father: ‘ama’)


    	amoré (noun) / ah-moh-ray / term of endearment


    	arghanto (interjection) / ahr-gahn-toh / expression of surprise/frustration; emphasis


    	axo (noun) / ak-soh / uncle 


    	ayla (noun) / ahy-lah / grandmother


    	aylo (noun) / ahy-loh / grandfather


    	cencia (interjection) / sen-syah / sorry


    	cils (noun) / sihls / The casual, everyday term for cilaur, the official currency of Qranth. Derived from Cilarchi gold, cilaur / see-lohr / is the formal name, while cils is the commonly used shorthand in daily transactions. Cilaur is typically reserved for official documents, banking, and formal financial matters. 


    	exaspera / ehk-sas-peh-rah / 1. (noun) trouble; exasperation; 2. (interjection) expression of exasperation or frustration


    	eya (pronoun) / eh-yah / he; she (singular, neutral) 


    	im (pronoun) / eem / my


    	inna (noun) / ee-nah / mother (derived from the Filipino word for mother: ‘ina’)


    	kan (adverb) / kahn / yes; more commonly used, basic way


    	karo (adverb) / kah-roh / yes; denotes respect when used toward someone older or of authority; denotes affection when used with someone close


    	matsilah (interjection) / maht-see-lah / thank you; may the sun shine on you; may you get back in return what you’ve done/given


    	nai (adverb) / nah-ee / no; more commonly used, basic way


    	nari (adverb) / nah-ree / no; denotes respect when used toward someone older or of authority; denotes affection when used with someone close


    	naya (noun) / nah-yah / aunt


    	saña (noun/verb) / sah-nyah / like romantically; romantic desire 


    	ta (pronoun) / tah / you 


    	taniko (noun) / tah-nee-koh / deity; spirit


    	thaline (noun) / thah-leen / daughter


  




  Characters
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  Warning: This list may contain spoilers.

  



  Main Characters

  Calysta Daniels
Main female protagonist; a young woman with thick, wavy black hair, striking blue eyes, and a fair and freckled complexion. Her demeanor is often thoughtful; she is creative and imaginative, often thinking of her life in terms of books and movies. She loves to sketch. 


  Brendan Ashthorn
Main male protagonist; a young man with dark hair and green eyes, six feet, two inches tall. His ambition and drive toward perfection causes him to disregard people around him. A curse turns him into a beast. Blames ice cream for his father’s death.


  “Belle”
Calysta’s guardian angel; shows up at Brendan’s eighteenth birthday party to warn him about the curse. 


  Calysta’s Family

  Simon Daniels
Calysta’s father; a middle-aged man with a rugged demeanor, his dark hair peppered with silver strands. His blue eyes are much like his daughter, Calysta’s. Despite his struggles, Simon's love for his family runs deep, and he remains fiercely devoted to their well-being.


  Samantha Santorin
Calysta’s deceased mother; brunette and blue-eyed; despite having died from child birth, her legacy is deeply felt by Calysta as she navigates a new life in a small village.


  Karina and Paige Daniels
Calysta’s older sisters; twins; blonde and green-eyed; Simon’s daughters from his divorced wife, Patricia.


  Sabreen Daniels
Calysta’s niece; Paige’s daughter out of wedlock; precocious and extroverted, loves having the attention of other people; cheerful and oblivious of all the drama surrounding her.


  Brendan’s Family

  Emilia Deacon
Brendan’s aunt; dark hair and gray eyes; a former cosmetic surgeon who gave up her practice to take care of Brendan; demands perfection from him. She has taken on not only the care of Brendan but is also running Deacon Industries.


  Reuben Ashthorn
Brendan’s deceased father; dark hair and green eyes; his legacy hangs over Brendan; known to be charismatic, intelligent, witty, and physically attractive.


  Cecille
Brendan’s estranged mother; dark hair and gray eyes; blames her son for her husband’s death. She is the founder and CEO of a fashion empire, La Belle. 


  Kirk Deacon
Brendan’s uncle; dark hair and gray eyes; living off of his inheritance and has greatly influenced Brendan’s view of women and how to have relationships with them.


  Thailand

  Rebekah “Bee” Jones-Carter
Calysta’s mentor; fashion designer; dark-haired and dark-skinned; lives in Thailand, but from Lumaire Valley.


