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From The Author
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I never dreamed that one day I would be writing stories I had dreamed about since I was a young girl. Yes I loved reading the Grimm fairytales but I always figured something was missing. I mean come on a girl does want to read about people who look like her and talk like her. So one day as I was watching Beauty and the Beast a story idea hit me between the eyes and wouldn’t let go until I had finished the story. 

Was it easy? Nope. I struggled to get each part of this story right but I did know one thing, my female lead was going to be strong. I didn't want a woman who cried over spilled milk or had to depend on a man. Nope I wanted a sea goddess and I think I found her in Beauty. I can only hope that in this story readers can find the escape I did when I was younger. 

Bless Be.
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Mist of Remembrance






Chapter One
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Beauty stood on the quarterdeck feet braced against the bucking of the waves. Her loose fitting black pants and red shirt gently flapped in the wind. The ends of the scarf wrapped around her head slapped against the back of her neck. She held a hand up to shade her eyes from the midday sun as Hugos, her helmsman, kept the ship on a steady course. 

They had just weathered a summer storm and she could see another brewing on the western horizon. A sigh passed her lips as she tried to think of a port close by that they could find shelter in. Her crew may be devoted but they just might mutiny if they had to power through another storm while still making repairs from the last.

"Captain."

Beauty's hand dropped as she glanced to her right and watched as Amina, her quartermaster and best friend, climbed the stairs from the lower deck. Amina was a formidable woman with nappy hair she kept shaved close to her head, pitch-black skin, and a scowl that could flay a person alive. Her ability to laugh at everything had kept Beauty sane on more than one occasion.

"Aye?"

"My bones are aching and my head is spinning. Another storm is on the way." Amina slapped her on the back hard enough to jar her teeth. "A good time to be alive." 

“Wipe that smile off your face.” Beauty scowled and tried to rub the sore spot Amina's show of affection had left behind. “A storm is no laughing matter.”

“Nay, but to feel the spray on ones’ face, makes you remember you’re alive.” Amina braced her feet and clasped her hands behind her back. “A day without a whip on my back is a good day, aye.”

"Aye." Beauty agreed as the scowl slowly slid from her face. She gripped the rail as she stared down at the men and women of her crew. Each one had been a slave at one point in their lives. Even the one pale skin among them had been an indentured servant whose master had not allowed him to leave when his time was done. The oldest was a man of sixty, and because of his bent fingers, he couldn’t help on deck but he could make anything taste amazing. She had asked him once how he did it and he just smiled. Her eyes swung toward a young girl of ten who was playing with a cornhusk doll. Because everyone had to work, Beauty had given the young lady the job of cabin girl. Every morning she would make sure the captain's quarters were cleaned. Many of the crew were working in scant amounts of clothing and their scars stood out in stark contrast to their ebony skin. "And they call us savages."

"At least we are free from the physical chains they put on us."

“Dolphins.” The cry went up from the crew as many rushed to the side of the ship to watch the majestic animals play in the water. The high-pitched giggle of the cabin girl reached Beauty's ears and a grin threatened to form. 

"Captain, there's a ship moving fast on our starboard." Amina's voiced pulled her from her musing.

“What colors are they flying?” Beauty asked. The crew seemed unaware that a ship approached as they continued to watch the dolphins play. "A merchant?"

"Nay," Amina rubbed her hands together. "They are flying black."

A jolt of excitement shot through Beauty and she laughed. A merchant would have been flying the colors of their country, instead they were out for blood and today they would find their prey hunted back. "Hoist Jolly Roger! No mercy." Beauty stepped back from the railing and clasped her hands behind her back. Maybe today would bring some much-needed excitement. 

"Stop your lolly gagging, you wankers, to arms," Amina yelled. “No mercy.” 

An excited murmur started between the crew as they rushed to their battle stations. Beauty watched with pride as a black flag with skull and crossbones was raised. Beauty itched for a good fight and hoped the captain wouldn’t turn tail when he figured out he wasn't up against normal pirates. Beauty could just make out the captain standing on his quarterdeck staring at them through his spyglass. He was not one they had run into before and if he knew what was good for him he would turn around and not look back. With the price on her head and the heads of her crew, many captains had lost sight of the fact that they were going up against a very ruthless crew. As the ship continued to approach Beauty knew this captain needed a reminder. 

A quick glance showed her crew already in place. Six manned the cannons ready to fire on her command; others leaned against the railing, guns cocked. When her eyes came to rest back on the captain she knew the exact moment he realized he was in trouble. He dropped his spyglass and started shouting orders to his crew but it was too late.

“Steady, steady.” Beauty held her sword in the air, excitement making it quiver. “Fire.”

Boom after boom rocked the air, as each cannon was unloaded on the approaching ship. Each cannon ball found a home and wood splinters shot into the air. 

“Next round. Ready.”

“Aye captain.” The cry rang in the air.

“Fire.”

The satisfying sound of cracking wood and the screams of the crew as they were thrown into the ocean brought a cheer from her crew. 
As a white flag was slowly hoisted, Beauty turned to Amina with a smile.
"Do we trust it?"

"They cannot put up much more of a fight." Amina jumped to the lower deck and made her way to the first jolly boat, which was lowered immediately. 

Fingers tapping a tone on the railing, Beauty watched the boarding crew pull up alongside the sinking ship and board. They had to move fast if they were going to salvage anything before the ship sank to its watery grave. She only counted five crewmembers left on deck and they were all on their knees with their hands in the air. She watched, impatiently, as her quartermaster spoke with the five crew members before pointed back at The Freedom. They swung aboard and were immediately surrounded and liberated of any weapons they had. With a glance at Hugos, she jumped to the lower deck and headed over to the kneeling men.

“We request to be taken on as crew.” The tallest spoke for the group.

“Where is the rest of the crew?” Beauty asked.

“They ran.” The speaker pointed north where she could make out two jolly boats making a hasty retreat.

“The captain left his crew?” She asked in disbelief. 

“We are slaves.” The speaker said. “The captain left us to go down with his ship. Said we were better off dead.”

Beauty scowled and glared after the retreating boats, they wouldn’t live another day. “You will agree to the contract as crew. We all share in any booty found and if you want to be dropped off anywhere you need to pay your way.”

Beauty left the men to the care of her crew and climbed back onto the quarterdeck. Impatiently she waited for Amina to return so they could chase after the captain that thought leaving any of his crew behind was a good idea.

“Captain.” Amina called as she swung back on board. “Can we go after the crew now?”

“You have to ask? They left part of their crew to die.” A grumbling rose from her crew. “Do not fear, they will regret the day their mothers birthed them. See to it the five new crew men have a duty and a place to sleep.” She nodded at Hugos who turned the ship in chase of the two fast escaping jolly boats. 

The men in the boats heard them coming, Beauty could see the fear tighten their shoulders. The voice of the captain, who was standing in the foremost of the closet boat, drifted over the waves. 

“Row men. Row for your lives depend on it.”

Beauty smiled. No matter how fast they rowed they had an appointment with death and she was going to make sure they kept it.

As soon as they were close enough, six of her crew tossed ropes over the side of the ship and swung down, dropping into the smaller boats. As was their custom, her crew overpowered the British and used their knives to leave small cuts on their legs, arms and chest before tossing them into the sea. Let them try to out swim the large predators in the sea. Beauty laughed.

“Captain.” One of her crew called from where she stood in one of the jolly boats. “There be a box on board. What are we to do with it?”

“Bring it to me you simpleton.” Beauty yelled.

As the crew members climbed back onto the ship Beauty watched as a few of the bodies of her enemy sank below the waves.
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Chapter Two
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Beauty tipped her head back and welcomed the burn as she poured whiskey down her throat. The rowdy uplifted voices of the crew drifted through the closed door of the captain's cabin. This was her refuge. The one place where she was no longer captain but a woman trying to survive. She looked around and grimaced at the unappealing set up but it couldn’t be helped. She kept her gold for the day when they would have a port but maybe she should buy a rug or two. The door opened and Amina slipped in and closed it behind her.

“The crew is in high spirits.” Amina tilted her head towards the door.

“They celebrate life.” Beauty saluted the door with the bottle in her hand before taking another gulp. “Why don’t we see what the British captain was so keen on hiding?” She picked up the oddly shaped box and turned it in her hand. "This is not wood as I first thought but some type of ivory. But there is no keyhole."

“Why can’t they just be simple," Amina moaned. "You know a key we could take from someone.”

"It looks like it's a puzzle." Beauty bit her lip as she stared hard at the contraption. 

"It could just be an empty container."

"If it was empty the captain wouldn't have taken it with him." Beauty looked up at Amina and shook her head. "No whatever is inside is important enough to for him to want to carry it to his death."

"True but how are we to open it?"

“I think I got it.” Beauty leaned forward and twisted the top of the box and a loud click sounded. "Twist this way." A loud pop sounded as the top slid open. "What is this?" She pulled out a folded piece of paper. "Slave papers? But why would he care if they were lost to the sea?"

"I don’t think its slave papers." Amina shook her head. "He left his slaves to die."

Beauty slowly unfolded the paper and spread it on the table, running her hands over it to smooth it out. "It's a map."

Amina picked up the box and examined it. "There's writing on the underside of the top. Should I call Joe?"

Joe had been an indentured servant turned unwilling slave. He had been taught to read enough to help with his master's dealings and Beauty usually called upon him when something needed to be read.

"Aye."

Amina went to the door and opened it yelling for Joe. While they waited, Beauty handed Amina a bottle of whiskey and they reminisced about the adventures of the day.

“Aye Captain.” A short red faced man stumbled into the cabin. “What ya need?”

“I see the whiskey has been good to you.” Beauty motioned to the map on the table. "We need you to read what's on that box."

“Sure.” He burped and hiccupped. “But I was just getting to the good part of me story and don’t want to keep my audience waiting.”
Beauty handed him the box. “This won’t take but a moment of your time.”
He squinted at the writing and frowned.

“Well.” Beauty demanded. “What does it say?”

"Not all is as it seems. What you see is not real. What you hear cannot be seen. What you touch cannot be taken. What you smell is no longer there. Not all treasures are meant to be found. Follow the moon for it will show the way."

Beauty frowned. “That's all, you're sure?”

Joe placed the box on the table and took a swig from the jug in his hand. “Yup.”

Beauty looked at Amina in confusion before dismissing Joe. “Don’t tell anyone about this.”

“Aye captain.” He stumbled out shutting the door behind him.

Beauty sat back and took a long pull from the whiskey. "That just leaves more questions than answers."

"Aye but tomorrow we follow the map and hopefully it shows us a great treasure."

Amina held her bottle up in a toast before tossing back the contents.

~~~~
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BEAUTY PACED THE QUARTERDECK with one eye on the crew and the other on the sun. A day had never seemed so long, not even when she had been forced to work the fields. When the moon finally started to peek over the horizon and the sun started to fall below Beauty stopped her pacing and gripped the handrail, it was almost time. The moon was already a quarter way into the sky when the last rays of the sun slipped below the waves and the stars started to show their face. A low murmur rose from the crew as they waited to see what would happen next.

"Captain," a crewmember yelled. "A fast-moving mist be on the starboard."

Beauty glanced at Amina from the side of her eye, this was the moment they had been waiting for. Would the writing on the box come true? “All hands to your stations.”

“This is going to be an adventure like no other.” Amina said with an evil grin. “Just wait until we get into port with the booty we shall have.”

“Don’t count it yet.” Beauty warned. “This would be nothing more than wishful thinking.” 

“Captain.” Hugos called with alarm in his voice. “That is not mist but a storm. Never have I seen one move as fast and close to the water." 

Beauty turned and stared at the storm racing towards them. What had started out as a low mist was now a raging bank of clouds with lighting and the sound of thunder. “Turn the ship, catch wind and get us out of here.” Beauty cried.

“Yes captain.”

Just as the mist reached them a roar rocked the ship and darkness descended.
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Chapter Three
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Deep within the earth the beast stirred, someone approached his prison. He growled as he shook out his fur and took the first breaths of consciousness in over two centuries. With shaking legs, he made his way from the enclave he used to slumber and stumbled to the larger cave he called home. As the heat from the molten lava singed his fur he dragged his claws on the wall to sharpen them. 

His heart raced as he stopped in the opening of a large cave. This cave and the treasure it held was the reason he was trapped below the earth. His greed for the power the treasure held was the reason his people were dead never to be remembered. He was the last of the tribe entrusted to bring the Tree of Life to the last holdout when darkness descended. He had been young and stupid. Believing he could control the darkness with the power of the tree and so he had betrayed his family. He had watched them each be taken by the darkness and destroyed. When he closed his eyes, he could still hear the screams, as they were ripped apart. He could hear the last words of the high shaman as they cursed him. When the darkness was pushed back he had found himself locked below the earth. But that was not punishment enough, the shaman had cursed him to walk as a beast and he could only view the world through water. Never to walk the earth as a free man again.

Cries of pain cut through his thoughts and pulled him back to the reason he had awaken. Whoever approached one of the entryways to his prison had awakened the curse that entrapped him.

Curiosity got the better of him and he called upon one power he still had, astral projection, and used the mist to travel above. His breath rushed out of his lungs as he beheld the most beautiful woman he had seen in centuries, no, ever. She stood proud on a ship, eyes closed, fist clenching the railing but refusing to yield to the memories he knew were assaulting her.

The dark swirling around the ship did nothing to distract from her magnificent dark skin, which looked smooth to the touch. Her teeth were bared as she fought to keep the screams, her throat was trying to expel, in. Her bravery spoke to a part of him he thought long dead and his soul stirred. 

~~~~
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WHATEVER THE DARKNESS was, it swirled around the ship as a living entity. Where it touched her skin, it left a trail of fire. Fear for her crew and the need to survive kept her on her feet. She opened her mouth to call out to Hugos but no sound escaped. Instead a long-forgotten pain burst across her back and she whimpered. 

