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HE LONG STONE hallways of Thorndale Castle stood empty and silent. On this 

overcast afternoon, only gray light fell through the high windows to bathe the castle in 

gloom. Once-brilliant tapestries, their colors now muted by dust, lined the walls and 

deadened the sound of Karyna’s footsteps as she made her way to Princess Bellenya’s vacant 

chambers. In one hand she carried a basket of dried roses, their heady perfume filling the air and 

disturbing the castle’s eerie aura. 

Karyna hummed as she walked, slightly swinging her basket so that it brushed against the 

skirts of her blue overdress in rhythm with the tune. The surrounding silence caused her no 

concern; she was used to it now. To be sure, when the curse first fell she had cried. And when 

most of the other servants left the castle, she had wept again in anger and despair. But her tears 

had dried up long ago; they served no purpose and solved no problems. 



On the way to Bellenya’s chambers she passed the great doors of the Throne Room and cast 

only a glance in their direction, being long accustomed to avoiding that room whenever possible. 

But three paces further down the passage she stopped short, her mind suddenly realizing what 

she had just seen. 

Her skin prickling in sudden horror, she turned to look again, hoping she was mistaken. The 

basket dropped from her suddenly nerveless hand. Roses spilled out onto the floor. Petals 

scattered across the tile like drops of dried blood. 

For the massive mahogany Throne Room doors, always so carefully closed and locked, were 

open. 

Oh no! No, no, no, no! she thought desperately, though she was uncertain where the 

desperation came from. What did it matter that the doors were open? The curse could not spread. 

And yet Karyna’s heart pounded wildly, and fear gripped her by the throat. 

The darkness within the room oozed out into the hall like a physical being, carrying with it a 

musty scent of stale air and decaying flowers, nothing like the sweet aroma of her dried roses. 

This was the cloying stench of evil. Heart hammering with trepidation, Karyna peered inside. At 

the far end of the room a cautious glow of pale light lurked around the edges of the heavy purple 

curtains that covered the huge windows and forbade the sun entrance to this place. 

Karyna rubbed her arms briskly and squinted into the shadows. Who would dare open these 

doors? She had no desire to venture inside. Just standing in the doorway brought painful 

memories crowding to the forefront of her mind. But she also had no wish to inadvertently lock 

someone into this room. This horrible room. 

The moment of indecision passed, and Karyna crossed the threshold, her eyes quickly 

adjusting to the darkness. The expanse beyond the door was large, with high ceilings and tall 

white columns lining the perimeter. At the far end, two gilded thrones stood on a dais, ornate in 

their splendor, dusty from disuse. One throne held the statue of a crowned man wearing a startled 

expression, and before the other, a stone woman posed as if she had just sprung to her feet, her 

mouth open, her graceful hands raised in apparent distress. Even the folds of her sumptuous 

gown appeared as if frozen in motion. And scattered across the floor before the thrones stood 

more statues, hundreds more, all dressed in elegance and finery, all frozen in various postures of 

merrymaking. 

Karyna averted her eyes. She had gazed upon them once before, and that had been enough. 



She continued wending her way through the statues, trying to ignore the way her skin 

crawled and her every instinct screamed at her to run from the room and bar the doors. She could 

almost hear the swish of the elegant skirts, the echoes of laughter as couples joined each other on 

the dance floor, the chatter of a hundred voices making light conversation. And the terrible 

screams right before . . . 

Karyna shook her head to dispel her morbid thoughts and instantly regretted it. Her unwary 

gaze fell upon one of the frozen faces. She averted her eyes, but the image lingered, refreshed as 

if she were seeing it for the first time. Every statue told the same story. No matter in what pose 

they were frozen, every face held an identical look of merriment turned to sudden terror. 

Karyna made a soft sound deep in her throat and hastened her step. She hated this room. 

“Hello?” she called out, her voice resounding in the deathlike stillness. “Your Highness? Is 

someone in here?” 

She listened but heard no response. She crept through the maze of statues, careful not to 

allow even her skirts to touch them. It was a silly notion, thinking they might be disturbed, but 

Karyna couldn’t help it. They were so lifelike, so perfect in every way despite their lack of color. 

It was hard to remember they were made of cold gray stone. 

“Prince Barend? Hello?”  

Karyna paused, drawing long breaths to calm her racing heart. Prince Barend was powerful 

and, at times, dangerous. It was best not to startle him. She peered through the gloom. Nothing 

stirred. 

She paused, torn. Part of her wanted to leave immediately, but she had already ventured this 

far. Raising her chin, Karyna proceeded to the far end of the room. She bowed her head in a 

respectful gesture to the frozen king and queen in passing, then stopped before a statue 

positioned near the thrones. 

It was not so splendid or grand as the others, just a baron unused to such finery. He had been 

a humble baronet before the queen chose Karyna to be Princess Bellenya’s lady-in-waiting 

twelve years prior. Karyna had been only seven years old at the time. Her mother, a childhood 

friend of the queen, had just passed away, and Karyna did not know how she would have 

survived without Bellenya’s friendship. 

