
Claimed by the Beast

Cherry Hampton

Copyright © 2019 Cherry Hampton

All Rights Reserved. This book may not be reproduced, in whole or part, without the express written consent of the author.

All characters depicted are 18 years of age or older, even when not specified.


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Claimed by the Beast (Very Adult Fairy Tales, #2)

"He'll have three eyes—"

"No. Just one eye, right in the middle of his head!"

"And two noses—"

Merilla, my eldest sister, pushed her face close, while middle sister Elina gave my corset strings a hard yank.

"And between his legs?" Merilla hissed, her breath still smelling of breakfast, "a great, big—"

"Octopus tentacle!" Elina finished.

My face burned as they broke into cackling peals of laughter. Our governess, Morgaine, chose that moment to grace us with her presence. She swept into the room, dragging her voluminous layers of skirts, and scowled disapprovingly.

"Shame on you girls. You should be honored. Arabella is doing your family a great service," she said.

Merilla and Elina exchanged devious looks. At twenty-two and twenty-one years of age, respectively, they were nearly twins. They were black-haired and blue-eyed, with spotless, rosy skin and slender cheekbones. Meanwhile, at eighteen, I was still round-faced as a cherub, with a sprinkling of freckles across my nose, as if I were still a child.

"I am honored," Elina said. "I'm thankful that I'm not the one who has to marry the troll of Bleakhearth castle."

Morgaine snapped her fingers at her. "Leave if you insist on plaguing your poor sister. You too, Melina. If you won't be useful here, go help your father pack the wagon."

Giggling, Merilla and Elina scurried out of my room, and Morgaine took Elina's place at my back, just in time to miss the single tear that streaked down my cheek.

"Don't listen to them," Morgaine said in her strange, northern accent. Her thick, strong fingers plucked and tugged at the corset strings. "Your sisters are just jealous. Hold onto the bedpost, dear."

I obeyed, wrapping both hands tight around the polished wood. Jealous of what? They're both betrothed to respectable, high-born men. I'm the one who..." My throat closed. I couldn't even say it.

Morgaine gave the strings one last pull that left me gasping for breath. Then, she placed her hands on my shoulders and spun me around.

"Lord Leftcrook is a rich man. He owns all the lands from here to the Dark Sea. You'll never know hunger, or want of any kind." She cupped my face in her warm palms, forcing my gaze to her weathered face. Her keen, pale eyes regarded me unblinkingly, just as she had since I was a baby. "That's enough to be jealous of, if you ask me. Now sit."

Feeling numb with tears in my eyes, I let Morgaine steer me to the stool set before the looking glass. Once I was seated, Morgaine reached for the boar bristle brush on my vanity table. While she hummed and passed it through my dark, curly hair, I stared at my reflection.

I was puffy-eyed, my nose and cheeks still red from crying. In spite of my new gown of gold-embroidered white satin, I looked nothing like a bride on her wedding day.

Sure, Lord Leftcrook was a rich landowner. But he also hadn't emerged from Bleakhearth Castle in thirty years. It was why Father allowed our servants to hunt on his land. He'd thought they wouldn't get caught.

Well, they had.

Lord Leftcrook's knights had dragged them all the way back to the castle, where they finally set eyes upon the mythical lord. The first words out of poor Richard's mouth when asked to describe the landowner were not "rich" nor "handsome" nor "kind," but monster.

So not only was Lord Leftcrook old, he was a cursed beast.

And he demanded reparations for the slaughtered stag and desecration of his land. Lord Leftcrook required one of Father's daughters. With Merilla and Elina betrothed to others, that had left only me.

* * *
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We rode half a day from my childhood estate to Bleakhearth Castle. By the time we passed through its iron gate, it was sundown. Not having eaten since my morning meal, hunger clawed at my stomach like a fox burrowing through its den.

"Here we are," Father said, bringing the wagon to a stop. The castle loomed above us, black as a bat and tall as a mountain. Father regarded the dark façade and actually gulped. "I wonder if..."

Suddenly, the great oaken door creaked open, and a dark figure emerged. My heart lodged itself in my throat as I wondered if it was him. The Beast.

The figure descended the steps, and I found that it wasn’t my future husband, but actually an elderly steward.

My ribs ached against my corset as I allowed myself a breath of relief.

"Douglas Smith, at your service, the steward said, addressing me rather than Father. "I will have the servants unload your wagon. If you would come with me—"

"Won't the lord emerge to greet his father-in-law?" Father said.

Douglas fixed Father with a vacant stare. "Why, of course not. Lord Leftcrook never emerges from the castle."