“What name did I give you?” The last man who had called himself her master growled. 

He couldn’t be here, she had escaped. Beauty jerked at her hands, which were now stretched above her head. Her teeth ached from clenching them because she wouldn't give him the satisfaction of hearing her scream.

“I will break you girl,” the glee in his voice was sickening. “You should thank me that I am giving you a Christian name. Better than most of my animals.” A giggle escaped his lips as the whip lashed out, peeling away skin when it was pulled away.

She bit her lip until she tasted blood. This wasn't real. She would survive as she had survived the first time. Her legs buckled just as a disembodied voice came out of the darkness.

“Take my hand.”

The whip hadn’t made her cry out but the fur covered claw that appeared next to her face ripped a scream from her throat. She tried to back away.

“Fear not. I am not here to harm but help you and your crew.”

Whoever spoke had a deep voice that sent shivers down Beauty's spine and chased away the nightmare. She didn't care who or what it was, if the nightmares feared it, she would trust it. Moans and cries from her crew spurred her into action and she grabbed the surprisingly warm claw. The mist cleared and her hand gripped nothing but air, she blinked and watched as her crew slowly climbed to their feet. Many had tears running down their faces and two were huddled in on themselves, moaning. Her eyes sought and found Amina trying to comfort Jasmine who had a look of pure fear on her face. Next her eyes landed on Hugos, who still had a death grip on the helm.

“What the hell was that?” Amina gently pushed Jasmine towards her mother before walking to stand behind Beauty. “I swear I was being dragged through my village again after being sold.”

Beauty rubbed her wrist where she could still feel the ropes. “I was being whipped by our old master when I refused to take the name he had given me. It felt so real and I can still feel the blood dripping down my back."

"Aye."

Beauty opened her mouth to tell her about the voice and claw but thought better of it. Right now, they needed to check the crew and see if the ship needed repair. No need to spread alarm if it was all in her head.

“Captain.” Hugos called. “There be an island ahead.”

Beauty felt a smile pull at her lips as she saw the beautiful island they drifted towards. Trees waved on the beach and white sands gleamed in the sun. It looked better than any port they had ever dropped anchor in. “Drop anchor.” 

“Drop anchor.” Amina yelled.

Beauty couldn't take her eyes off the island as she heard the crew rush to follow orders. Maybe the map was leading them to what their heart desired the most, a homeport. If she had to endure the humiliation and pain of being beat to find a home for her crew, she would do it again.

“I wonder who inhabits this island or if we can claim it for our own.” Amina waved her hand. “I can see a village and hear kids voices."

"Aye, it's has an appeal." Beauty took her eyes off the island long enough to smile at her friend. "But don't get your hopes up yet. Something didn’t want us here and it may be too dangerous to stay. I will take ten crew members and scout the island."

"I will come with you."

"No. If we are not back by nightfall, or have not sent word that we are well, you are to take the ship and sail away."

Amina frowned. "You are asking me to leave you on an island we have no information about? I will not. You are the captain of this ship and if I even thought about leaving you, I would be made to walk the plank."

Beauty laughed and slapped her on the shoulder. "You underestimate your value to the crew. If something happened to me they would follow you as they follow me."

"I can handle the crew," Amina's eyes narrowed. "But I have not escaped a cruel master and risked everything to lose a best friend. Now go see about our treasure and make sure to come back relatively unharmed.” To the crew, she bellowed. “Get a jolly boat ready and ten of you slackers are going to shore with the captain. The rest of you see about repairs.”

Beauty's heart was light as she sat in the jolly boat as it was lowered. She felt that this was the miracle she had been waiting for. As they drew closer to the island her eyes scanned the beach for any movement or sign of inhabitation. It was calm and peaceful; she didn’t trust it.

“Keep your eyes open.” She warned in a lowered voice. "This is too peaceful."

As she set foot on dry land for the first time in a year her legs threatened to give out. Something she had grown up on had become foreign, she no longer felt at home on land. 

Beauty spared a quick glance at her ship before squaring her shoulders. Her crew was depending on her to either find a treasure or a place they could call home. As the boat was pulled further up on shore and her crew stood trying to catch their land legs, the hair on the back of her neck rose and she looked around. She had always had a second sense and could tell when danger was near. Whatever saved them was laying in wait and she had no choice but to go and meet it head on.

“Two of you stay with the boat.” She ordered as she checked to make sure her provisions were tucked away. She had brought along a small container of oil, flint and a water skin, being prepared was something else she believed in.

“Which way are we headed?” A dark-skinned woman asked. Her name was Serena and Beauty wondered why she had volunteered. She was the mother of Jasmine and if anything happened to her, her daughter would be left without blood family. “This place looks like it will take years to explore.”

"We are not going to explore everything." Beauty reached into a small pocket in her pants and pulled out the map. "We have a goal and it's to find this treasure before anything else." She glanced down and narrowed her eyes, the map was no longer showing the sea but the land they now stood upon. A mountain range due east caught her eyes, "We head east. Which two are staying?"

A grumble rose from the crew as they tried to figure out who would stay behind. Beauty promised who ever stayed would get a slightly bigger portion of the treasure. The rest followed Beauty into the depths of the forest and soon the light from above refused to penetrate the foliage. Beauty raised her hand and everyone came to a stop.

“Find large branches to make torches. It is as dark as midnight.”

“Aye. I don’t like the looks of it.” A crewmember said as he hacked a large branch from a tree.

“It’s unnatural.” Beauty agreed. “Keep moving, we don’t want to be easy targets.”

She made sure everyone had a lit branch before signaling for them to move out. Torches held high, they quickly made their way through the forest and toward the sound of rushing water. When it became a roar, sunlight finally started peeking through the leaves until the torches were no longer needed. As Beauty pushed aside the thick foliage blocking the view of the water a gasp left her lips. Two majestic waterfalls tumbled over smooth rocks and exploded in a rushing river below. The spray of fresh water cooled her skin.

“Is that a skull?” Serena whispered.

Beauty couldn’t take her eyes off the beautiful but scary sight in front of her. The mountain resembled a human skull covered in green and the waterfalls poured from the empty eye sockets. 

“Are we going up there?” Jena, Serena's best friend and always close by, asked.

Beauty grunted and continued to stare up at the sight. Fear and excitement raced through her veins and she smiled. "Look for a way up."

"I think I see steps," Jena called. "Aye but it looks dangerous."

"Aye." Beauty stared at the slick uneven stone steps leading to the top of the mountain. "I will take only two with me to the top. The rest of you wait here and get word back if we do not return."

"Are you sure it's safe?" Serena asked. "We could head back to the ship and bring more people back. Maybe some rope."

"There's no time." Beauty put a foot on the lowest step. "Do you want to go back to the crew and tell them we didn’t even try?" She pulled herself up the first three steps. "I will do this alone, no one else has to put themselves in danger." Beauty didn't look back as she concentrated on not slipping on the water slicked rocks. The going was slow and a few times she was sure it was the end but somehow, she made it to the top and sat down to catch her breath and rest her tired muscles. A scraping sound from below signaled, without her having to look, that at least one crew member had not tucked tail and was on their way up.

“Beautiful.” Serena breathed in a reverent voice as she reached the top and sat next to Beauty. "This view was worth the climb."

"Yes it was." Beauty stood up. "Were you the only one who braved the steps?"

"No," Serena waved toward the steps. "Jena should be here soon."

Jena head poked over the top and she crawled the last inches up before collapsing. "Not wanting to do that again."

"We only have to climb down." Beauty promised as they turned to look at the mountain. Up close a cave was visible under the waterfalls. "I'm guessing we go in there." 

"We follow you." Serena grimaced.

They had taken two steps when a roar shook the ground. The air rang with the sound of steel as they drew their swords and glanced around wearily. 

“Only one may enter.” The same voice Beauty had heard earlier commanded.

Beauty put her sword away and turned to the two women. "You will stay here and wait for me."

"No," Serena shook her head and put her sword away, too. "There's no way we are allowing you to go in there. You are the captain and we cannot allow you to put yourself in more danger."

"I don't think I will come to any harm." Beauty took a deep breath to calm her racing heart. She had to convince the women she was confident or they would try to follow. "I won't be long and just how big can this cave be?"

