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"You sure this is a good idea?" Robert asked, grabbing on to a thick vine at the base of the tower.
His brother looked down on him from halfway up the vine. "Quit whining and get up here."
Robert nodded and began to climb. He hadn't really believed Alexander when he said that he'd found Sleeping Beauty's tower-- he'd always thought that was just a kid's story-- but now here they were, after a four-day journey.
He'd be a lot more excited about this if he hadn't seen the skeletons on the other side of the tower. And one wasn't even a skeleton yet, just a young man with a frozen look of shock on his face and dried bloodstains on his tunic.
He'd heard tales about what lurked in these woods. Monsters and dragons, and a hunter who was more wolf than man. He wondered which one had taken that young man's life, if he'd had a chance to try and wake Sleeping Beauty or not. To get all the way here only to be killed at the base of the tower. . .
Having succeeded in making himself doubly nervous, Robert climbed faster. His brother looked back from his perch on the balcony and grinned. "That's the spirit!"
"Yeah," he called back, hoping Alexander hadn't seen the panic on his face. "Can't wait to get a chance at her. She there?"
Alexander left the balcony and was back a few seconds later, beaming. "Oh yeah. Wait'll you see her."
Curious now, Robert climbed the rest of the distance and Alexander helped him up onto the balcony. He entered the tower through the curved doorway, his gaze locked upon the young woman in the bed. Her hair was blonde and draped almost to her feet; her body was everything he'd imagined and her face . . . he'd only seen someone so lovely once before, on the day he'd met Beauty. He'd tried to speak to her, and she'd rolled her eyes and turned away.
But this one couldn't disapprove of him, couldn't walk away when he was trying to say something. He grinned.
Alexander sat down on the bed next to Sleeping Beauty, then leaned down and gave her a kiss. She didn't move. He sat up again. "Guess she doesn't think we're as good as Prince Charming, huh?"
Robert shook his head, smiling back, edging a little closer to the bed as Alexander climbed on top of the woman, fingers undoing the row of tiny buttons at the front of her dress. He started to pull her dress open--
-- and her hand moved. Faster than Robert could even open his mouth, she snatched up her brush and drove it into his brother's back.
Handle. It had a sharpened handle.
She yanked it out and drove it in again, and blood dripped onto her skin, blood from Alexander's mouth, and he knew his brother was lost. She shoved him off her and rose to her feet, golden hair shining and eyes dark with rage.
"You . . . you killed him," he whispered.
"Of course I did. Was I supposed to lie there?"
"You were asleep. You were supposed to be asleep! You wouldn't have cared!"
"Until I got pregnant," she said, and though she was smiling now it didn't reassure him in the slightest. Her gaze was somewhere far away, and that disturbed him even more than the anger that'd been there a moment ago. She held the lethal hairbrush casually, and he knew what had happened to the poor young man down below. "Until I awoke to a child nursing from my breast, and the horror of what had been done to me sent me to take shelter inside my own mind. Until I took my own life when my little daughter was only seven years old." She looked at the sharpened tool, tracing a fingertip over the blood. "If it weren't for the dwarfs, I don't think I would've survived at all."
He took a quick step forward-- she was small, slender, surely he could overpower her before she could get a strike in-- but in an instant the weapon was up and aimed at his stomach and he froze, holding up his hands. "You've taken leave of your senses," he said, trying to make his voice as reassuring as possible. "Let me take you back to my village. There's a healer there who can help you."
"I am fine here. The decent men who come to me are sent on their way. The ones who aren't decent will never steal another woman's soul."
It was too much. This-- this thing standing here with her too-calm voice. "You didn't have to kill him!" he shouted.
"What's done is done. What you should concern yourself with is whether or not I believe it necessary to kill you."
"No," he said. "No, it's not. I didn't even want to come here. I didn't know how far he was going to go. I would have stopped him."
"Really?" she asked. "When?"
"I'm just going to go. Okay? I'll leave." He'd go back home, he thought as he turned and ran out onto the balcony, half-expecting to feel her weapon puncture his back. But he made it to the vine. With a sigh of relief, he started to climb down. He'd go home, and tell everyone about this monster and they'd come back to hunt her down, hang her for what she'd done to Alexander. It would've taken five minutes, maybe, and all she'd had to do was lie there, and then they all could've gotten on with their lives. Now his brother was dead and she--
-- she was standing above him, her homemade blade at the vine. "No. No, you--"
His last words were swallowed by a scream as he fell. Before his vision faded into blackness, he saw several forms surrounding him.
As his eyes closed, Rapunzel called down. "Pile him with the others, please. I'll toss his friend down in a moment."
***
"This is getting too dangerous," one of the dwarfs said quietly, as she climbed down to the ground. "We could show you the way to a village."
"I know," Rapunzel said. When she didn't speak further, her friend nodded in understanding and melded back into the forest, leaving her alone. She walked over to Mother's Tree, sitting down next to it. In accordance with custom, the dwarfs had burned her body not long after she'd thrown herself from the tower. Bodies had used to be buried, they had told her one dark night, when everyone's thoughts had turned to death. But then, they'd said, some magicians started to steal things from the bodies, trying to incorporate the pieces into horrifically dark magic. After one sorcerer had succeeded in reanimating several bodies, the Queen had ordered that all dead were to be burned.
So there was no grave to visit, not truly. But her friends had planted a tree on the day of Mother's death, and tended it carefully. Today it towered far over her head.
"Two of them came today," she said. "I handled them."
She pulled several weeds out from around the base of the tree. Mother would be so proud of her, she thought. She didn't even know her real name, what it had been before legend had taken over Mother's very life. The dwarfs, her only source of information for years, had only known her as Sleeping Beauty. And that was all she'd been able to do, thanks to a curse. Just sleep, so deeply that nothing could wake her.
Well, almost nothing, she thought bitterly. Finally, she herself had. Sometimes she wished that she hadn't woken her mother with her attempts to nurse. It might've been more merciful. Father-- that pig masquerading as a man-- would've left within a few weeks regardless, and maybe the dwarfs would've succeeded in getting her somewhere safe or maybe she would've died, but either way at least her mother wouldn't have known what had been done to her while she was enchanted.
But perhaps it had to be this way, she thought. She had to survive. Because if she didn't, then men like Father and the two men who'd come to her today would be the ones to go on. And that would be spitting on Mother's memory.
Though she knew her friends were concerned for her, that was why she would never take them up on their offers to get her to someplace 'civilized'. Out here, where men thought they were alone, they showed their true colors within minutes. In an area with many people around all the time, where everyone would constantly be wearing masks and pretending kindness when their thoughts were filled with cruelty? No.
She would not abandon Mother. And she would never abandon the work.
"I love you," she said quietly, reaching out to brush her hand against the tree trunk. Then she got to her feet, and returned to her tower.
***
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