  Adam Carter
Calysta’s mentor and Bee’s husband; several years older than Bee; missionary and artist; lives in Thailand, but from Lumaire Valley.


  Lumaire Valley

  Malaya Cortez
Calysta’s best friend; half-Filipina, half-Ancorina; straight hair with brown highlights, brown eyes; confident and witty despite being plus-size. 


  Lance Madison
Calysta’s best friend and suitor; full-blooded Ancorino; blond hair, brown eyes; easygoing and friendly. A photographer. Admires Calysta for her artistic abilities. Loyal to his friends. Hailing from one of the founding families of Lumaire.


  Trey Madison
Lance’s older brother whom he looks up to; already graduated from Harmony Hills School and goes to university in Pueroe City. Friendly toward Calysta; minor character; mentioned only.


  Debra “Deb” Lawrence
Bee’s business partner and foster sister; handles the business side of the boutique; redhead. 


  Shawna Dobson
Calysta’s former coworker and church friend; Adam and Bee’s foster sister. 


  Mateo Diaz
Bee and Deb’s foster brother


  Oro Valle

  Lyle Claravall
Karina’s lover; Simon’s former co-worker and friend; married with children.


  Eirin City

  Sylvia Stellano
Cecille’s assistant at La Belle.


  André Michaels
Employee at La Belle.


  Lara Dubois
Fashion model Brendan meets through La Belle affairs.


  Belle “Sylvia” Woods
Cecille’s assistant at La Belle some time after Sylvia Stellano leaves. Cecille calls her Sylvia.


   Sendrasa Heights

  Luke Royce
Brendan’s best friend; comes from a stable Christian family.


  Scarlett Roux
Brendan’s girlfriend; redhead; preppy and beautiful; comes from a wealthy but broken family; has a cat named Shady.


  Sebastian Roux
Scarlett’s father, mentioned.


  Villa Eliza

  Greg & Rita Cairon
Greg is the caretaker, mechanic, all-around maintenance guy; Rita is a servant at Villa Eliza; loyal to Emilia; their family lives with them at the villa’s estate.


  Pearl Cairon
Greg & Rita’s eldest daughter; young adult; servant at Villa Eliza.


  James Masali
Emilia’s driver; dating Pearl.


  Tomas & Bernice Jacinto
Tomas is head chef at Villa Eliza; his family lives within the estate; Bernice is a housewife and homeschools their children.


  Paolo Jacinto
Tomas & Bernice’s son; gets Brendan in a lot of trouble.


  Clara Jacinto
Tomas & Bernice’s daughter; loves sunshine and dandelions; treats Brendan like her teddy bear.
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  List of Changes


  



  

    	Calysta’s full back story is no longer part of this novel. Her story has been extracted from Calysta and the Beast and is now its own full novel, The Making of a Beauty, a Christian contemporary retelling of The Ugly Duckling. You can download the ebook free from most major ebook retailers.


    

      	No more time-hopping from present to past and vice-versa. The story is written in linear fashion except for Part II which is entirely in the past as Brendan’s back story.


    


    	Brendan Keefe is now Brendan Ashthorn. 


    	The story no longer happens primarily in the USA; instead, the setting of the story has moved to fictional countries set in the modern-day world.


    	Without Calysta’s back story, there’s a lot more time spent in the present with multiple scenes added to flesh out both Brendan’s back story as well as their love story.


    	In addition to multiple new scenes, every scene has been expanded and fleshed out.


    	Calysta and the Beast, including Calysta’s back story, was over 80,ooo words. This new edition, without Calysta’s back story (approx. 25,000 words) is over 122,000 words. Combined with the word count of The Making of a Beauty, there’s more than double the content the original novel had.
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  Joanna Alonzo is an author of Christian fiction novels with grit, grace, and wonder. She has a Bachelor’s Degree in Information Technology from St. Louis University, but her creative leanings drew her away from software development to a career in faith and uncertainty. Her homebase is La Trinidad Valley in the Philippines, but she wanders around too much to have a permanent residence.  She is a fascinated apprentice to the Greatest Storyteller of all and loves to highlight His supernatural grace in her stories. She loves having coffee chats with people, but isn’t a fan of them hugging her too much. Find out more about her and her work at www.joannatheparadox.com.