Beauty took another deep breath and took her first step into the darkened cave.

~~~~
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THE BEAST PACED HIS prison. The female was closer and he could smell her sweet pine scent. He wanted to roll in it until he could only smell her on his skin. As she came into view his heart speed up and saliva filled his mouth. She was beautiful and the scowl on her face just made her more so. 

“Show yourself,” she demanded. 

He trembled with need as he heard her voice, so close so intimate. Almost like a caress on his fur. “Why did you come here?” He asked ignoring her demand. “Do you seek to steal that which is not yours?”

“I am in possession of a map taken from another. This makes the treasure as much mine as his.” She raised her chin in defiance.

A smile threatened as he admired her bravery but the treasure he guarded was too dangerous and had to be protected at all cost. With little resistance, he slipped into her mind and his fangs started to grow. He saw a happy young girl ripped from her home, chained, whipped and treated as an animal. A growl rolled from his throat as he itched to hunt down anyone who had ever hurt her. Humans had not gotten better over the centuries but if at all possible, worse. 

She took a step back and placed a hand on her weapon. "Do you eat anyone who sets foot on this island?" Her eyes roamed over the many scattered bones. 

“I do not, brave human.” He laughed, how long had it been since he had laughed? Since he had reason to laugh? “I only eat the animals that wander too close. You did not answer my question. Why did you come seeking my island?”

The woman before him turned her glare back his way. “I will not speak to a yellow belly, show yourself if you wish to continue.”

“You come to my island and demand answers?” The beast asked. “You should tread carefully. Now answer my question?”

"I'm not scared of you," she put her hands on her hips. "And I believe I answered your question already."

"I can hear your heart beating fast, you cannot hide that from me." He smiled. "You did tell me you stole a map."

"The man who had been in possession of the map would have made me and my crew into slaves again.” Her scowl deepened. “I will not allow my crew to be taken.”

With the mention of the depravity he had witnessed in her past, his claws dug into his palms as he clinched his fist. He wished he could leave the hell he called home and avenge her. "He deserved whatever you did to him and much more.” The smile she flashed in the direction his voice came from had the blood lust replaced with a different type of lust. “What is your name?”

“My birth name is Gelila but I go by Beauty.”

For the first time in as long as he could remember his body responded as a man to a woman, reminding him that at one time he was human. "Tempting Beauty," the beast nodded. "A fitting name for one such as yourself."

“And what name should I call you?” She asked.

"Long ago I was called Iskinder, defender of humanity, but I betrayed my kin and call myself Beast. You said a map had lead you here, can I see it?”

“I cannot trust you," she took a step back and placed a hand on the useless sword at her side.

“I cannot run. I am bound to these caves, your map is safe.”

“You do not need to run but, if you are the beast you claim to be, you are large enough to kill me with one swipe.”

He held up a claw and not for the first time wished for his human body. “I would rather rip off each nail then harm a hair on your head.”

"I have lost the ability to trust," she squinted in his direction. "And how can I trust a being who refuses to show himself?"

“You wish to see who you talk to?” The beast called upon the mist in the air and when a significant amount had gathered he projected his image upon it and glared down at the human female.
He watched her eyes grow large and this time the sword was pulled out and brandished at him. 
"What magic is this? A beast should not speak as a man," she demanded. 

"A magic as old as time. The same magic that allowed you entrance onto my island." 

"There is no denying there is magic here but I have only heard of demons who walk as beast and talk as men."

"I am no demon just a man who made a bad decision centuries ago." 
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Chapter Four
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Beauty studied the thing before her. Startling blue eyes stared out of a beastly face covered in fur with two horns protruding from his skull. Fangs peeked from the corner of his mouth and a flat nose rested over it. 

"Can I see the map?” Again, a claw reached out of the mist.

Beauty bit her lower lip but quickly stopped, she would not show weakness to the beast standing in front of her. She pulled the map out of the small hidden pocket in her pants and held it out to him. If she wanted the treasure she would have to use him. As soon as the beast's claws touched the paper the ground shook and the paper sprang to life. Colors burst from it and started to dance above the paper. 

“That didn’t happen before.” Beauty said breathlessly. She tried to move closer but the spray of the water stopped her. “Why does it do that now?”

“This map is part of a key that can release me and give the searcher unlimited life.” The beast turned the map in different directions and different star groups showed. 

"A key to a treasure?" Beauty frowned. "I was hoping to find a treasure so my crew could have a home."

"This is not a like any treasure you have gone after before. No man is able to use it without becoming corrupt." The beast handed the surprisingly dry map back. "I thought these had all been destroyed."

Beauty stared at the map and for the first time noticed the edges seemed to be frayed. "This was ripped apart, by whom?"

"The last act of my tribe was to curse me to my prison. They believed I could be redeemed. I guess this is their way of giving me a way out."

"There is a story there that I would love to hear one day," Beauty tucked the map back in her pocket. "But I am on a deadline and need to know, do you know where the other pieces are?"

"I do not. Like I said I thought they had been destroyed along with my tribe." Sadness descended on the beast. "This is not an existence I would want for anyone. If I could go back to that moment in time, I would have completed my mission and lived out my life in peace and happiness. Would you sit and talk to me a while?"

There was something about the beast that called to the long-buried compassion in Beauty's heart. She sat on a flat rock and crossed her legs. "I cannot stay long for my crew is waiting for me."

"I understand and will not keep you long," the beast lowered himself to a sitting position. "It has been a long time since I've had the opportunity to talk to anyone."

"You talk of your tribe?"

"Yes, my tribe." He sighed. "I grew up knowing I was going to take my place as the shaman. Daily I trained until I was so powerful even my father had to concede to me. I was sent to train with a neighboring tribe who were charged by the gods to protect powerful objects." He stopped talking and seemed to lose himself in thought.

"So what happened?"

He looked up as if surprised she was there. "I saw what they had and wanted it. When darkness descended on the earth I was charged with bringing a precious treasure to a hidden hold out. Instead I decided I wanted the power for myself."

"What kind of power?"

"The kind that will not allow me to ever die," he took a deep breath. "I was cursed by the last of my tribe, with their dying breaths, to forever be locked below the earth, guarding that which I sought to gain power from."

Beauty shook her head. She couldn’t imagine betraying her crew to gain power of any type. "How could you betray your family?"

"I could blame it on the darkness but in reality, I had convinced myself that I was above them. I resented how they wanted to hold me back. It has taken me centuries of being here to understand I am nothing without them."

"Is that why this cave resembles a human skull?"

"Yes. With the last of their magic and blood, they trapped me here. It's a reminder I do not allow myself to dwell on."

As they talked Beauty found that the beast may have been self-centered at one point but his heart was good. Her eyes were starting to close when the mist became thicker, waking her up. “Time for you to go.”

“I do grow weary.” She yawned. “Before I go do you know where I can look for the other parts of the map, any small clue would do.”

"I'm sorry I do not. But they were forged from the same magic and will call to each other when they are close," he stood. "You must go, your people are in need."

Beauty's sore muscles protested as she stood and stretched. "Will I see you again?"

"If you are to reach the treasure you must." He answered. "Go now."

With one last look at the beast, Beauty walked out of the cave and into chaos. Serena and Jena were fighting for their lives against four other crew members. As she watched one went in for the kill and with Jena's back to the attacker there was no time to think. Metal clashed on metal as she blocked the blow and knocked the attacker back. When he caught his balance, and came back at Beauty she drew her pistol and shot him through the heart. A black smoke rose from the body and quickly disappeared. Stunned Beauty didn't see the other two attackers killed. 

“Serena, Jena, what happened?” Beauty asked as she walked to each body and made sure they were dead.

"I have no idea," Serena wiped the blood off her sword and put it away. "They showed up this morning as we were eating breakfast. We thought they had come back to help us find you but then they attacked." 

Beauty blinked. “Why did you sleep? I was not gone that long.”

The two women looked at her askew. “You have been gone a week,” Jena said.

“There is no way, I was gone for only hours.” She denied.

“We went in and looked for you but there was nothing in the cave.” Serena confirmed.

Beauty walked back to the opening of the cave and looked in. This time she could make out the back of the cave and the sides. Whatever magic had been working was now long gone. “What about the others we left at the foot of the mountain? Well the other two?” She asked turning back.

“They left what food they had and went back. There was no way we were going to leave you.” Jena said. "That's why it was surprising to see these four return."

"That was foolish." Beauty put her hand on her hips. "If I had not returned what would you have done?"

"Survived." Serena shrugged. "This island would have been a welcome home for the remainder of our lives."

The anger boiling in her gut gave way to remorse. She had promised her crew a new home and treasure. Instead she had walked into a cave and almost gave up on them. She turned to say something but the sight of her beloved ship smoking in the distance sped up her heart. "The ship is under attack." She cried. "We must get to them, now. Leave anything that will weigh you down, we move fast.”

Fear propelled her down the mountain and into the forest. Her mind raced with questions, would she see the beast again? Would he lead her to the treasure he spoke of? Did she still have a crew? She heard the heavy breathing of Serena and Jena as they caught up to her but nothing short of dying would slow her down. She had to get to her ship and crew.
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Every possible scenario played through Beauty's mind as her feet beat a condemning tempo on the sodden forest floor. She could no longer see the burning ship, but that only made her run faster, push harder. How many had died? When had they been attacked, or did the crew turn on each other? A twig snapped back as she pushed past a tree and struck her on the face. She absently wiped at the sting but didn't slow down. Her lungs started to burn and her breath came in painful pants. Her sight started to dim right before she burst through the tree line and onto the beach. There were body parts everywhere. It was a sight she had only witnessed once before after a brutal fight between tribes when she was a young girl. The blood trail lead to a shallow grave where two crew members stared up at her with unseeing eyes.

Beauty dropped to her knees and buried her fist in the sand. Dead. They were dead because she tarried in that cursed cave. She felt Jena and Serena move behind her but sorrow and shame kept her head bowed. What would they think of her? Would the crew demand she stay behind as they sail away? She had only meant to find them a home, not death. Her failure beat at her, weighing her down. If only the sand would open and suck her under its weight.

A hand landed on her shoulder and she flinched. "Leave me," she rasped, her throat as dry as a summer's day.

"Nay captain. We need to get back to the ship," Serena's voice drifted to her ears through a fog.

"How - look what happened when I tarried." Beauty weakly waved toward the crewmembers staring at her with accusing dead eyes. "They have been pulled from this earth before their time."

"Nay," Jamila said from her other side. "This is not your fault."

"Aye," Serena agreed. "The crew members who attacked us were not in their right minds. The same thing must have happened here." 

Jamila pulled Beauty to her feet. "We must get back to the ship. The smoke has stopped, someone lives."

"Aye, the crew must know what happened here." Beauty blinked and looked toward where they had left the jolly but it was no longer there. "The boat is gone, should we try to swim these waters?"

"Nay, there are drag marks leading to the north." Jamila pointed at the faint marks. "Maybe the crew hid the boat before they were set upon."

Beauty squared her shoulders and blinked her tears away. The time to embrace regret would come soon enough but for the moment she needed to see who still lived. A half mile down the beach, behind a large sand dune, they came upon the jolly. A quick check showed it was still seaworthy and they pushed it into the water and quickly rowed toward the ship. 

"Captain!"

A relieved sigh escaped Beauty's lips as she watched crewmembers line the railing of the ship. There were more alive than she had anticipated and her heart felt a little lighter. Maybe she would be able to salvage something from this tragedy. As they pulled alongside the ship a rope was lowered and she climbed to find herself wrapped in Amina's arms and lifted off her feet.

"You had me worried," Amina growled into her hair. "I told you to come back safe and instead you had me waiting a week, sick to my stomach."

"You are killing me." Beauty gasped as she hugged her back. "Put me down before the crew gets any ideas."

Amina laughed and sat her down, squeezing her shoulder before turning to Jamila and Serena.

Before Beauty could take a deep breath Hugos pulled her close. "You are like a sister to me and I thought I had lost you. Don't make me regret loving you."

"I will try not to." Beauty pulled away and looked back toward shore. "Did you know the crew on shore is dead?"

Hugos nodded and looked toward Amina, who was busy getting a report of everything from Jamila and Serena. "Amina had a hard decision to make. Some of the crew went crazy and attacked. She had to choose between saving the ship and saving the few on land."

Beauty clenched her fist. "I should have been here."

"You left me in charge," Amina strolled to stand next to them. "No second guessing what could have been. We have too much to do."

"Aye," Beauty agreed. "Much has happened. We must talk in my cabin. Hugos, join us."

"What about the souls on land?" Amina asked. "They cannot be left to wonder this world. Even those who attacked must be laid to rest."

"Nay. We will go and bring them peace. But first, both of you to my cabin."

Beauty walked with Hugos to her cabin as Amina shouted orders to the crew. By the time Amina joined them Beauty had already downed half a bottle of whiskey. "You will need this while I tell you my tale," Beauty said as she pushed another bottle toward Amina.

"A toast," Amina raised her bottle. "To three friends who have made it this far."

"To friends," Beauty and Hugos agreed taking long pulls from their bottles.

"Oh the burn," Beauty said. "I will never get used to it." 

"What did ye want to tell us?" Hugos asked.

"I did not just tarry on the island but was in some type of magical space. While there I met a beast, who walked and talked like a man. He explained about how the paper I hold is only part of a larger map. There are three more pieces we must find before the final resting place of the treasure is revealed." 

"It's a funny problem we find ourselves in," Hugos waved a hand to encompass the area. "We stole a ship to be free and now we are putting all at risk for a treasure that might not be."

"A tale indeed," Amina agreed.

Beauty put her elbow on the table and her chin on her hand. "You don't have to go with me. I can find another ship but I will go after this treasure. I promised the crew a home and even if I must send for them later, they will have a safe port."

Amina scowl deepened, "You think we will allow you to go off by yourself? You cannot be that stupid."

"Aye," Hugos agreed. "We escaped from our master together and have made it this far. Why split up now?"

Beauty sat back and relaxed. "This may be what we have been waiting for."

"I'm with you," Amina downed the last of her whiskey. "For you have kept us safe this far."

"As am I," Hugos stood. "I need to get back to the helm, for I trust no man with the ship."

Beauty pushed to her feet and walked with Hugos to the door. "We need to bury the dead. You are welcome to join the crew on shore."

"I buried all those I cared about years ago. So, unless you or Amina plan to die soon, I will stay on the ship."

Beauty nodded and watch him head back to the helm.

"He's right, we only have each other." Amina said from next to her.

"No we have the crew," Beauty corrected. "Let us head to shore and honor those who lost their lives."
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A deep rhythmic moaning rose from the crew as they watched their brothers and sisters burn on the pyre. Their feet danced gracefully through the sand as they made a slow circle, calling on their gods to allow safe passage. Beauty stood off to the side watching, tears running down her cheeks. No matter what others said, she felt responsible for the deaths. She had told them to wait by the shore for her and then abandoned them for a week as she talked in the cave.