Her appointment had been a great honor for her and her family. Besides her father’s new 

title, which effectively raised him from a commoner to a noble, Karyna was brought to live at the 



palace and be Bellenya’s constant companion. She received an education alongside the princess 

and traveled with her. She also gained prospects of a more advantageous marriage—not that she 

had heeded that, being so young. She cared only that Bellenya was just a year older than she was, 

and that they shared many common interests. Once the initial shyness wore off, the two girls 

became closer than sisters and were inseparable ever after. 

Karyna reached up and touched the statue’s cold stone visage with gentle fingers. “Papa,” 

she whispered. “I miss you.” She gazed at him intently, as if the power of her stare could restore 

life and color to those cheeks, breath to those lungs, sparkle to those familiar eyes. Guilt 

clenched its fingers around her heart. “I’m sorry, Papa, so sorry. You wouldn’t be here if it 

hadn’t been for me.” 

He did not respond, but Karyna had not expected him to. Breathing one quick sigh, she 

wound her way out of the room, secured the doors, retrieved the fallen roses, and continued on 

down the hall toward the princess’s chambers. 

She entered Bellenya’s apartments and halted, surprised by the sight that greeted her. A 

lovely young woman several years older than Karyna sat on the bed, her knees drawn up to her 

chin. She wore a rumpled satin gown, and her golden hair cascaded over her shoulders in gentle 

waves. Sniveling, she dabbed at her puffy, soulful eyes with a soggy handkerchief. 

“Lady Ahren?” Karyna recovered from her surprise and felt suspicion flicker across her 

thoughts. “You’re not supposed to be in here; you were told to stay out of this wing of the castle. 

Why aren’t you in your own chambers?” 

Lady Ahren looked up, her eyes filled with fear. “I was curious.” She spoke defensively, but 

her tone lacked conviction. “I didn’t mean any harm.” 

Karyna noted the heavy ring of keys clutched in Lady Ahren’s hand, and her eyes flashed. 

“What have you done?” 

“He . . . he got so angry.” 

“Who? Prince Barend?” Karyna crossed the room and gripped the girl by the shoulder. “Tell 

me what happened,” she demanded. 

“I just wanted to see them,” Lady Ahren whimpered. “I’ve heard the stories. I wanted to see 

them. I didn’t think it would hurt anything. But then the beast . . . he came up behind me as I 

opened the door and he . . .” The lady’s eyes widened. “He got so angry! He went mad!” 



A stone weight sank in Karyna’s gut. With an effort she kept her voice calm. “Where did he 

go?” 

“I don’t know.” 

“Did he leave the palace grounds?” Surely he wouldn’t. Oh, how she hoped he wouldn’t! He 

knew all too well what would happen. But Lady Ahren’s story filled Karyna with foreboding. 

 “I don’t know!” the lady whispered. “He disappeared and I ran in here to hide. Nobody told 

me he was like that. I wouldn’t have come if I’d known how horrid and ugly he is! No wonder 

Bellenya cursed him and ran away.” 

Outrage roared through Karyna’s veins, growing hotter with every word from Lady Ahren’s 

mouth. “How dare you!” she said, her voice thin and tense with anger. “Princess Bellenya could 

never do such a thing!” 

 “If she didn’t do it, why isn’t she in there?” Lady Ahren demanded, her chin rising as she 

glared defensively at Karyna. 

“Because she was carried off by the same person who cursed the castle.” Karyna clenched 

her teeth together to refrain from saying more. It would not do to insult Lord Worvenson’s 

daughter out of hand. 

She removed the key ring from Ahren’s lifeless grasp and, taking her by the arm, marched 

her out of Bellenya’s chambers and across the castle to the guest suite. Once there, Karyna told 

the girl in no uncertain terms to pack her things. “You were warned to stay away from the 

Throne Room.” From the doorway she couldn’t help adding, “Thorndale Castle is no place for 

fools.” 

With those words left ringing through the passage, Karyna turned on heel and marched 

down to the kitchens. Her frustration overtook her anger with every step she made. Lady Ahren 

was the latest in a long line of young women from the lesser nobility who had been sent to the 

palace in an attempt to break the curse. Nobody knew why the curse had been cast, or even if it 

was possible to break it, but that didn’t stop the viscounts, barons, and even baronets and knights 

in every corner of Suvall from sending their daughters, sisters, cousins, and various other female 

relations. Karyna could not blame them: If true love were the answer like in the tales of old, the 

prize would be marriage to a prince and restoration of the kingdom. 

So far their efforts had been in vain. Not one of the girls had lasted more than a month, and 

the curse remained unbroken. 



Two years had passed since the curse fell, and the flood of prospective curse-breakers had 

slowed to a trickle. Few eligible young women remained to make the attempt: most members of 

the higher nobility stood frozen in stone in the Throne Room. 

The situation beyond the castle walls was dire, Karyna knew. The minor nobles were not yet 

at all-out war, but the infighting and raids between counties had escalated in recent days. After 

two years without a leader, the country was slipping into chaos and its people lived in fear and 

uncertainty. Karyna believed it was only a matter of time before larger countries on Suvall’s 

borders began eyeing it as a potential addition to their own kingdoms. 

