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  Dedication




  For the beast within...




  FIRST NIGHT:


  FOUR FAIRYTALES RETOLD




  LA BELLE ROSE




  There once was a wealthy, widowed merchant who lived in splendor on an island kingdom with his six children. A doting father since the death of his wife, the merchant plied gifts upon his children. For his sons he brought sailing ships and magnificent cloaks, swords from far-off lands, and golden rings for each finger. For his daughters he brought golden drinking goblets and jewels of every size imaginable, dresses of the finest fabric and every color, and hair combs made of seashells. He loved his children immensely, and they him, showering him with kisses and embraces, conversation and merriment at every turn. The merchant’s glorious house by the sea, with its marble floors and gold and gilded velvet walls, was a happy place to be. His children lovingly tended the house and the gardens with their exquisite roses in their father’s absences, and they entertained musicians and poets and kings and queens in the hallowed halls of their grand home. Merriment and laughter, music and art filled their home. The scent of the merchant’s prize winning rose garden drifted through the manor, the blooms blessing all who passed through there with their most beautiful fragrance.




  While his three sons laughed and cavorted with kings and two of his daughters recited poetry and sang ballads to queens, the merchant’s youngest daughter spent her days in the rose gardens, tending her father’s petals with loving care and gentle urging. For days upon days the youngest daughter, Rose by name, passed her time on her hands and knees, digging in the wet earth of her father’s gardens, sowing the seeds of beauty and grace into her father’s rich-soiled ground.




  This youngest daughter was the favorite of her father, and her beauty was renowned throughout the seaside kingdom her family called home. So beautiful was she that her brothers and sisters took to calling her La Belle Rose, or Beautiful Rose, and in endearment they shortened her name to Beauty, for the youngest daughter was not only as beautiful as a spring day in her father’s rose gardens, but her heart was kind and true and she had a soft word and a compassionate thought for all who came into her domain.




  One day, during a particularly harsh storm that brought destruction to both land and sea, the merchant’s ships sank into the ocean, and with them, his fortunes. Tearfully, his daughters gave up their lavender pearls and fiery rubies, their satin dresses of every color, so that their father would save his empire—but to no avail. Gallantly, his sons gave up their horses and bejeweled swords, their velvet cloaks and golden rings, but the merchant’s riches were not to be saved. So the merchant and his sons and daughters left their fine home, took what few belongings they had left and moved to a tiny cottage at the edge of a deep, dark forest, where musicians and poets, kings and queens rarely traveled.




  The merchant and his family suffered their fate sadly, almost silently, but it was his youngest daughter, Beauty, who kept their spirits up. She cheerfully cleaned the little cottage, sent her brothers to collect water and catch deer, her sisters to knit and weave new finery, while the only garden she tended was the one with the sheep and the pigs and the water wheel of the cottage mill. At night, as her father and brothers and sisters sat quietly eating their porridge, drinking their ale, dreaming of the days they ate fresh fish and drank fine wine, Beauty sang ballads of far-off heroes and heroines; of women warriors and immortal men whose vices and sorrows always made the merchant and his children appreciate what they still had—each other.




  But every night, after she kissed her father and her brothers and her sisters goodnight, Beauty lay in her bed and thought of her beautiful roses, how much she missed them, their tender fragrance upon her lips, their beckoning necks leaning to her, touching her with their velvet tips, caressing her flesh with their very souls—and silent tears fell from her eyes as she drifted off to sleep.




  One day, the merchant received word that one of his ships had survived the grand tempest and was docked in a secluded bay on the far side of the island. The merchant was overjoyed at the news, and packed some bread and cheese in a knapsack for his journey. That night, before he left, he asked his children what gifts he could bring them.




  “Father,” cried his sons, “bring us swords of gold and gilded rubies! Bring us fine stallions the color of the deepest night! Bring us cloaks of wine velvet to keep us warm in the night wind!”




  “Dearest Father,” cried two of his daughters, “bring us jewels for each finger! Bring us dresses of spun gold and silk! Bring us gloves of the finest doeskin to keep the chill from our roughened fingers!”




  The merchant smiled and kissed his sons and two of his daughters. He then turned to Beauty. “And you, ma belle rose, what would you have me bring you?”




  Beauty turned her soft, clear brown eyes, shimmering with tears, to her father’s face. “Oh, dearest Father, bring me a single red rose, with petals so red they’re nearly black, with a fragrance so sweet it will remind me of our happy days by the sea!”




  The merchant kissed Beauty’s forehead, and pressed his feet to the horse’s flanks, waving his goodbyes as his children clung to each other in sadness over their father’s parting.




  * * * *




  The merchant rode frantically for days to reach the far-off harbor. He passed through the dark forest, with trees so dense they swallowed the light of the moon. He endured fierce winds and heavy rains so cold he couldn’t feel his fingers. His horse carried him across rough, unpolished, snow-blanketed boulders, the chill seeping into every joint, every muscle until he thought he would surely die. But the thought of his children waiting for him, warmed by the fire of their tiny hearth, kept him going until at last he reached the small harbor on the other side of the island.