"Stop it," Beauty looked to her left and saw Amina scowling at her. "You cannot keep blaming yourself for what happened. We are pirates and we know death comes quickly."

"Death in battle or in a bar fight; yes." Beauty waved toward the dancing crew. "Death by friends possessed, senseless."

"I agree but we dance to send them to the gods. Join us."

"I will soon enough." Beauty felt her heart squeeze and she rubbed the spot over it.

Amina studied her, "When you are ready, join us."

Beauty tried holding back more tears as she watched her friend rejoin the dancing.

"There is a reason they dance." Beauty gave a small jump and glanced around. The area was clear except for a little mist along the ground. The last time mist was around pain followed, so she took a few steps closer to the fire. "No, don't. I promise I am not here to harm you."

"Leave." Beauty refused to acknowledge the way the beast voice sent chills down her spine. "I cannot lose another week."

"I am sorry." The mist continued to rise until she could just make out the faint form of the beast. "I am truly sorry for any pain I may have caused you but I cannot be blamed for the death of your crew."

"Someone has to take the blame." Beauty glared at him. 

"It must be someone else. For I was with you and could not have killed them." The beast reached out a ghostly hand to touch her but she leaned away. 

"By what means are you here?" she demanded. "I thought you were trapped in the cave."

"I told you I can travel but not with my physical form."

"I do not care to have this conversation. Go."

"I feel your sadness and I cannot leave."

Beauty gave up trying to get him to leave and stomped to where Amina danced. When the circle slowed for a heartbeat, she joined in and lost herself to the dance. Late into the night they danced and called upon the gods and one by one they dropped to the sand and were carried away by sleep.

Heat and the buzzing of flies woke Beauty the next day after the sun had reached its high point. She pushed to her feet and surveyed her crew as they lay slumbering on the sand. She could picture a small village here and hear small children running and laughing on the beach. If they were going to have such a home, they had to find the rest of the map and unlock the treasure the beast spoke of. Loud snores lead her to Amina and she shook her awake.

"What?" Amina growled as her eyes slowly opened.

"We have to get moving." Beauty glanced out at the ship. "There is adventure out there and we must find it."

Amina stood and ran a hand over her head. A yawn and stretch later she started waking the crew and soon everyone was back on the Freedom and standing below the quarterdeck looking up at Beauty expectedly. 

"Crew, family." Beauty took a deep breath and tried to calm her nerves. "We came to this island and endured a terrible tragedy. Six members taken from us too soon but we will not allow them to go in vain." She held up the map. "When we took the British ship, we found a map and it will lead to a great treasure. Sadly, this is only part of a larger map and we must find the other three. The trials we have endured on this island are only the beginning. If you do not wish to continue I will release you from your contract." She scanned the crowed but no one moved.

"We follow you," Amina shouted, from where she stood at the rear of the crew. The crew cheered. 

Beauty smiled and raised her fist in the air, "To treasure!"

"To treasure!" the crew answered. 

"Get your asses back to work," Amina yelled climbing to stand next to Beauty. "We pull anchor in the hour."

Beauty smiled as she watched her crew throw themselves into the work and soon the anchor was pulled and the island became nothing more than a memory.

"Which way?" Hugos asked after they had been sailing a while. 
Beauty pulled the map out and looked at it. "I don't know. I was told that when we come close to the other pieces it would show the way."
"So we sail?" Hugo asked.

"Aye, we sail." Beauty tucked the map back in her pocket and stood staring out into the sea.

Night came quickly and after checking the map a final time Beauty retired to her cabin and soon fell into a deep sleep.
"You asked if we would ever see each other again."

The sun touching her face and the feel of soft earth under her bare feet made Beauty frown. A quick look around showed her a beautiful green meadow with a spring bubbling away. A family of deer frolicked nearby. It would have been the perfect place to relax if the beast didn't stand a few feet away. He looked different outside of his cave. His shoulders were broader and his coat shiny. Even his eyes seemed lively. She glared at him.

"Aye. Tis before me crew died. I want nothing to do with you." She said. "Where am I? Another one of your tricks? Will I lose time here?"

"You are in the dream world," the beast said. "Your physical body is still on your ship."

"So I didn't die in my sleep? 

"No not dead, just sleeping."

"Why dream of you?" she asked in suspicion. "Have you bewitched me?"

He laughed. "If one of us is bewitched, it's me. You are like a burr I cannot get out of my fur. I must know how you are doing and make sure you are safe."

Beauty frowned at the way he shifted from foot to foot, "Why?"

"I don't know. There's something about you that draws me and I want to find out what."

"I'm not getting rid of you?"

"I'm afraid not. I can now find you no matter where you go in the world."

"I now have a beast companion my crew cannot see," she sighed. "Can you can tell me of the things that possessed some of my crew?" Beauty demanded.

"What do you speak of?"

"When I left the cave, two of my crew were being attacked by other crew members. When I killed one a black smoke rose toward the sky."

The beast scowled, "Did they touch you?"

"They didn't touch me but I cannot speak for the other two. Why?"

"It sounds like black magic a few shaman use to practice. If they touched you or took anything that belonged to you, they can and will track you anywhere. They can enter your body and use it for their own dark purposes."

"Why would they come after us? Why now?"

"They want power and the map you have will unlock the treasure I guard. So yes, they are after the map, please be - "

Beauty was pulled out of sleep by a hand shaking her roughly.
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Her breath froze in the air as soon as it left her nose and her eyes struggled to open a fraction of the way. She was curled in a ball under two blankets and yet it felt as if she was covered in snow. With a groan, she forced her eyes opened and wish she had stayed in her warm dream. Ice formed on the ceiling above her head and her window was covered with frost. A crewmember, Mary, stood over her shivering.

"You are needed on the deck," Mary said as her teeth knocking together. "Hugos is beside himself with worry."

Beauty nodded her understanding and waited until Mary had left before forcing her body out of bed. Dressed for tropical weather, Beauty wrapped her covers around her shoulders and made her way to the quarterdeck. Hugos stood with one hand on the helm and the other tucked under his armpit, shivering.

"Hugos, how long have we been in these cold waters?"

"Daybreak," he answered. "I sent Mary to wake you."

"You need to get warm before you die. Go, wake the rest of the crew for this weather is not good to sleep in." Beauty wrapped her frozen fingers around the helm and prayed they would not stick. Hugos beat a hasty retreat below deck.

"Here," Amina's voice accompanied the sound of ripping clothes. "Wrap these around your hands."

"Thank you." Beauty did as she was told. 

Amina looked out over the frozen ocean. "Never sailed waters like these."

"Aye, we avoid these types." Beauty said. "My concern is keeping the crew from freezing. We cannot burn wood aboard the ship."

"Aye. Mayhap it's a dream," Amina sounded hopeful. A gust of icy wind blew causing both women to shudder.

"No dream," Beauty said 

"Two are in a bad way," Hugos announced as he joined them. He was wrapped in a few bed sheets that looked as if they did nothing to keep the cold at bay. "The crew have no training for this."

"Who?" Beauty demanded. "Who has been affected the most?"

"The cook. The cold is not good on his old bones, and the cabin girl is fast approaching death." Hugos shivered. "She is as cold as ice."

"We need to put them in my cabin and use any spare blankets. Have the weaker crew members go there and huddle together. They should be able to keep each other somewhat warm." Beauty commanded. "I need to think of a way out of this cold." She gave the helm back to Hugos. "This has to be the result of magic." She pulled the map from her pocket and opened it. "Maybe this will give us a clue as to how to get out of here. With no stars to follow we could die before a path was opened." One edge of the map started to faintly glow until it was almost blinding to look at. 

"What be the meaning of that?" Amina asked over her shoulder.

"The beast told me it would show the way," she said. Beauty turned the map around and the glow dimmed before blinking out. She continued to turn it until it came back.

"We go east, it's the way it shines." Beauty said. "Hugos keep us steady east. Amina with me to make sure the crew stays alive."
Beauty and Amina made their way to the lower deck where they found many of the crew huddled together under thin blankets. 
"Captain we are freezing to death," Serena said. "Not the way I thought I would go."

"Nay, no one will die this day. I want all who can fit into my cabin to go. Put blankets over the windows and under the door, it should start to warm. All others wrap as best you can for we need a small crew to help us sail to safety."

Beauty divided the crew into those who were too old to brave the cold, those who were already affected by it, and the able bodies. Two groups would go to her cabin and had orders to rest and keep each other warm. The third group took any remaining clothes and blankets and prepared to face the arctic weather outside. She looked at Amina and grimly nodded before they pushed open the hatch and herded everyone to their locations. After making sure her cabin was as insulated as possible Beauty climbed to the quarterdeck and stood next to Amina and Hugos. 

"Captain," Amina started. "We be in a bad way if the map fails."
Beauty nodded and pulled the map out her pocket and turned it until the edge glowed again. "Now we have to trust that we will find the next piece of the map and make it out of here with everyone alive." 
"How will we know where the map is? We only have a direction." Hugos asked. 

"When we were on the island the map showed the mountain range where the beast lived. Maybe the same will happen again. The map will - " Beauty stopped. "I believe it's showing the way." She held the map where they could see it, and as they watched, a line appeared and started shooting across the map until it landed on a black dot. The dot rose from the paper and exploded.

"Maybe we should not follow the line." Amina said. "No explosion is ever good."

"We are to be tested," Beauty said. "But we passed the first one and I have faith we will pass the second." 

"I hope you are right." 

"You both need to stop talking and look," Hugos pointed east. "No good can come out of that dark space."

Beauty's mouth fell open as she stared at the gaping black hole quickly approaching. It looked like a doorway to the underworld and there was no way she was allowing her crew through. "Hugos take us back, quickly."

"Aye, captain." 

Beauty gasped as she felt the change in the wind. It pushed the ship toward the black hole and no matter what they did they were going in. She glanced at her two best friends, "Mayhap the -" Beauty didn't finish before a loud boom shook the ship and a gust of wind pushed them through into darkness. 
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Nothing. Beauty couldn't hear, see or feel anything. The blackness pressed down on her like a heavy weight. She opened her mouth and screamed but no sound came out. She tried to move but she was no longer in command of her body. She was once again powerless.

Something wrapped around her ankle and slithered to her waist, wrapping tight. It tightened until her breath came out in pants. She was dying alone in the dark. "Help me," she whispered with no sound.

"Beauty open your eyes." The deep voice of the beast pierced her panic. "You need to open your eyes or you will be lost."

Beauty opened her eyes, surprised she had shut them, and looked around. It was still so dark but comforting warmth wrapped around her. 

"You need to get to that light in the distance."

Beauty almost fell to her knees in thanks when she saw a pinpoint of light in the distance, steadily growing bigger. "Where are we?" Beauty asked.

"Between time. A place no human should ever fall into." She felt a brush against her cheek. "It seems you are going after this map and I may have to tag along. Danger is everywhere."

"Aye. Help me keep me crew safe."

"I cannot promise what I have no control over. But when I can I will try to help you."

As he presence faded Beauty was able to move and whatever was around her waist slithered away. "Amina," she called out.

"Aye, where are we?"

"Me don't know but there be a way out. Ye see the light, Hugos?"

"Aye."

"Can ye steer the ship?"

"Aye a wind is starting to take the sails."

"Stay true. We need to reach the light for that is our only salvation."

The ship bucked and picked up speed. A relieved sigh left her lips the second the ship passed from darkness into the light. Looking behind her she watched as the black hole slowly closed leaving no evidence of its existence.

"No ice!" Amina exclaimed.

Beauty allowed a small smile to pass her lips. Her crew was safe once more.

"Where are we?" Hugos asked.

"No idea," Beauty jumped to the lower deck. "I need to check on the crew and make sure everyone made it to this side." 

"We need a direction to sail," Amina called after her.

"First the crew," Beauty called over her shoulder as she opened her cabin door. "The map can wait."

Beauty was happy to see most of the crew were up and leaving the cabin. The trip through the black hole had not taken the life of anyone. Jasmine, the young cabin girl, and Casey, the cook, still huddled under the blanket. Beauty sat on the edge of the bed and laid her hand on Jasmine back. "Jasmine, how are you doing?"

"Still a little cold," a small head peeked from under the cover.

"Come, let’s go on deck and get some sun. It should take away the chill."

"What about Casey," Jasmine looked worried as she placed a hand on the sleeping man's back.

"He's old and need rest. Someone will check on him later." 

Snuffling Jasmine climbed out of bed and followed Beauty to the deck where the crew sunned. After making sure Jasmine had found a comfortable spot Beauty jumped onto the quarterdeck, next to Amina. "Have someone check on Casey. He is sleeping but me want to make sure he wakes." Beauty pulled the map out her pocket and opened it. "We are heading in the right direction. This is new," she pointed at a small black spot floating above the paper.

"Maybe it’s the space we just left. We should try to avoid it if possible," Amina said.

"Aye," Hugos agreed. "Let us avoid the unholy black hole."

"Captain," Sarena called from where she stood by the ships side looking into the clear water. "There is a ship under us."

Beauty carefully folded the map and jumped to the lower deck. Striding to the side of the ship she stared in shock at the ship floating along side them but under the water. She reopened the map and looked between it and the ship. "The ship is the black dot. But why is a ship underwater?"

"A ship of the damned." Amina backed up from the railing and crossed her arms. "I'm starting to think this treasure is cursed."

"Mayhap you are right. We should turn around and forget it," Beauty agreed.

"No," they both turned to see Hugos glaring at them. "Crew died so that we could go on. Let them not die in vain and come back to take revenge."

"How are we going to get to the ship?" Beauty demanded. 

"I will leave that for you to figure out," Hugos smiled. "I just wanted you to go on."

Beauty continued to stare down at the ship that seemed to be keeping pace with them. It was about a foot or two longer than the Freedom and painted black. There were no signs of ropes hanging over board so she had no idea how it was staying submerged. 

"We could draw straws to see who goes down," Beauty's announcement was met with groans and grumbles. "But I will go, alone, and see what exactly we are dealing with. There may be some salvageable material aboard."

"But Captain," Amina pointed down at the ship. "You will not be swimming more like sinking. Can you hold your breath that long?"

"Aye but if I happen to get into trouble you can pull me back to safety. I will wear a rope around my middle." Beauty gathered rope from a stash they kept from repairs and tied it around her waist. "I shouldn’t be gone long and the whole time you should be able to see me." She jumped. 
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The warm water closed over her head and before she could move she was sucked toward the ship by an invisible force. She hit the deck with a thud and her teeth snapped together. Rubbing a sore spot on her hip she stared up toward her ship and waved. She couldn’t make out her crew but she knew they were watching. Next, she concentrated on the ship she had landed on. There were no signs of a battle or any other reason a ship would sink. Her chest started to burn and she knew she only had about a minute left before she would have to resurface.

Carefully making her way to the captain's cabin she was not surprised when it opened with a small push. What did surprise her was the rush of air that hit her in the face. She breathed in and coughed. This new lung full would afford her more time under water. But as she moved farther into the room she noticed there wasn't any water in this area, almost like she was inside a bubble. Not trusting it she closed the door and waited for her eyes to adjust to the dark. She jumped as she came face to face with a skeleton crew. Huddled together the crew stared toward the door with their empty eyes accusing her of disturbing their rest.