As she reached the final stair leading to the kitchen, delicious smells of baking bread wafted 

up to greet and comfort her. Setella, who was scrubbing the dinner vegetables clean in a bucket 

of cold water, looked up as Karyna descended the steps, and her tired eyes lit with a smile. But 

then, taking in the angry flush of Karyna’s cheeks and the grim look in her eyes, the older 

woman pursed her lips in concern. “What’s wrong?” she asked. 

Karyna crossed her arms and leaned against the doorpost. “I found Lady Ahren in the 

princess’s chambers.” 

“What was she doing there?” Setella asked, mystified. 

“That’s what I’d like to know.” Uncrossing her arms, Karyna held out the key ring 

accusingly. “How could you be so careless?” 

Setella wiped her withered hands on her apron and took the keys. With one forearm she 

brushed a few wisps of white hair away from her face, then sighed. “That one was looking to get 

kicked out.” 

“And I’m happy to oblige. But she may have been our last hope of breaking the curse.” 

“We don’t even know if it can be broken.” Her voice heavy with resignation, Setella tucked 

the keys into a pocket of the apron she wore over her drab gray dress.  

Karyna crossed her arms again, as though fortifying herself against all the disappointments 

of the last two years. “I have to believe it can. And until it is, we must keep strangers from 

poking their noses where they don’t belong.” 

“What do you expect me to do?” Setella asked. “I cannot be everywhere at once.” She 

returned to the vegetables. Despite her age, Setella’s hands did not shake as she attended to her 

work. “Look around,” she said. “We used to have an entire kitchen staff; now there is just me. 

We once had gardeners, tree surgeons, and pruners; now there is only old Willem, and he refuses 



to go near the Queen’s Garden. We had scores of maids; they have all left. Henry isn’t much 

help, hiding out in the stables with the horses as he does, and refusing to set foot inside the 

castle. We’re barely keeping our home together. We don’t have time to be nursemaids to 

scheming viscounts’ daughters.” 

The muscles in Karyna’s arms tightened, and she fought to keep her voice calm. “I still think 

. . .” 

Setella paused in her work and turned a motherly gaze on Karyna. “What would you have 

me do? I’m too old to try to be everywhere at once. I have no idea how Lady Ahren got her 

hands on my keys.” 

The old woman’s words and tone deflated Karyna’s anger, and she regretted her sharp 

words. “It wasn’t your fault, Setella,” she sighed. “I know that.” 

Setella offered her a weary smile. “We’re all stretched to breaking, some days.” 

Abandoning her place in the doorway, Karyna stepped into the kitchen, snitched a slice of 

carrot, and leaned against the chopping block, munching pensively. It tasted bitter, however, and 

she swallowed it down with difficulty. “Despite her personality,” she said flatly, “I had hoped 

Lady Ahren would be the one.” 

But Setella knew Karyna too well. “What else is bothering you?” she asked, eyeing the 

young lady before her. 

Karyna bowed her head. “She said some horrible things about Prince Barend. And she 

blamed Bellenya for the curse. How can people believe such horrible things?” 

 “The curse did fall on the princess’s eighteenth birthday,” Setella reminded her. 

“That doesn’t mean she’s responsible. She could never be capable of such evil.” 

“You don’t need to defend her to me.” Setella shook her knife at the girl before continuing 

her work. “I knew her even longer than you did. Like a granddaughter to me, she was! You’re 

not the only one around here who loves the princess. Or the prince, either.” 

Karyna chewed on her thumbnail, caught herself, and instead brushed invisible dust from 

her skirts while her mind replayed the events of the morning. She jerked her head up in alarm 

and clapped a hand across her mouth. 

“What is it?” Setella asked. 



“Lady Ahren mentioned that Barend was there when she unlocked the Throne Room doors. 

She said he went mad and ran off.” Karyna felt as though a knife cut her to the quick. How could 

she have forgotten? 

“Ran off?” Setella stopped her chopping, and her eyes met Karyna’s. “Do you think he left 

the palace grounds?” 

“I don’t know. The way she described his behavior, it’s possible.” 

“You want to go after him?” 

Karyna hesitated, but only for a breath. “Yes. But how will I find him?” 

“Look for tracks, I suppose,” Setella grimaced. “Lucky for you we had that late snow last 

night. If you don’t see any tracks outside, he’s probably in the castle somewhere, and all this fuss 

and worry is for nothing.” 

“If he is out there, what if I can’t bring him back?” 

“You managed just fine the night the curse fell,” Setella said. Her voice lowered when she 

added, “And that other time.” She made a shooing motion with her hands. “Take a rose with you. 

That seems to do the trick. And get going! We can’t let him wander around out there on his 

own!” 

Karyna allowed herself to be hustled out of the kitchen. She raced up the stairs to her 

little room and retrieved her warm cloak and sturdy walking boots. Then, still at a run, she 

hurried to Bellenya’s chambers and retrieved one of her dried roses, tucking it inside a small 

satchel. Setting her shoulders and pulling the fur-lined hood of her cloak over her crown of 

braided hair, Karyna headed outside.  
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