  When he arrived at the port, a ghost of a ship awaited him. Sails tattered and torn, wood cracked and splintered, brass dull and bent, his once glorious ship was now nothing but a vestige of her previous glory. All of her precious cargo had been lost, and all save two of the crew.




  Bitterly disappointed, the merchant gave the two what little bread and cheese he had left in his sack, and forced his horse back up the craggy mountainside and into the dense forest.




  Three days garlanded with ominous black storm clouds went by before the merchant stopped. His horse was haggard, and the snow had begun to fall, settling in his aching bones. The merchant rode on gallantly, forcing his way past granite slabs and thick trees. The pain in his joints became so severe the merchant thought he would collapse, became lost in his mind and saw only waking dreams of his six children alone in their tiny cottage. He dreamt of his sons’ jokes and laughter, his daughters’ gentle touches, and especially of his Beauty singing into the night wind, her voice as lovely as a night bird sending its song through the darkness.




  The forest was dark and cold, and through the merchant’s delirium he began to hear the sounds of wild animals as their cries echoed off the tall trees and heavy brambles. He knew he had to be alert, and forced the weariness from his mind. Slowly coming back to his senses, the merchant opened his eyes. He gasped at what he saw. A wide gate of deepest jet-black iron greeted him. The gate was so high and the merchant so frozen he couldn’t tilt his head back far enough to see just how high the spirals went.




  The sound of a wolf pack in the near distance sent a stab of cold fear into his heart. He was too weak to fight off a pack of hungry wolves in the dead cold of winter. His hands shook as he brought them to the spires of the gate. “P-p-please...” He could barely form a whisper. “P-please...”.




  The merchant was sure he could hear the footfalls of the pack crunching into the snow. He imagined the beasts—long, lean, and ravenous, a chorus of hunt songs charged upon the wind.




  The merchant’s horse was growing restless, for the animal knew the sounds of wolves closing in on their prey.




  “I pray to the heavens,” the merchant whispered, tears frozen in his eyes, “do not let me die here, alone in the forest, without the love of my children beside me...”




  A grating noise forced the merchant’s eyes wide. The gate had swung open, and the snow began to fall harder. The merchant didn’t have to do much prodding for his horse to move along, and once they were a safe distance from the gate, the great iron barricade swung shut, the sound of its movement drowning out the sounds of the nearing wolf pack.




  The merchant rode further along the snow-covered path. In front of him, deep, thick briars covered what he surmised to have been a beautiful garden. Once glorious statues were now covered by dark vines and dusted by the heavy snow. Magically, as the merchant moved along, the path seemed to clear for him, brambles and untended hedges seeming to fall away at his approach, until he came upon a great castle in the center of the gardens.




  The merchant gasped at the sight. Great stone spires loomed skyward and out of view, and from dark-spired recesses ugly stone gargoyles leered contemptuously at him. Here and there, the merchant saw vast glass windows the colors of every jewel imaginable, yet oddly darkened and foreboding. His horse stopped at a stone archway, then abruptly collapsed in a heap at the steps of the castle. The merchant was dropped to the ground. Painfully, he looked up and saw light shining through a window in shades of scarlet, amethyst, emerald, and amber.




  The archway door opened slowly, and the merchant disentangled himself from his horse. “What enchantment is this?” he muttered. The joints and bones in his arms and legs ached, his fingers were stiff as they clenched at the collar of his thin cloak. The merchant walked inside, the snapping sound of a roaring fire calling to him. He strode down a marble walkway toward the promise of the blaze. A huge banquet hall greeted him, fire crackling and hot just beyond a long table. Upon the table sat steaming meats, what had to be mulled wine, and silvery soup. The merchant sat, and began to eat.




  Exquisite! My host must be a descendant of kings!




  After he’d eaten, the merchant sat close to the fire. Warmth from the hearth and from the wine filled him, and he drifted to sleep, dreaming ahead to the days when his children and their children would gather around him, listening to the story of how he came upon an enchanted castle in the middle of a dense forest.




  * * * *




  In the morning, the merchant woke. Warmth seeped through him, and he knew it was time to resume his journey. So he wandered the castle, searching for his host so that he might thank him for his kindness and hospitality. He came upon room after room, filled with dust and age. “Hullo!” he shouted into the vast recesses of the once glorious castle. Only the sounds of his footfalls upon the marble floors greeted him. An eternal winter must seep through the walls of this castle. He walked further through the immense halls.




  The merchant passed through the halls and came to a window. He rubbed his eyes in disbelief. Outside, in the garden, amongst the heavy snow and dark brambles, a rose garden was blooming, standing straight and tall in the darkest part of winter. The merchant made his way out to the garden. The fragrance of the roses beset him, and he began to weep, for the scent reminded him of his youngest daughter, his Beauty. In the middle of the garden was a bush whose petals seemed to call him forward. With shimmering eyes the merchant looked upon deep red petals, so dark they were almost black at the tips. His hand shook as he reached for the rose. Anticipation of his children’s bitter disappointment on his empty-handed return gnawed at his heart. At least he would be able to bring Beauty back the gift she’d so desired. His Beauty, his angel child, with her deep, doelike velvet eyes and touch of magic roses...