There was nothing she could do for them so she sent a silent prayer to the gods and started searching the room. Apart from the other bodies, a well-dressed skeleton sat on the bed clutching a small box in its lap. It seemed the captain had held on to hope of finding the treasure even after death. Wary of any traps that may have been laid, Beauty checked around the bed for any wires or other signs of tampering. When she found nothing she gently pried the hands away from the box. It was made of the same material as the first one but the carvings on the top was different. She would have to wait until she made it back to her ship before she could even start to decipher it.

She checked the room one last time and found a small chest full of coin. It would come in handy when they reached port so she dragged it behind her to the deck. She hoped whatever was holding her to the ships deck would release her so she could return to The Freedom. She untied the rope from around her waist and tied it to the handle of the chest. A quick tug and it started to ascend. When it was eye level with her she grabbed ahold of it and road to the top of the waves. 

"You disappeared, again." Amina accused as she helped Beauty aboard.

"I went to the captain’s quarters and it was strange." Beauty pointed at the chest. "That is filled with coin that needs to be distributed to the crew. It will buy a lot at port."

"Aye, I will have someone take it below deck."

"The ship was strange. You and Hugos meet me in my cabin."

"What of the bigger treasure?" Serena called. "Did you find another piece of the map?"

"Aye," Beauty held up the small box. "I will open it later, after we get out of this strange land."

A muttering started in the crew and a small man stepped forward. 

"Aye?" Beauty asked.

"Some of the crew were talking and we think it's best if we are part of the discussion," he scratched his head. "Don't want to die if we don’t have to."

"That is not how this ship or any ship is run." Beauty looked out over the crew and noticed a few were shifting closer to the man. "I understand your concern but all decisions will be made by Amina, Hugos and I. You were told this upon agreeing to sail with me."

"Aye but that was before the dark magic started to happen." He crossed his arms over his chest and sucked in a lung full of air. "What is this treasure we are out to get? Is it worth more of us dying? Maybe you are not fit to captain this ship any longer."

"Are ye calling me out? Challenging for captain?"

He looked uncertain for a moment before his chin lifted, "If I have to, aye." A few of the crew who had supported him to this point took a step back. A foolish few decided to stand firm. 

Beauty nodded and handed the box to Amina. "You think you can take me? Challenge accepted. Loser is fed to the ocean to forever remain a spirit. Your name is Ramon, correct?"

"Aye," he stepped back and the crowd moved with him, circling to form a ring.

"Ramon, I would give you a chance to take back your challenge, but that would lead others to think I'm weak. You have chosen this path and those who stand with you will meet the same fate." A small cry escaped a few of his supporters but a glare from Amina had them shutting up. "The only rule is no one can come to either of our rescue."

Beauty didn't wait for him to agree but attacked, cutting his right arm. He looked down and something dark passed across his face before he turned a sinister smile her way. A face was superimposed upon his and it was skeletal and evil. There was no white left in his eyes as he moved toward her, more graceful than ever. Whatever evil had tried to wipe out her crew before had found a way to travel with them. 

Bending backwards she felt the wind of his blade as it cut the air inches from her face. Tuning out all other thoughts she went at him with everything she had and still he continued to come. His face was no longer recognizable and both legs were cut to ribbons. Her sword sliced downward and took off his left hand before she shoved the bloody sword into his heart. He smiled and walked forward. She kicked at him dislodging her sword. He was dead but whatever spirit had taken over his body was determined she follow him into the afterlife. 

"What are you?" Beauty panted.

Ramon's body jerked as if whatever dark force had taken over was trying to move stiff joints. "We are many and the treasure you seek is ours." Dead eyes panned over the crew. "Do you want to risk the rest of your crew for something we are willing to take off your hands?"

"Do you think I'm stupid?" She moved forcing the abomination to focus on her. "If I give this to you my crew and I are dead." Beauty rushed forward and sliced off Roman's head. It bounced on the deck and rolled a few paces away. 

A black smoke rose from Ramon's neck and drifted into the air leaving a burnt smell behind. "We will get what's ours."

Beauty used her sword to salute the darkness as it faded from view. "Someone take care of Ramon's body and make sure he be given a proper send off. He was possessed and had no idea what he was doing. As for those who stood with him, lock them below for we do not know if they have darkness hiding within."

Beauty waited and watched until her orders were followed before making eye contact with Amina and tilting her head toward her cabin. They had another piece of the map. They now realized they had competition for the treasure. Beauty sat heavily in her chair and stared at the wall and sighed over another senseless death of one of her crew. However, she had made another step closer to finding them a home to call their own. 
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Beauty's heart beat in time to the pounding fists on the tables around her. She sat in a dirty saloon in an even dirtier port drinking mead worse than piss. This practice of seedy establishments would be banned when she found a home for her crew. Why people felt the need to live in such disgusting conditions was beyond her understanding. A shadow fell over her table and she glared up at the biggest, ugliest black man she had ever come across. His face had been cut into sections at one point and the scares were raised and angry looking. One eye was milky white and his lips were raised in what he may think was a smile. 

"Yes."

"Is this seat taken?" He rasped. 

Beauty's eyes were drawn to his throat where a scar ran from ear to ear. "I'm not looking for company."

He laughed and coughed. "I'm not either and if I was it would be with one of the loose women not a captain such as yourself."

"I don't know if I should be insulted or not."

"Nay, no insult intended," he pulled out the chair and sat down. "I hear you are taking on new crew."

"You heard correct." Beauty downed the rest of her watered-down brew and leaned back. "What is it to you?"

"I was a quartermaster on my last ship and need a new home."

"I have a quartermaster. Don't have a need for two."

"I can also do any other type of work you need done." 

"What ship did you sail with?"

"A small scooter named Courage," he shrugged. "The captain and I didn't agree on punishment for the crew for small or large crimes."

"Is that what happened to your face?"

"No," he fingered the scars on his cheek. "These came from the captain of the ship I was a slave on. He didn't rightfully like the way my mouth refused to stop talking."

"I'm starting to see a pattern. Why would I take on a trouble maker?"

"I'm not so much a troublemaker but I hate to see injustice done to others. When one of the crew was so hungry he stole, I took his punishment and would do it again in a second."

"What's your name?"

"Oba at your service."

"Well Oba," Beauty stood. "Tell you what, we sail at first light. If you are on deck when we sail, welcome. If not, good luck on your travels."

A grin split his face and pulled his scares tight. "You won't regret it."

"Pray I don’t, for the ocean is a cold grave."

Beauty didn't give him time to respond but turned and walked past her crew as they found entertainment and out the door. The first deep breathes of ocean air uncontaminated with the smell of cheap mead and spoiled bodies cleared her slightly congested nose. Why she even went ashore was a question she asked each time. There was nothing for her in port. She wasn't given to over drinking or sex with random men or women. She left the front of the saloon and started walking toward where the ship was docked. The path was overgrown and here and there people coupled or slept off too much drink. When she reached the water’s edge she stopped, braced her legs hip width apart and stared out over the ocean. Somewhere out there was a place she would be able to call home and not have to worry about it being taken away.

"A beautiful sight, is it not?"

The deep voice of the beast rode the wind.

"Is there no peace from you?" she asked as she kept her eyes focused on the horizon past the ocean.

"You hold the key to my freedom," a chuckle vibrated her ears.

Beauty touched the small pocket where the map was hidden. "We still need to find two more pieces but I felt my crew needed some down time."

"You don’t need to explain."

"How are you here?"

"You are near water. I can project to you if you wish?"

"No need. One of my men was possessed, again." Beauty changed the subject. "It was after we found the second piece of the map."

"Can you describe this?"

"It was black. Or when it left him it was like a black smoke. What was strange was even after Ramon was dead his body continued to move."

"The shaman after my treasure has found you and it looks like they are not going easy on you and yours."

"How do I fight against something like that? If it was a man I could shoot him but a spirit? There is no protection."

"Yes there is. In this village is there a fortune teller?"

"Yes Madam Johan, why?"

"Do you know her surname? Or her background?"

"She was taken as a slave and somehow ended up here. No one has ever asked her how she escaped or why she doesn't return home."

"I wonder if she is a descendent or a shaman herself. Go ask her for protection for your crew before you search for the next part of the map."

"You think a trinket is going to protect me and my crew?"
"What do you have to lose at this point?"
Beauty shrugged and continued to stare out to sea. "She should still be up. I will visit her now." Beauty waited for the beast to speak but his presence was no longer there. "Could have said goodbye." With a last look at the sea she turned and headed to the Madam Johan's.
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Madam Johan's small brick house sat at the end of a row of shops. The front door pointed south and she only had one window on the north side. If she wasn't with a client she could be found in her rocking chair with her feet propped on the porch railing smoking her long pipe. Beauty found her in such a pose and waved. Beauty took a few seconds to take in the picture she made with her dark skin, black scarf wrapped around her head and the colorful dress with gold and silver bracelets and necklaces to accommodate the look.

"I thought I would never see you grace the doors of my home." Johan stood and moved slowly to the edge of her porch. "I see you come seeking help in your travels."

"Everyone is talking about it." Beauty stopped at the edge of the porch. "I was told by a friend that you could make me a trinket that would give my crew protection."

She sucked on her pipe and blew smoke out her nose. "Maybe. But first I want to read your cards."

"I don't need -"

"We need to listen to the spirit world," Johan interrupted. "They have insights that we can only began to imagine. What harm can be done?"

Beauty took a deep breath and let it out slowly. She had been avoiding Madam Johan for just this reason, she hated to be told what her future held. The last person who had done so was the shaman in her home village and because of what he said she was sold into slavery. "I don't trust it."

"It is what it is." Johan reached to a small table and picked up a deck of large cards. She shuffled the cards while staring at Beauty. "You carry a load not meant for one person." She placed a card down and glanced at it. "The inverted fool. Take heed of what I tell you for your journey depends on it. Thus far you have traveled by reacting to that around you but to reach the end of your travels with your crew alive, you must start to think and plan." She laid the next card down. "The moon. You will make more mistakes as you seek that which you want. Beware of your personal limitations and lean on those close to you." The third and last card was laid down and she sucked in a breath. "Six of Wands. You will not only be successful during your journey but you will be given that which your heart most desires."

Beauty stared at the three cards laid out on the railing. To her they just looked like pictures drawn on paper, nothing magical. In her village, the shaman read the bones of recently killed birds and they were more often wrong. Could Johan be saying what she wanted to hear? 

"I see you are skeptical," Johan gathered the cards and placed them back on the table. "Come back in the morning and I will have your protection ready. Think of what I just told you." She turned and walked in her house closing the door behind her. 

Beauty stood for a second staring at the closed door and wondering just what she got herself into. There was nothing she could do until morning so she headed back to the saloon and soon lost herself in her cups and dark thoughts. 

"Hey captain, why the dark look?"

Beauty glanced up into the smiling face of Hugos. "You left the ship."

"Well someone told me you were sitting here, alone, drinking. I thought I would join you for a bit. Want to talk about whatever is bothering you?"

"You know how I hate shaman because of what happened in my village, right?"

"Aye."

"I went to the local witch," she put her head in her hands. "She read my cards and I don’t know if I should believe what she said or not."

"It's not for me to know what she said but do not judge all magic users by the one in your village," Hugos waved down a serving girl and ordered them two drinks. "I for one cannot wait to have our own port. The crap they call brew is all but water."

"Aye." Beauty smelled the brew the serving girl set before her and wrinkled her nose. "Smells like piss."

"Here's to piss." Hugos held up his cup before downing the contents. "Shit that's gross."

Beauty laughed and sipped her before setting it on the table. Her eyes scanned the crowd and landed on her crew members who were all enjoying themselves. "I picked up another for the crew."

Hugos turned from where he was ogling a server's breast. "Has Amina met them?"

"Nay but I can’t wait to see what happens. He's that great brute over there." Beauty pointed at Oba who was arm wrestling anyone in sight, Amina stood off to the side watching.

"Looks like she is going to meet him sooner than you thought."

"Now this will be entertainment."

Beauty leaned forward and watched as Amina sat down and cracked her knuckles. Her opponents usually looked scared the second she sat down but Oba just smiled and winked. When their hands touched, Beauty could have sworn she saw sparks fly and something clicked between them. The look in her best friend’s eyes told a different story. Muscles stood out on both their necks as they battled for dominance. Sweat started to trail down their faces and the smiles became grimaces.

Amina leaned forward and Beauty watched as her arm started to shake. A roar burst from the crowd as Oba slammed Amina's arm hard onto the table. Without breaking eye contact he picked up his cup, downed the content and slammed it on the table beside Amina's arm. He said something to Amina that had her lifting her lip in a sneer before standing and stomping to where Beauty was. She threw herself in a chair and glared at the wall. 

"That man gets to me."

"You mean he is the only man or woman who has beat you in years?"

"He cheated." Amina picked up Beauty's half empty cup and emptied it down her throat before wiping the back of her mouth with her hand. "I swear he did and I need to figure out how."

"Well you will have a voyage to figure it out." Beauty smiled when Amina eyes snapped to her. "What did you just say?"

"He signed on to the crew," Beauty shrugged. "We can't very well say no. We lost too many."

Amina slumped in her chair. "I know but can't we find someone not him?"

"Oh no, I haven't seen you this rattled in ages." Beauty stood and grinned down at her quartermaster. "I think I'm going to like this part of the voyage."

Beauty nodded at Hugos who had his hand up a serving girls skirt and ordered another drink for Amina before strolling out the pub. She needed time alone before she told her crew that they would be facing even more danger. As the hulking figure of the ship drew closers she thought about leaving the crew and finding the treasure on her own. She could always come back for them. A burst of laughter and a squeal made her shake her head. There was no way she was going to be able to leave her family behind. 
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The next morning The Freedom set sail with ten new crew members including Madam Johan. She had found Beauty before the sun had risen and explained how she had seen her future and it was with the crew. Who was Beauty to argue with fate but she did warn Johan everyone worked on the crew. Now she stood watching as Johan was taught how to man the sails. This was going to be an interesting voyage.

"Can we toss him over the side?" Amina growled as she stomped to Beauty's side. "Or maybe hang him by his toes from the mass."

"What happened?" Beauty asked, fighting to keep the smile out of her voice. 

"That brute just pushed me out the way when I was helping take supplies below." She pointed to her chest and her eyes grew large. "Like I can’t carry a small barrel."

"He was just helping, I'm sure." Beauty let the smile slide across her lips. "Some men are that way."