  Notes


  1. La Belle - A luxury design brand founded and based in Eirin City.


  2.  Harmony Hills School - public school in Sphere 14, Chelidon, Ancoria.


  3.  Lumaire / loom-eyr / borough in Sphere 14, Chelidon, Ancoria.


  4.  amma (noun) / ah-mah / father (derived from the Filipino word for father: ‘ama’)


  5.  arghanto (interjection) / ahr-gahn-toh / expression of surprise or frustration; used for emphasis


  6.  exaspera / ehk-sas-peh-rah / 1. (noun) trouble; exasperation; 2. (interjection) expression of exasperation or frustration


  7.  ta (pronoun) / tah / you


  8.  nari (interjection) / nah-ree / no; conveys respect or affection depending on context; nai (interjection) / nahy / no; commonly used, basic way


  9.  ami (pronoun) / ah-mee / I


  10.  cencia (interjection) / sen-syah / sorry


  11.  Ancoria / ang-kor-ya / fictional country somewhere in the Atlantic Ocean, northwest of Qranth.


  12.  karo (interjection) / kah-roh / yes; conveys respect or affection depending on context; kan (interjection) / kahn / yes; commonly used, basic way


  13.  saña (noun/verb) / sah-nyah / like romantically; romantic desire


  14.  im (pronoun) / eem / my


  15.  naya (noun) / nah-yah / aunt


  16.  Eirin City / ey-reen / Capital city of the region of Eirin and the country of Qranth.


  17.  inna (noun) / ee-nah / mother (derived from the Filipino word for mother: ‘ina’)


  18.  amoré (noun) / ah-moh-ray / term of endearment


  19.  eya (pronoun) / eh-yah / he; she (singular, neutral)


  20.  Oro Valle School of the Arts / oh-roh vahl / A performance arts school with both a high school and a university located in the Dua Quarter of Oro Valle.


  21.  Luxersom Royal University / lux-sehr-sum / Oldest and largest university in Ancoria, located in Luxersom City.


  22.  Lumaire Community College Local community college in Lumaire Valley.


  23.  Pueroe Royal University / pyoo-roh / A university in Pueroe City.


  24.  Vis-à-vis - a clothing boutique in Lumaire, Sphere 14, Chelidon, Ancoria.


  25.  Pueroe / pyoo-roh / A city in Sphere 14, Chelidon, Ancoria.


  26.  Inna Sara’s - a restaurant chain with branches all over Ancoria.


  27.  Oro Valle - / oh-roh vahl / A city in Sphere 15, Luxersom, Ancoria.


  28.  Eirin / ey-reen / Capital region of the country of Qranth.


  29.  Qranth /kranth/ fictional country somewhere in the Atlantic Ocean, southeast of Ancoria.


  30.  cils (noun) / sihls / The casual, everyday term for cilaur, the official currency of Qranth. Derived from Cilarchi gold, cilaur / see-lohr / is the formal name, while cils is the commonly used shorthand in daily transactions. Cilaur is typically reserved for official documents, banking, and formal financial matters. (500k cils is roughly $175k)


  31.  alisara (interjection) / ah-lee-sah-rah / goodbye


  32.  thaline (noun) / thah-leen / daughter


  33.  Sendrasa Heights High School / sehn-drah-sah / private school in Sendrasa Island, Eirin, Qranth.


  34.  axo (noun) / ak-soh / uncle


  35.  Sendrasa / sehn-drah-sah / island in the region of Eirin.


  36.  Bellamont Hotel - Five-star hotel in Eirin City, Qranth.


  37.  Ceyren /say-rehn/ car brand manufactured in Qranth.


  38.  Psalm 43:5, NASB


  39.  aylo (noun) / ahy-loh / grandfather


  40.  Little Duckling - a restaurant in Downtown Lumaire.


  41.  Luxersom / lux-sehr-sum / Capital isledom of Ancoria, located in Luxersom City.


  42.  Rossien /roh-see-yen/ fictional country somewhere in the Atlantic Ocean, far southwest of Ancoria & Qranth.


  43.  Rosebloom Isle - private island in the country of Rossien.


  44. Luxia / luhk-see-yah / car brand founded and based in Ancoria.


  45.  Lumaire Praise Chapel - a church in Downtown Lumaire, Chelidon.
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