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Prologue

 


The sun set on a beautiful town just
beside a large, shadow-filled forest. Gaston was the sexiest man in
said small town. He met an equally stunning woman that always had
her face in a book, Belle. At first Gaston found it endearing, and
he expected her to accept his marriage proposal. He was rich, so
why wouldn’t a woman want to accept?

But Belle
did reject
him.

She found herself in love with another
man. Not a man. A beast. One that lived in the deepest, darkest
shadows of the forest. No one rejected Gaston. No one. In a rage,
he lied to the other villagers about a beast that hunted them from
afar. With torches and pitchforks they trampled through the brush,
and deep in the dark forest they found the beast’s lair. A castle
of all things, furnished with odd creatures that talked and fought
back. Gaston hadn’t expected the battle to be so hard. But he had
no quarrel with the cursed beings inside the dusty castle. It was
their master he would destroy.

When Gaston confronted the beast high
in that tower, he was overwhelmed with jealousy. The moment his
foot slipped and he tilted, unable to catch his balance … it was as
if the envy had been snuffed out. By then it was already too late
for him. He fell.

And fell.

And fell.

But Gaston did not die.

It was a tree branch that hit his
flailing limbs instead of the ground. Then another and another
until he landed with a roll on the hard ground. Both his body and
spirit were broken as he lay there. That had been his first
miracle, surviving that fall. The second was that the wolves
notorious for this area weren’t drawn to his blood. He would die
slowly but in peace. The third miracle came nearly an hour later,
when Lefou ran past him fleeing the castle. That man was a bug
beneath Gaston’s shoe all these years but loyal no matter how badly
he was treated. Lefou had followed him like a puppy, unconcerned
with his own safety. The man considered them friends, maybe even
brothers, but Gaston hadn’t bothered to even learn Lefou’s last
name.

“I’m so sorry, my friend.”
Gaston repeated the words over and over.

“I’ve got you.” Lefou
smiled, showing dirty and broken teeth. He dragged the injured man
as best he could. Gaston was nearly three times the size of such a
short man who spent most of his day figuring out
finances.

“I’m so sorry,” Gaston
muttered again and again as Lefou hauled him further from the
smoking castle. The forest closed in around them. He’d always found
this place mysterious and dangerous yet beautiful. Now, it was
ominous. The shadows held sounds that made his skin prickle. “Leave
me. Leave me, Lefou, and run.”

Loyalty should have been his middle
name.

He remained with Gaston, using all his
strength to slide him along the hard forest floor inch by inch. The
growls came soon after. It seemed the wolves would find them
despite the earlier hope. Gaston closed his eyes as one grabbed his
leg. Those fangs bit into his flesh, gouging deeper. A scream
ripped from Gaston’s throat like the wolf ripped at his skin. He
slapped at the creature with his hands, but it was useless. His
body was too broken.

Lefou, brave man that he was, ran at
the wolf. The crazy bastard actually screamed and attacked. How had
he gathered so much bravery? They started a battle of growls and
retreats. By the end, Lefou had lost two fingers, and when another
wolf arrived, he was tackled.

Gaston couldn’t watch.

He rolled over and crawled as best he
could, his fingers digging into the soil. His one functioning leg
pushed against trees and any purchase he could find. He was
breathless as he tumbled down a small hill covered with mud. The
stuff coated him thoroughly as he skidded to a stop at the bottom.
Using giant handfuls, he scraped whatever mud he could reach onto
his bleeding flesh. When the first growl rang out Gaston lowered to
the ground and closed his eyes. The wolves were now full, from
eating Lefou, a terrible fact that would ultimately save Gaston’s
life. They were lazy, and the mud covered up most of his
scent.

Soon, Gaston was alone again with the
dark forest alive around him.

He didn’t know how much time passed.
Rain started to fall. Gaston kept crawling, dragging himself
through the forest like a giant snail. When he pulled himself
through the edge of trees and saw the wide farmland that led to the
village a smile lingered on his lips. It wasn’t long until a
villager spotted him. He was placed on a cart, wheeled to the
village healer and spent weeks recovering. Not just the broken
bones and the wound in his legs but the sickness that swept over
his body. Infection, they called it.

Lefou was never recovered.

The villagers sulked from the battle
lost, and a story spread about the forest and the castle within.
One filled with dark delights and sexy beasts. It was all
poppycock, but Gaston listened as the healer spoke to him. Day
after day, he was the only one that would. The other villagers
didn’t blame only the beast in the castle or the daydreaming girl
that now lived there. They also condemned Gaston, and all he could
do was agree.

As his body was damaged by sickness,
the Gaston who had gone into that forest died and was reborn. Sweat
poured from his skin as the fever ravaged, and the wounds, though
healing, would leave him with a limp. He knew, staring out the
small window into the night sky that he would survive.

The moment he was whole he’d march
himself through those woods, into that castle, and beg for
forgiveness. He vowed that, one day, Belle and the Beast would call
him friend.


Chapter One

 


Two years
later…

“The beast”, the name made
the man cringe. He was no longer furry and grotesque looking. His
brown hair was cut and combed. The blue of his eyes matched the
blue shirt that was tucked neatly into his breeches. Adam, once
known as “the beast” was now a man. A normal, rich, lonely man. He
stared into the mirror for as long as he dared before taking a deep
breath. Despite the curse being lifted some magic still remained,
this mirror being one of them. “Show me Belle.” He whispered the
words. Adam didn’t want to see, but he needed to know when she was
coming home.

Adam closed his eyes when the mirror
started to swirl and change.

The first month she was
gone, he felt the pains of missing her like a wound. But when she
returned, she was not the woman he fell in love with. She’d become
cruel and possessive. Belle gathered bundles of books in the
library without telling him how she’d come by such a bounty. She
also didn’t come home alone. Belle formed an army from neighboring
villages. She paid them with his money, and then she set out for
another town. This time, she was gone for three months. Adam had
never been so lonely. When he used the mirror to see exactly what
she was doing on her trips … it broke his heart. He saw the terror
in the townspeople and the blood she spilt. His beautiful Belle had
turned into a beast of the human kind, greedy and bloodthirsty.
Adam had no idea her love of books could go so wrong so
quickly.

When she came back they’d
had an argument, a terrible shouting match that would have
certainly caused the servants to flee if there’d been any left.
Afterward, she soothed him with her body, but the pleasure didn’t
feel as good. Instead he felt hollow and beaten. Belle left again,
but this time he was glad she was gone. The woman broke his spirit
and transformed into a monster. Apparently, not all monsters had
fur and fangs. He didn’t have the heart to stop her, so he stayed
in his castle just like when he was the beast.

Adam opened his eyes and
cringed.

The mirror showed him Belle atop her
beloved Belgian draft horse, Phillipe. The creature’s brown and
white hide shined in the sunlight as it reared up. She was waiting
at the edge of the village. He’d seen this before. If the town did
not agree to give up their books she’d send in her army. They’d
take care of the villagers, steal the books, then burn the
buildings to the ground. Time after time she did so with no remorse
on her face. How could she have gotten so twisted with greed? Adam
put down the mirror and sat back in the seat. He was so depressed
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