Amina spit to the side. "I have carried heavier things and if he thinks he can show me up, he has another thing coming."

Hugos' laugh floated over to them. "You would think Amina is flustered."

"I'm not." Amina stood taller and puffed out her chest. "No man can intimidate me."

Beauty laughed and when Amina glared at her and stormed off, she laughed harder.

"You know we are never going to hear the end of this." Hugos stated. 

"Yes, but to watch her around Oba is beyond fun." Beauty turned from her watching her quartermaster and faced Hugos. "But more seriously, we have two more pieces of map to find. Last night I thought of leaving you all behind and doing it alone."

"We would have hunted you down." Hugos glared. "We are family and we stick together no matter how dangerous it becomes."

"Tell that to the few who decided not to continue."

"They are cowards and when we have a port they will not be welcomed. Life is not without dangers, why sit on the sidelines?"

"Excuse me?"

Beauty turned and lifted an eyebrow when she saw Johan. "Yes? Already learn what you need?"

"No, not even close." She wrinkled her nose. "But I wanted to say thanks again for allowing me passage."

"You didn’t give me much choice." Beauty smiled. "I think you even had all your belongings with you."

"You could have still turned me away but I think the gods want me on this journey, I just need to figure out why."

"Just as the map only reveals its secrets when it’s time, so will the gods." Beauty said. "Have you been shown to the sleeping quarters?"

"Yes. It will take some getting used to. I have been long on my own with my own space."

"Just wait," Beauty laughed. "In a week, if not a few days, everyone will be a little ripe."

"More than they are already?"

"You have no idea," Beauty shrugged. "I have gotten used to it but still wish there was a way to bathe."

"Johan, you are needed," Serena yelled. "You can talk when the work is done."

"I guess that's my cue to get back to work." She turned and her long flowing skirt, which she had refused to change out of, swirled around her legs.

"There is something off about her," Beauty muttered to Hugos.

"There's something off about all of us," he answered.

"True, but she seems to be a special kind of off." Beauty shrugged. "No time to figure it out."

"Slackers," Amina grumbled as she jumped to the quarterdeck. "We took on a crew of slackers."

"What's wrong?" Beauty asked as she looked out over the crew. "Everyone seemed to be doing their job."

"Oh they know how to do their jobs but they don't seem to care about doing it right." Amina put her hands on her hip and glared down at the crew. "It's a pity we cannot run this ship with just the three of us."

"Are you sure it's the whole crew or just a certain someone?" Hugos teased.

"Fuck," Amina turned her back on the crew and glared at Hugos. "You have no idea how annoying that man is. How about I steer and you try to get him to do what you say."

Beauty laughed. "Hugos, I told you this would be an interesting sail."

"While you two find amusement with my troubles, have we a direction?"

Beauty pulled the map from the small pocket in her pants and spread it out. "I don't know really. I swear every time I think I have it figured out, it changes."

"Is there no coded message?" Hugos asked.

"No, not this time." Beauty frowned. "Just another piece of the map."

"What could that mean?" Amina asked pointing at a pod of dolphins. "I have never seen a map with fish."

"Dolphins are good luck," Beauty smiled. "Maybe our fortune is turning and this will be an easy run." She glanced at Hugos. "Looks like we are headed south." She felt the pull of the boat as it slowly turned and the kick as the wind hit the sails and they jerked forward. 
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A brisk wind blew from the north bringing a slight chill. The sun was just peeking over the horizon and Beauty felt the hair on the back of her neck stand up. Her eyes scanned the horizon and sky before landing back on the ships map. Sometime between dawn and sunrise the ship had moved. 

"Hugos have we changed course?"

"Nay," he squinted at the sun. "But the sun tells a different story."

"Aye. This map is useless," she slammed her fist down on it.

"What about the other one?" he asked. "I can only assume we are near another piece."

"I thought the same thing but when I looked at it, nothing. It didn’t even twitch."

Hugos frowned. "Well I will have a hard time finding a safe course until we find a way to read a map, any map."

A loud boom rocked the ship.

"Devil's wave!"

Beauty glanced at Hugos and knew the fear in his eyes was reflected in hers. Devil waves came out of nowhere and only a few ships had ever escaped their clutches. Even the most experienced sailors feared this wave for there was no way to outrun it. 

"Amina, hunker down." Beauty yelled. 

The crew flew into action. Anything that could be tied down was and ropes were tied around waists and ankles. Beauty secured herself to the ship.

"May the gods help us all."

The wave hit port side and the ship went vertical. Just when Beauty feared they would capsize the wave broke and they were tossed back level. The thud as her crew hit the deck and the cries of pain echoed her own. Where was the beast when she needed him most?

"Oh shit," Hugos screamed.

Beauty turned and her mouth fell open. Where before a blank sea was now land rushed toward them. 

"Drop anchors," Amina yelled as she jumped to the quarterdeck. "All of them."

As the anchors were dropped, the ship creaked as it was pulled to a sudden stop.

"That was close," Hugos wiped sweat from his eyes. "Where are we? It looks like noon."

"Not again," Amina moaned. "Can’t we just travel by normal means? This ship is going to be the death of me."

"Not as long as I'm here," Oba called from where he was checking the sails. "I'll always protect you."

"I don’t need your protection, you yellow belly."

Oba threw his head back and laughed. "One day soon you will take back those words."

"Fix the sails and mind your own council," Amina turned her back and crossed her arms, glaring at Beauty and Hugos. "And you two can stop smiling. He drives me crazy."

"Enough playing," Beauty said. " We need to figure out where we are." She pulled the cursed map from her pocket and wasn't surprised to find it dry. "Bloody map."

"Where does it lead?" Hugos asked.

Beauty glared as a thin line danced across the paper toward land. She turned the map and the line reversed directions and again pointed at land. "I guess we are where we are supposed to be. "She looked up and frowned. "But we were weeks away from any port," she used her spyglass to check out the land. "It seems there may be a village."

"The only thing we can do is ask someone," Amina said. "Someone on the island must know where we are."

"We take a few and head to shore."

"I say we give everyone some land time." Hugos wagged his eyebrows. "Maybe find some entertainment." 

"I see your point. Amina let the crew know?”

Amina turned to the crew and started shouting orders. "I guess you slackers are going to get some shore time. We sail at daybreak. If you are not back, you will be left behind."

A cheer went up from the crew as they dashed to get the jolly boats lowered. 

"Hugos," Beauty said. "Are you going to shore?"

"I don’t see why not. After that wave I need a drink or twenty."
Beauty laughed and walked to join Amina in a jolly being lowered. It would be nice to have fresh meat and water. When they landed on shore Beauty watched the air shimmer for just a second. She could have sworn it showed a night sky. That was impossible and she brushed it away. Somewhere on this island was another piece of the map she so desperately needed. She watched as a few of her crew started up the embankment to the village.
"Hi, my name is Star. Welcome to our home where all your dreams can come true."

Beauty started as the group of women seemed to appear. They were all wearing colorful dress and their long skirts swirled around their ankles. Beauty's eyes started to close and her head grew heavy. "Where did you come from?" she asked.

"We walked here," Star touched her arm. "You saw us."

Beauty nodded as she remembered. "Yes, I did."

"Follow me. Today is your lucky day. We have prepared a feast for our chief."

Beauty nodded and watched as her crew were lead up the bank to the village. All misgivings evaporated as she saw the party going on. Men, women and children were dancing and singing in the streets. A long table, laden with food, was the center focus. The smell caused her stomach to grumble. 

"Please, eat." Star smiled. "There's enough to go around." 

One second Beauty was standing and the next her stomach was near bursting. She looked around and saw her crew in all states of euphoria. Again, the air shimmered and the night sky showed. She pushed to her feet but a hand pushed her back down.

"Is the food not to your liking?" Star asked. "I can get whatever else you need."

"No I was going -" Beauty lost her thoughts and found herself eating again.

"Beauty."

She looked up and the most beautiful man ever stood next to her. His chocolate eyes held her captive. "Do I know you?"

"You know my other form," he answered.

"What other form? What's happening?"

"You are in a trap and need to get out."

"Trap?" Beauty glanced at her crew and noticed they seemed different. "What type of trap?"

"This island is not what it seems. You need to fight it."

"How?"

He shimmered and started to disappear. "Wake up Beauty."

"Eat, eat." Star face came into focus. "This is a party."

Beauty picked up a lamb leg but something stopped her from eating. A force held her hand and no amount of pulling could dislodge it. She blinked and slowly the village started to dissolve. The night she kept seeing seeped into focus and she blinked as horror met her eyes. Her crew sat or lay upon the ground. Smiles of contentment on their faces but around them a nightmare raged. Slimy beings with fanged mouths, long limbs and vacant eyes had their fingers dug into her crew. Some, the strong males, had two or more latched on. They seemed to be feeding. A pain snapped her attention to her arm were one was feeding. Weakly she reached for the knife at her side and in one motion she withdrew it and stabbed the sucker in the eye. A chain reaction happened as each being grabbed its eye. As each stop feeding her crew started to come to themselves. 

"Kill them," Beauty rasped, her voice scraping her throat. "They feed upon us."

With swiftness that she would later be proud of, her crew dispatched the suckers to wherever their gods were.

"Casey," Sabrina cried as she knelt next to a body. "He's dead."

Beauty walked to stand over them but couldn’t say for certain if the body on the ground belonged to Casey. "Are you sure? This body looks as if it has been without a soul for a while." 

"Yes, look," Sabrina pointed at a raised scar on his chest. "I would recognize that scar anywhere. It's a sign of honor in his village."

"What could have happened to caused him to look so old?"

"Mom?" a hesitant voice asked from behind them.

Sabrina and Beauty turned and gasped, before them stood a beautiful young woman who looked like a younger version of Sabrina.

"Jasmine?" Sabrina stood and studied the woman. "It can't be."

"What happened ma? You look - old," Jasmine asked. 

Beauty turned from the two and studied the rest of her crew. She noticed they all had aged over a decade and two, counting the cook, had passed from this life. What had done this to her crew? She moved and something crunched under her foot and she glanced down. Bones made up the sand of the beach, some skulls still in tacked. As her eyes scanned she noticed they had never left the beach as she had first thought. Shipwrecks littered the shore and went out almost a mile. 

"I've heard of this place." Amina whispered in awe from beside her. "But never imagined it existed." 

"What is it?" Beauty couldn't take her eyes off the destruction around her.

"Some call it the land of dreams and others the isle of plenty. Sailors come ashore and are never heard from again." Amina wiped sweat from her neck. "This is a cursed land that shouldn’t exist." 

"Where did you hear this and did the stories talk about the creatures we saw?"

"My mother use to scare me with stories of them when I was younger and that was after one of my brothers went missing during a fishing expedition. As for the monsters she called them water spirits and told me they would take on human form and lure humans to feed upon." She scratched her head. "I swear they were just stories."

"I think we are past the point of disbelief." Beauty waved a hand to encompass the beach. "Too much has happened."

"How did we get out of their trap? My ma never told of anyone escaping."

"Our protector," Beauty glanced around before lowering her voice. "He came to me in his human form and helped me see through whatever spell was caste upon us."

"What now? We cannot stay here."

Beauty pulled out her map. "Somewhere on this island is the third part of our map. Maybe it's on a shipwreck."

"What does the map show?"

Beauty opened the map and smiled as an arrow appeared. "I think it's that way." She pointed up the beach. "Spread out and search."

Beauty swept the beach with the rest of her crew. With so many human remains and shipwrecks she feared it would take days if not weeks. Whoever or whatever owned this island wasn't going to stay away forever. The sun was just about to sink below the horizon when a shout went up. 

Beauty dropped the wood in her hand and ran. "What is it?" She asked as she pushed through the crew. They pointed and she was left looking down a black hole. 

"Someone fell," Amina stated. 

"Are they hurt?"

"No," a voice came from the dark. "I'm not hurt but I wouldn't mind a light."

"Maybe I should be lowered down," Beauty said. 

"Why do you keep doing the dangerous work?" Amina asked. "Anyone on the ship would be happy to do it."

"No, there's something driving me. I can’t explain but it's there.'

Amina shrugged and helped tie a rope around her waist. "At least keep David with you."

"Do I have a choice?"

"No, he comes up only after you."

Beauty rolled her eyes as she was lowered inch by inch into darkness. She waited until her boots hit solid ground before she untied the rope and lit a torch. What met her eyes was not what she was expecting. From all accounts, she should be inside a buried ship but instead it looked like some type of cave. 

"David?"

"Over here!"

She followed his voice to find him leaning against a rock rubbing a large lump on his head. "Why did you move from the opening?"

"It felt strange being in the open. How are we going to get out?"

"I was lowered by rope. But first I want to check something." She pulled out her map and hoped for the best. As it was opened music started to play.

"Where is that coming from?" David asked.

"Good question." Beauty spread the map out and watched as musical notes danced along the left edge of the map. "I guess if we head to the left we can find out the answer to your question."

"Do you think that's a good idea?"

"I think it's the perfect idea. There's no way I'm going back without first trying to explore this cave."

David sighed. "I guess, but this reminds me of a demon cave."

"Have you ever been in a demon cave?" Beauty asked as she started walking. 

"No but I have heard stories."

Beauty decided to ignore him as the music became louder and the smell of damp earth became stronger. Just when the music became almost unbearably loud they left the darkness behind. 

"What evil is at work here?" David asked.

They stood on a beach but a beach underground. Beauty could see a small hole where the sun shone but it shouldn't have been morning outside. The small beach was beautiful with blue green water, white sand and a gentle breeze. 

"It's too beautiful to be evil." Beauty said and looked down at the map that was now quiet. "What we seek has to be here. Look around."

While David searched near the water edge Beauty ran her hand along the wall. It was odd having a beach this deep underground. How did the plant life survive and how did it come to be? Her hand found a small crack and the map started singing again. When she moved away from the crack it went quiet. 

"Well I guess I found what I'm looking for." She reached one hand into the crack and felt something move. With a small cry, she pulled her hand out.

"Did you find something?" David asked from directly behind her causing her to jump.

"Yes. See if you can find a stick or something. I am not putting my hand back in that space."

"Here," he handed her a short staff. "I was using it to search the water."

"Thank you." Beauty turned back to the crack and used the wooden staff to feel around. After a few minutes a box dropped from the crack and hit the sand. "Finally." She picked it up and put it in her pocket. "Now we can return to the crew."

"You are not going to open it and make sure the map is there?"

"Not here," Beauty started back to where they had started. "We better hurry before they think we have died and leave."

When they reached the small space Beauty laughed when she saw Amina and a few others waiting. 

"We were just going to search for you." Amina said. "What is this place?"

Beauty shrugged. "Whatever it is will have to remain a mystery. I have the map piece and want to get off this island as quickly as possible."

"Do you think we will be able to just sail away? What happens if we hit another wave?"

"I think the wave is to bring people here not keep them here." She waved at all the bones. "You said no one has ever made it off. Maybe it's because they were unable to break away from whatever hold those things had on them."

"I hope you are right. We cannot afford to stay on an island that is trying to kill us."

One by one they are lifted above. 

"Did anyone contact the ship?" Beauty asked. "We may need to warn them about what happened."

"I had a few go back." Amina said. "Let's just hope they were not killed for impersonating the crew." 
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Chapter Five