While he spoke, three old manservants crept out from behind the oaken door and came down the stone steps towards our wagon.

"S-surely he would at least meet me," Father blubbered as the first manservant dragged one of my trunks out of the wagon.

"Surely, you do not presume to dictate Lord Leftcrook's actions at his own estate," Douglas said icily.

When I looked at Father's face, I was shocked to see how defeated he seemed. He was pale under the brim of his riding hat. His thick, gray eyebrows cinched together. "Then...give me a moment to say goodbye to my daughter."

Douglas's face was a neutral mask. "Please do so quickly. My lord is an impatient man."

Father sighed. He reached for my hand. When he turned his gaze upward, his eyes glimmered with tears. My heart clenched. I'd never seen him cry before.

"Arabella." His voice broke as he began. "I'm so sorry this is happening to you. The punishment should've been mine alone to bear."

He lowered his face. His hands trembled around mine. I could hear the weight of his pain in his hollow, ragged breaths, and I felt a deep pang of sympathy for him. The Beast had dealt my poor father the cruelest punishment of all.

I have to be strong for him, I finally decided. I placed my hands on Father's shoulders and kissed him on both cheeks.

"I would do anything for our family, Father," I said.

"Milady?" Douglas interjected. "It's time."

Father sighed. "Forgive me, Arabella."

I patted his hand. Of course I forgive you, I would have said. But Douglas kept tugging on my sleeve, so the most I could manage was, "Of course."

Douglas helped me down from the wagon, and Father took the reins up in his hands. He gave me one last look, and I was instantly seized by a crippling wave of homesickness.

"Promise to write?" I blurted out anxiously.

"Of course, my darling. I'll send word once I've reached home." He snapped his reins.

With the sun setting in the distance, I said my last goodbye to Father while standing in the shadow of the castle that was to become my prison.

* * *
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The castle was just as dark and cold on the inside as it was on the outside. I found that for myself as I followed Douglas through its drafty halls. Only a few feeble sconces lit the way. I kept pace as best as I could, my feet aching in silk slippers, my hands holding my skirts high above the damp stone floor.

"After tonight, you will be the new Lady Leftcrook," Douglas said.

We reached the end of the hallway, which fed into a staircase that twisted up into a stone tower. Douglas led the way, his joints cracking with each step.

"A priest awaits in the bedchamber to perform the marriage rites," he continued.

My heart skipped a beat at the word bedchamber. It hit me all at once just then. I'm going to marry the Beast. The Beast is going to take me to bed...

My heart pounded harder and harder as I climbed each step, going round and round a tower that seemed to know no end. Douglas's solemn presence offered no comfort, so I was absolutely alone. By the time we reached the top of the tower, I was blotting the tears off my face with my sleeves.

There was only one door in the top of the tower. Douglas opened it and beckoned me into the well-lit room beyond.

"Ladies first," he said without a hint of irony.

Sniffling, I clamped my arms around myself and crept into the room. My eyes raced around, barely taking in the furnishings, and finally landed on the robed, elderly priest. He was standing beside a dark, massive figure.

My heart clenched in my chest. The Beast! I thought. I finally felt brave enough to take a look.

The moment I set eyes upon him, I burst into tears.

Douglas shut the door behind himself with a loud clang. "Shall we get started, my lord?" I heard him say as I sobbed into my hands.

"Get her to stand over there, please," commanded another man's voice. I assumed it was the priest's.

Gentle hands urged me several steps forward and forced me to pivot to my left. At that moment, I could sense that there was a presence beside me.

"Here," a gravelly, growling voice rumbled. There was a tug on my sleeve. I opened my eyes just in time to see a set of furry, clawed fingers dropping a handkerchief into my hand.

My heart lurched as I realized I'd been handed something by the Beast himself. Regardless, I couldn't forget my manners.

"Thank you," I said, and I proceeded to bury my face for the entirety of my wedding.

I sniffled into the handkerchief, barely able to hear the priest as he read the sacred rites. When he asked who would bear witness to the union, Douglas coughed dryly.

"I shall be the witness," he said.

"Very well," the priest said. "Do you, Lord Sebastian Philippe Evans of Leftcrook, take Arabella Tansy Little to be your wife?"

The floorboards creaked as the Beast shifted his weight. "I do," he rumbled in his horrific, gruff voice. I imagined it was what a bear's voice would sound like if bears could talk. It was jagged and deep enough to vibrate in my bones. Hearing it made my stomach clench.

"And do you, Arabella Tansy Little, take this...m-man to be your beloved husband?"

It felt as if
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