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The confines of his prison had never felt so tight. They pressed down reminding him every second that he couldn’t protect Beauty as he desired. Whatever connection had happened in the cave, gave him the ability to feel her emotions; angry, scared, worried, they all battered at his control on sanity. He lashed out and felt the skin split as his fist made contact with the stonewall. The pain took away a small part of his anger. 

"What's wrong?"

His head jerked up and he scanned the area. 

"Beast?"

"How are you here?" He asked. "Where are you?"

"I'm on my ship but can feel your pain as if it's mine."

"I'm sorry," he cringed. "I hate knowing I bring you pain."

"Want to talk about it?"

"Where are you?" He changed the subject. "I cannot sense water."

"That's strange. I'm aboard my ship. We are near a dead island."

He started to pace as he tried to place the island she spoke of. "Does it have a name?"

"Isle of Plenty."

His heart skipped a beat and he stopped moving. "That isle is supposed to be hidden for all times."

"We only found it because of the map."

"Where exactly was the map on this island?"

"First why can't you sense the water?"

"You are at my original home. The resting place of my people. I thought it was destroyed. What of the people, do they yet live?" He knew hope sounded in his voice but maybe, just maybe some of his tribe had escaped the when he was banished. He felt her hesitation. "Tell me."

"There are no humans on the island but creatures able to cause visions and take years from my crew."

"Years? How many, exactly?"

"Two of our older sailors lost their lives. I think the cook was fifty but his body looks like it's an elder from our village."

The beast growled. "They rise."

"There's another thing, a city lies below the sand."

"Describe this city."

"I didn’t see much of it but it was built into the sides of the walls."

The beast clinched his chest as pain settled deep. He could remember climbing those same walls as a young boy. To know his greed had brought so much evil into the world. One life changing decision. Of their own accord his feet had lead him to the cavern holding the tree. Even after all these centuries it still tempted him.

"Are you still there?" she asked.

"Yes, just remembering my childhood. It's funny how it seems like yesterday."

"I'm sorry."

The beast could hear the deep sorrow in her voice and shoved up a mental barrier. He didn't want her to see all the dark deeds he had done. She would run and he would be alone again. "You must leave that area," he told her.

"How? We came by way of magic."

"Follow the map. You should have all the pieces and it should lead to a way to release me. When the curse is broken you should be able to leave the island and find a home."

"I don't know anymore," Beauty's voice lowered. "Every island we have found has been cursed. What if the one we want to call home is the same?"

He longed to draw her into his arms and shield her from the world. "This new home you will find will have something none of these others places have."

"What?"

"Me acting as protector, even if it's only in spirit form. I swear on my life and the spirits of my dead tribe, I will protect you." He could feel her doubt but couldn’t think of anything to say to reassure her. 

"I have to go," she sounded tired. "My crew needs me."

"I will find you once I can again feel the water under your ship." He knew the second she was gone because the cave became cold. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter Six
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Beauty came back to herself just as someone started pounding on her cabin door. "Stop that pounding!"

"Beauty, we have been trying to call you for over an hour," Jennifer called. "The water is a funny color."

Beauty jumped up and opened her door. "What do you mean?"

"The water is red."

Beauty closed her cabin door and followed Jasmine to the quarterdeck. "Amina, what's going on?"

"I don’t know. We have been waiting on a breeze to get away from this cursed place. A hour ago, the water started to turn red."

"I cannot stand another second here," Beauty gazed down at the thick red water. 

"Have you opened the map?" Amina asked. "Surely it will tell us something. It has always held some type of answer."

"No," Beauty held up the oval box she had forgotten she held. "I must have slept before I could try." She didn’t want to frighten her crew with what the Beast had told her.

"Try now for I fear we will die in these waters."

Beauty knelt on the deck, pulled the map out and smoothed it out. "There's only this piece missing." She turned the container in her hand over and over. It was unlike any of the other three, almost like it was protecting its secrets. "This doesn’t seem to open like the others."

"Want me to try?" Amina asked.

"Maybe but let me see what I can do first."

She stared at the box and noticed instead of a sliding puzzle it had four small indents. She pushed each one but nothing happened.

"Maybe you have to push them in some type of pattern," Hugos stated. 

"You may be right." Beauty tried each combination but it wasn't until the last one that she heard a click and the box slid open. She pulled the paper out and placed it in its place. As the paper sealed together Beauty looked up at her two best friends. "This is it. Now we will be shown exactly where the treasure we seek is buried." 

Out of the corner of her eye she noticed some of her crew looking skyward and looked up. The sky had opened. One second the blue sky covered them and the next a black hole appeared with stars and colorful designs within. 

"Hell hath opened," someone cried.

Beauty couldn’t disagree. It was just as her mother used to say; hell's gate was beautiful but deadly. With no wind, they were at the mercy of whatever force was about to be unleashed. 

"Beauty the map," Amina cried. 

Beauty looked down and watched as the map changed shape and grew. Soon a beautiful staff with a blood red crystal stood upright on the deck. Beauty stood and backed up.

"What is this? Is this the treasure we have been seeking?"

"Give it to us." Two voices laced with malice rolled across the deck. Beauty looked up and chills rolled down her spine as two of her crew stepped forward. 

"Show yourself," she demanded. "Stop using my crew."

"Little human," their voices rumbled. "You have no idea what you are in possession of. Give us the staff and you can have whatever your heart desires. We can grant you anything in this world and the next."

Beauty eyes scanned her crew, they were all staring at her waiting for her command. She could have them slay their friends but the evil would only jump bodies. "Why do you want it so bad?" she asked. 

"It's a family heirloom, lost these many centuries," the men smiled and the air seemed to grow colder. 

"Does it have anything to do with that?" she pointed at the sky. 
"The staff you hold is the key to opening that dimension," they held out their hands. "Let us take it off your hands."
Beauty shook her head and grabbed the staff. 

"No -" one of the men ran for her but was caught up short by Oba who had an arm around his neck. His head rotated until he stared at Oba. "Let me go."

Oba let the man go and backed up. "What spirit dwells in you?"

Beauty opened her mouth to say something but burning pain shot from where her hand connected with the staff to every part of her body. Liquid lava followed by freezing snow caused her hand to clench and her jaw to hurt. She tried to let go of the staff but it was fused to her hand. Of its own accord her hand raised the staff and a light shot up and into the clouds. A loud boom rocked the area and the ship rocked as something hit the deck. A low menacing growl was the last thing Beauty heard before the world went black. 
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Chapter Seven
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The beast felt the second his prison bars started to dissolve. He crouched low and waited for his chance to escape. The pained cry of Beauty caused him to ram his shoulder, repeatedly into the wall until he dropped. He hit the deck of her ship in a crouch and scanned the area. Her crew was huddled watching as two of their own stood with blackened eyes, smiling. Beauty was on the ground not moving. He moved to cover her and glared at the two men. "You have the smell of dark magic and a touch of my family. Who are you?"

"Hi uncle," one of the men bowed. "I am a descendent of your brother. He was able to get to another village before everything was destroyed. How rude of me, my name is Jamal."

"How are you able to travel across space?"

"My family has had a long time to amass many different talents. I cannot send my physical form but these will do nicely." A ripple started under the men's skin. "I came to get that which belongs to our family, The Tree of Life. With it I can control the world in my time and for all times."

The beast felt the hair on his body stand on end. Before him was a man who spoke as his brother use to. He had fallen for it once before and allowed the greed to overtake him. It had cost him his family and this time he was not going to allow it to win again. 

"I will not allow you to take it."

"How can you stop me?" Jumal asked. "My magic is powerful. There are so many humans on this ship and you will have to kill them all to stop me."

The beast felt his fangs grow and his claws dug into his palms. "You are still a young pup compared to me. I have lived for centuries and have more power in one of my fingers than you do in your whole body."

"Maybe, but you are soft and will protect these humans. I have no problem disposing of them to get what I want."

The beast stared at the men in front of him. "It seems the world has not changed since I have been in exile. Men, believing they are gods, are still seeking unlimited power."

"Power I shall have and you will not be able to stop me." The men's arms raised, palms faced out, and they started chanting in the dead language of the Beast's people.

The beast laughed as nothing happened. "Did you think I did not build safeguards to insure I was not spelled again? You may have had years to perfect your magic but I've had centuries."

"No matter," both men drew their pistols. "I will kill everyone on this ship one by one until you give me the key."

"Pup, you have a lot to learn but I do not have time to teach you today." He started chanting. "That which dwells in darkness by making it a friend. Watch for the light. Be banished back to the place you sprung from." As he finished chanting, the heads of both men went back and a dark smoke left their eyes and mouth before they slumped to the deck. As the smoke faded the beast yelled. "I will find you and stop you." A mocking laugh was his only answer.

"What -" Beauty sat up rubbing her head. "What happened?"

The Beast knelt and reached for her, afraid she would shy away now that he was in the real world. "You freed me."

Beauty allowed him to help her to her feet. "So, we did it? What about the two men who," she pointed at the men now laying on the deck. "Who were possessed? What about a home for my crew and what do we do with that?" She pointed at the staff.

"We can build a home here. Build in the ashes of my people." The Beast stared sadly down at the men. "They are lost to us and will not live out the day. Let them go to the next life with dignity."

"What about those creatures? I cannot have my crew in danger every day." Beauty took a deep breath and picked up the staff. "You still haven't said what we are going to do with this. Can it be used to put you back?"

"With the help of your witch, I can banish the creatures to the shadows where they belong. As for the staff," he gently took it from her. "I think it's time I got the tree and this staff to the tribe that can protect it better than I ever could."

"So you are going to search them out?"

"No, when something this important is used the family finds it. They will be here soon if they are not already." The beast smiled at the look of disbelief on her face. "Trust me."

"I trust you," she smiled. "How can I not? You have given us a home like you promised." 
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Chapter One
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Beauty stood watching as a few of her crew put the finishing touches on the temporary wooden cabins they had built along the shore. Hopefully, given time, they would be able to move more inland and build bigger and better homes. The crew not currently working on the housing were hunting for food or scouting out the area. So far they had not run into the demons or whatever they were, but there was no telling where they had gone. To her right the Beast stood with his feet in the water and his head tilted up to the sky. He seemed to do that a lot and the expression of peace on his face was breathtaking.

"Captain, captain."

Beauty turned and smiled as Jasmine came rushing toward her. "Slow down before you hurt yourself. You still need to get use to such a larger body."

Jasmine laughed. "I have to get use to the fact that I am no longer eight but eighteen, in age anyway. I came to let you know that Johan wants to see you and the beast," she cut her eyes over to him. "She's in the hidden city."

"Thank you," Beauty squeezed her shoulder. "Why don’t you see if they need any help getting the supplies from the ship."

She watched as Jasmine took off at an awkward run toward a group of crewmen who were unloading supplies.

"She will be fine."

Beauty jumped when the beast spoke directly behind her. "I'm afraid she will have a hard time adjusting. Two days ago she was an eight-year-old girl and today she's an adult."

"She will learn as children have for generation but you will all need to be patient with her," he put a hand on her shoulder. "I have faith that you will make sure she's taken care of."

"Thank you," she turned from watching the crew and looked up at the beast. Even after the last two days she couldn’t believe that he was standing in front of her. His inhuman face so familiar that she hated to think that one day Johan may break the curse. "Johan asked to see us."

"I heard," he smiled sadly. "I had hoped to avoid my old village."

"If you don't want to go, don't. You can finally make your own decisions."

"If I don't I am a coward," he moved his hand to her lower back. "Lead the way."

Beauty started walking and made sure to acknowledge every crewmember they passed. Some had aged so much they looked decades older while others were hardly affected. "Why didn't everyone age?"

"Some have stronger spirits or some magic in their blood," the beast answered. "The stronger the magic the less aging happened."

Beauty nodded and continued walking until they came to the large hole leading to the hidden village. "We should build a ladder so we can always get down without rope."

"I don't know if I want just anyone to be able to get down there."

"We can always set it up as a sacred place," Beauty grabbed ahold of the rope. "That should work to keep people away." She loosened her hand and slid down the rope landing and rolling so the beast wouldn’t land on her. When they were both safely on the ground Beauty lead the way toward the village. "So, was the village always underground?"

"No. When I was young this was high above the waves, one of the highest points on the island."

"I wonder how it came to be down here?"

"The curse," Johan called as she waved them over. "This curse that your village put upon you didn't just trap you but it trapped them too."

"So you can bring them back?" The beast asked.

Beauty could see the hope in his eyes but it died quickly when Johan shook her head.

"Nay, sorry. When they trapped you they shed their human form and became those things we saw. They survive only to keep you from getting out and anyone from getting the Tree."

"So they are still here?" Beauty looked around and moved closer to the beast. She could fight flesh and blood but there was nothing she could do against the supernatural.

"They are able to come and go from this plane of existence but I think I have found a way to release them to the next life," she pointed the ground and Beauty noticed there were faint lines under a fine layer of dirt.

"What are those?"

"This is the exact place the curse was cast. If I can fix the circle and cast a counter spell, I'm sure I can undo what has been done," she looked at the beast. "You will have your human body back."

"But how? This was cast by blood and must be broken by blood." The beast frowned. "I will not sacrifice anyone to save myself, not again."

"I see I'm late."

Beauty turned and scowled at her best friend. "Amina, what are you doing here?"

"When I heard Johan wanted to see you, I knew it had something to do with the curse. You can't think clearly so I am here to help."

"I'm here to make sure she doesn’t do anything stupid," Oba spoke up and Amina glared at him.

"Well now that everyone is here," Beauty turned back to Johan. "What do we need to do to break the curse?"

"Before we go into that there's one small detail that you have to consider."

"What?"

"When the curse is broken, the Tree will once again be in our world. It will be a beacon to evil."

"No," the beast backed up. "I will not allow it."

Beauty grabbed his arm. "Don't you want to be free of the curse? To walk as a man again?"

"I would rather stay a beast then welcome something so evil into the world. I've seen what the tree does to the mind of man, even those shielded against magic," he shook his head. "No, we can find another way."

"There is no other way," Johan said. "This magic must be fought with magic and it will take everything I have. Do you remember how many were present when the spell was spoken?"

"Everyone," the beast closed his eyes. "Everyone from the youngest baby to the oldest elder. As I stood defiant my village condemned me to walk forever as protector. I watched as the life was taken from them and used to hold the curse."

"I may be able to shield the tree for a short time," Johan look off to the right. "This will come at a heavy cost that I'm willing to pay."

"What cost?" Beauty asked.

"No, did you not hear me," the beast snarled. "I will not allow you to do this."

"You don't have a choice," Beauty scowled at him. "You have been punished enough for your past deeds. What is the cost?" She asked Johan.

"I cannot know for sure," Johan looked at her before looking away. "When the time comes, I promise not one of you will die but you will be bound to the tree and your decedents too."

"No, that has been my fate for centuries and it has only brought loneliness," the beast shook his head. "Just put me back in my cage and I will be happy knowing Beauty is safe."

"That is not an option," Beauty said. "Why do we have to be bound to tree?"

"This tree has great power. With one taste of its fruit a person can kill or save a life. It can cause the devourer to lose their mind and descend into madness. To keep it from the wrong hands, it will need to be bound to a pure heart but not just one. One person can become corrupted over time but with the power flowing through four different vessels, it can be tamed."

Beauty shared a grim look with Amina before turning back to Johan. "What needs to be done?"

"We need to clean this circle and find the temple. I'm sure there will be something left from the days of worship. I need five glass bowls to represent the five elements and something of each element in each bowl."

"The beast and I will go to the temple," Beauty stated. "We need to talk and he will know what we are looking for."

Beauty turned and walked deeper into the village. She tried to envision what would happen once the spell was broken. Would her crew be given a peaceful home to flourish in or would they end up a forgotten footnote in history?

"Your thoughts are heavy," the beast said. "Do you want to share?"

"I'm worried. Johan is a strong witch but you said it took your whole village to trap you. What will the real sacrifice be?"

"Me," he put his arm around her and stopped walking, turning her toward him. "This is my curse to bare and I will give up my immortality if it means you will have the home of your heart."

"No."

"What do you mean, no?"

"I want a home, aye, but not if you are not there."

"You have not seen the evil I have done to those I loved," the beast moved a few steps away. "I do not ever deserve to be happy. These stolen moments with you are just that, stolen."

"But haven’t you paid the price for your sins?"

"I will never fully pay. I can still see the horror and shame on my tribe's faces. I can still hear the cries of the babies as their lives were sacrificed. Taken before their time."

Beauty felt something warm slide down her cheek. When she wiped it her hand came away wet. Tears, she had not cried in years. "I cannot believe you are not redeemable. You saved me and my crew countless times."

"The good deeds of today, cannot wipe away the evils of yesterday," he gently wiped her tears. "You and your people deserve a home without the shadows of my sins getting in the way."

Beauty turned from him. "Lead on to the temple."

The rest of the way they were both lost in their own thoughts and it wasn't until they were on their way back to where they had left Johan that Beauty realized she had, somehow, fallen in love with him.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter Two
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Trailing a step behind Beauty the beast didn’t notice the change to the village square, at first. When he did, his heart stopped before jerking to a start. He almost dropped the sacred glass bowls as his minds eye snapped to centuries ago.

He stood bound to the tree he had tried to control. Around him the shouts of anger only deepened his resentment. If the elders hadn't interfered, he could have saved the village. He could have pushed back the darkness. His father's voice rose above the crowd and he turned his gaze on him.

"My son, you have done a terrible thing. You have - "

"I tried to save you. Do you not see the darkness at the edge of the village? Can you not feel it?"

His father held up a hand and the air left his lungs, his voice taken.

"You can lie to yourself and say you did it for us but you wanted power. Even now as you stand here, you can not admit you’re wrong."

He struggled against his bonds as he watched the darkness creep closer at the edge of the village.

"With the power of the gods and the purification of the sacred elements; water, fire, earth and air. I bind you my son. No more will you walk the earth. No more will you be remembered. Take the form of a beast and forever be banished to watch that which you tried to control."

He struggled harder but it was no use. His body responded and he felt his form changing. The popping of bones was loud and hurt like nothing he had ever encountered.

"We give up our lives to protect those who come after. May you find peace and forgiveness."

He watched as those closest to the darkness melted and their energy raced forward. Tears started down his cheeks as his mother and baby sister faded. His father and the other three elders stood together facing him.

"If in time you find redemption may the gods grant you peace."

Each turned to light and shot up into the sky, leaving the beast alone.

"Father, I'm sorry. Father." He screamed until he was hoarse. The ground trembled and a stream of light pierced the darkness and he saw the formless shadows of his tribe staring at him with shame. It was the last thing he saw before he blacked out.

"Beast, Beast!"

Beauty's frantic cries pulled him from his memories. He blinked and the past slowly faded.

"What happened?" she asked.

"This," he waved his hand. "This reminds me of before. Even the smell is the same."

"That may be my fault," Johan called. "I have to use everything they did, including the herbs."

"It's been many centuries since I've smelled home," he smiled. "Not all memories are bad."

"Let’s see if we can start making better ones," Johan stepped into the circle. "I will be the focus point. Beauty you will face me and represent earth," she handed beauty a small plant placed in a green glass bowl. "Beast you will be across from her, behind me and represent fire," she waved for Oba to place two hot coals in a red bowl. "Amina you will be to the right of Beauty and represent water," she handed her a blue bowl with cold water. "Last Oba you will stand to the left of Beauty and represent air," she handed him an empty clear bowl. "You will-"

"Wait," Hugos came running. "What can I do?"

Johan cocked her head and studied him with a frown. "It's odd, I can't see you."

"What," Hugos skidded to a stop. "What do you mean?"

"When I see a person, I can see a future but you are protected," she glanced at the others before turning her attention back to him. "Whatever the magic is that protects you will not allow any magic to touch you. If my magic will not work on you, I'm sorry you cannot be part of this ritual."

"You think I'm protected?" Hugos frowned. "Why was I sold? Why was I beat?"

"Magic did none of those things, man did." Johan shrugged. "I am what many consider a witch and yet I too was a slave. I will need you to make sure no one breaks the circle. This magic, if not contained, can destroy the world."

The beast tuned Johan out for he knew what was going to happen. He had been here before and he only hoped the pain of going back to his exile wouldn’t kill him.

"Let us start," Johan turned in a slow circle. "Whatever happens do not move. You are the anchors and will need to be strong."

The beast swallowed hard and nodded, he was ready. His eyes locked with Beauty's and he was proud to see no fear. The gods crafted his mate for him and he only hoped she understood how much he loved her. If he had to spend the rest of his days showing her, he would. 

"Blood calls to blood," Johan stretched her hands out in front of herself, a bowl cupped in her hands. Inside was a small amount of blood from everyone in the circle. "That which has no body come into the light. Take your true form once again." Shadows emerged from the darkness behind Beauty. At first the beast thought he was seeing the past but the look of horror on Beauty's face convinced him it was real. "Come witness the rebirth of your son who you banished to darkness." The figures became solid and took on more human attributes. He could see his mother and sister and went to take a step toward them, to beg them to forgive him. Something cold and strong wrapped around his legs and held him in place.

"Through every test his mate stood firm. The love he lost has been returned. Look deep and see the purity of this bond."

A shock started at the soles of his feet and raced up his body to his heart. The pain bowed his back and he fought not to cry out. A bright light shot from his chest to the bowl of coals before arching to Johan. Through the slits of his lids he watched the same thing happen to Beauty.

"May these four stand as a testament to pure love. Bound by the most primal elements earth, water, fire and air."

The beast watched as his life seemed to be pulled from his body. He felt it enter Johan and three other souls mingled with his. Where he ended and they started he couldn't tell.

"These four-stand ready to take their places as guardians of this sacred tree. To protect it against all evil, even that which comes from within."

His soul raced back to his body and he felt a pulse. Once, twice, three times. A heartbeat. He remembered this sound and fear crept into his heart. This was the sound he heard when he opened his eyes for the first time in his prison.

"I freely give my soul and my body so that this bond may stay strong."

Peace settled over his face as his mother and other tribal members smiled. Behind Beauty one of the four tribal elders appeared and he felt a warmth at his back. Without turning around, he knew his father stood behind him.

"Take this offering," Johan continued. "And break this curse."

The pulsing quickened and with each beat the faint outline of a tree took form around Johan. She raised her arms higher and shouted an old word in his dead language. Three things happened, the tree solidified, Johan disappeared and a rending, tearing pain tore through the beast. His body was jerked into the air before being slammed to the ground. He heard the heartbeat of the earth fade.
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Chapter Three
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Beauty screamed and dropped the bowl in her hand. At a distance she heard it hit the ground but her feet were already carrying her to where the beast lay. Gone was the fur and before her a naked man lay stretched out with his limbs in awkward angles and his breath escaping in pants. She fell to her knees and touched his shoulder.

"Beast, beast. Please don't die."

His eyes slowly lifted and she stared down into vivid blue green eyes. He half smiled. "I guess I didn’t die?"

'No," she leaned down and kissed his cheek. "No, you are still here and in your true form."

His eyes opened wide and he lifted a hand. "Thank the gods, she did it," he sat up and winced. "Where is the witch so that I may thank her?"

Beauty dropped her eyes so he wouldn't see the tears.

He used a finger to lift her chin. "My heart, what happened?"

"The curse claimed a life. She gave hers for us." The tears she held at bay slipped down her cheek. "She gave her life."

"Don't cry," the beast pulled her close and she buried her nose in his chest. "Let her sacrifice be noble. We will raise a monument in her honor so that no generation forget who gave them life."

Beauty blinked as he stood and helped her to her feet. "You may want to put on cloths."

He glanced down and laughed. "It has been many centuries since I've had to think of clothes." He waved his hand and clothes appeared on his body.

"That's a cool trick," Beauty said.

"It used to come in handy and I'm guessing it will again." He held his hand up and turned it over, staring at it. "Odd being in human form but now I can touch you without fear of hurting you," he cupped her face. "I've waited a long time to do this," he bent and captured Beauty's lips.

She parted her lips and tasted him wild and powerful. She wrapped her arms around his neck and held on as she felt the earth tremble. Cries of alarm pulled them apart. She dropped her arms and turned, with the beast arms still locked around her. The trembling hadn't been her imagination or the earth-shattering kiss she just shared with the beast, no the city that had been underground was now high in the air. The leaves of the tree waved gently in the breeze. She looked up at the beast who had a small smile on his lips.

"My home, it has been restored."

She laughed. "You promised us a home and have delivered."

"Captain," Amina walked toward her, Oba only a few steps behind. "I feel different, here," she tapped her chest. "I can't say I like it."

"You will get used to it," the beast said. "You are feeling the trees life force. It has mixed with yours."

Amina scowled at the tree. "Don't like what I can't explain," she looked at Beauty. "Now what?"

"Call the crew together, I want to speak to them."

Beauty and the Beast watched as the crew started to appear over the rise from the lower beach. Some looked scared while others were more curious. She waited until everyone was present before raising her hand for silence.

"Friends," she started. "No from this day forward you shall be called family. We have endured too much and survived to be just friends. Today we build our future in the great shadow of a noble tribe. They gave their lives to keep the darkness from consuming this sacred tree. We will honor them with a monument built around the tree blessed by the gods," she held up her hand for silence when they cheered. "We will give Johan a warrior’s celebration. She willingly gave her all so that our island would be protected." She waved for Amina and Oba to join them. "Before the witch gave her life she merged our souls with the trees. This honor we pass on to everyone standing here today. We will become strong and protect this tree with our lives. For as long as we are guardians, we will prosper."

The ground trembled as the crew raised their fists in the air and cheered. This was what they had dreamed about as they lay dying in the bowels of slave ships. This was home.
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Two Years Later
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The beast wiped the sweat from Beauty's forehead as she struggled to birth their first born. As he gazed down, wishing he could take away her pain, he swore to never get her with child again. One blessing was enough and he would give their child enough love for ten.

"What troubles you my love," Beauty asked as she took a moment to catch her breath.

"I'm sorry for the pain I have caused you. Never again."

She laughed and groaned. "Do not make me laugh. Women before me have done this many times. I will survive."

"I don't care about them, I care for you."

"I see the head." Sabrina had asked to be the midwife and now she knelt prepared to bring new life into the world. "You must gather your strength and push."

The scream that tore from Beauty's mouth ripped the beast’s heart out. He ground his teeth together and prayed for an end to her pain.

"Congratulations captain, you have a healthy baby boy."

The beast stared in amazement at the small child who was making his entrance known with powerful lungs. Sabrina gently cut the cord connecting mother and child before laying the child on Beauty's chest. The beast cupped his son's head as he bent to give him a kiss.

"You did well, my heart. A strong son to continue our line."

"We both did it," Beauty kissed their son. "What are we to name him?"

"Obileye, for our family has found honor again. He will grow and surpass us in his honor and bravery."

“I wish Amina and Hugo where here to witness this,” Beauty gently wiped the birthing fluid from Obileye’s face.

“We will wait to do the naming ceremony until they return.” The beast straightened. “Oba wanted to bring some of his tribe here but they should have returned by now.”

“Amina will not allow anything to happen to them,” Beauty gently handed Obileye to Sabrina and watched as she cleaned him before wrapping him in a blanket. “I’m sure they have only been delayed by storms.”

Sabrina walked closer to the bed handed Obileye to Beauty. "Captain, your people are waiting."

"Help me up," Beauty said as she tucked Obileye in the crook of her right arm and tried to push up.

"No, my heart, you have worked hard and need your rest and our son will soon be hungry. I will announce his birth." With a gentle kiss to her forehead he stood and walked out the room. "See to it that no one enters until I return," he told Sabrina who had followed him out. "Help your captain bathe and dress."

"I will."

He waited until he heard the door close before heading to the balcony that overlooked the tree. A little over a year ago their home had been finished under Beauty's watchful eye. Her love of the ocean was carved into every stone and a mast stood proud waving the pirate flag. He had teased her about wanting to scare people away from the island and she had just given him a secret smile. Now as he passed under the archway leading outside he rejoiced in the blessings the gods had given him. When he walked out a cheer rose from the crew gathered below, he raised his hand for silence. "Your captain has given us a strong and healthy son," the crowd cheered. "She had labored hard and I want her to rest but as soon as Amina and her crew return, we will hold a naming ceremony." 

With the cheering of his people still in his ears he turned and headed back to his heart. She had loved him when he was nothing but a monster and had now blessed him with a son. They wouldn't know how magically strong he was for years to come but he would enjoy finding out with his mate. And one day when his son was old enough he would tell him the story of the beast who had won the heart of a beauty.
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SOME PEOPLE ARE BORN to be caregivers, doctors or teachers but Paulina was born to be a storyteller. From the young age of three she made up universes for her siblings to play in. Now she writes the same stories for others, outside her family, to enjoy. 

She enjoys hearing from her readers and promises to do a happy dance for every review. Maybe even publicly.

Don't worry about bothering Paulina, she will leave you stalking sites.
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