  “Ungrateful wretch!”




  A blunt force assaulted the merchant. Pain shot through his entire body, and he moved his hand to his face. Blood covered his fingers. He turned toward the sound of the thundering, bellowing voice that chilled his bones, but could only see a blurred, hulking shape coming toward him. He blinked his vision clear, and gasped with horror at what he saw.




  A enormous, hairy man-beast towered over him, eyes blazing red, great sharp horns of purest ivory jutting from its head. The creature’s raw, wild rage enfolded the merchant in a dark, stifling cloak as the monster advanced. “This is how you repay my kindness?” the voice snarled in his ear, claws tearing at his flesh, spittle falling upon the merchant’s face.




  Terrified, the merchant cowered at the Beast’s feet. “Oh please, sir, do not hurt me! I only—”




  “You only what?” the Beast roared, breath like the fires of hell at the merchant’s head.




  “Th-the...” the merchant stammered, “...my daughter...I was thinking of my daughter. This rose...this is what she asked for, the only thing she asked for while my other children begged for jewels and gold and velvet...” And in trembling tones the merchant related his sad story to the Beast.




  “I see,” the Beast hissed in the merchant’s ear. “You were a fool who spent lavishly and lost your fortune. I have no compassion for you. But for your daughter—that is another tale.” With his claws, the Beast picked up the merchant by his thin cloak. “This rose you have plucked was my most precious possession. And now, with one thoughtless gesture, with one piteous cry, you take from me what I love most, after I saved you from the tearing of your still-living flesh, the gnawing on your still-breathing bones, the drinking of your still-steaming blood by my wolves? After sheltering and warming you, this is how you repay my kindness?”




  The merchant was weak with terror, his feet dangling over the snowy ground. “Please, good sir,” he cried, “my daughter is the most precious thing to me! I saw the rose and thought of her—”




  The Beast’s face was in the merchant’s, blood-red eyes glowing like living embers of hell. “I will save your miserable life for a trade, merchant man. You are a trading man, so a trade must be made. One precious life for another. You may take this rose from me, the rose of my heart, the beauty of my life, and in her place bring me the Beauty of your life!”




  “No!” the merchant cried. “Not my Beauty!”




  “A life for a life!” the Beast thundered, his breath excruciating on the merchant’s face. “Or you will die, ripped apart bone by bone, muscle by muscle, by my pets! And your children’s bones cleaned by the teeth of my wolves, splintered to pick the meat of their flesh out from my teeth! But your Beauty will be the sacrifice you make for your miserable life! And by her sacrifice, by serving your penance, you and your other children will be spared!!” He threw the merchant across the courtyard, and the merchant squeezed shut his eyes in terrible pain.




  “No...” the merchant moaned, closing his eyes against the agony surrounding him. “Not my Beauty.” The wind swirled and cut him with its merciless coldness.




  And then, there was silence...




  * * * *




  “Father!”




  “Oh, dearest Father, you’re alive! Oh, Father, open your eyes!”




  “Father? It’s Roland. Can you hear me?”




  “Father?”




  The merchant opened his eyes. All around him were his children, their faces filled with anxiety.




  “Father?” The soft voice of his beloved daughter, Beauty, was music in his ears. “Father, there’s a look of terror in your eyes. Oh, Father,” she gathered the merchant into her arms, “our prayers have been answered! You’re home!”




  The merchant reached and touched the faces of his daughters and sons. When he looked at Beauty, and reached to touch her face, the thorn of a deep, red, velvety rose stuck his finger. “No!” he cried, opening his hand to find the cursed rose there.




  And he told his children what had happened to him, of the journey to the frozen shore, of the wolf pack after his flesh, then the enchanted castle, the rose in the garden, and the Beast’s vicious demands. His children fell silent, his sons angry, his daughters stunned. Only Beauty remained calm. “Dearest Father,” she whispered, “you’re so cold and so weak. I cannot bear to see you suffering so. What curse the Beast has placed upon you has worked its dark magic already. The light in your eyes has faded. You are dying. I must go to the castle of the Beast.”




  “No!” cried her father and her brothers and her sisters.




  Tears filled her eyes as Beauty reached for the rose in her father’s hand. “I will love you all forever...” she whispered, grasping the stem of the rose and her father’s hand at the same time.




  Wind swirled around her. Timeless music, ancient and weary, filled her eyes as tears clouded her vision. She felt as if she were floating, and fainted from the spinning in her head.




  * * * *




  When she awoke, Beauty was laying at the foot of great pink and gray marble steps. She stood, bracing her hand upon the golden handrail.




  “You are beautiful,” a kind voice said to her.




  Beauty turned and saw an enormous hulking figure standing in the shadows. Her hand flew to her mouth.




  “Your name is but a mere pittance compared to your true self,” the voice continued.




  Beauty’s eyes narrowed slightly. “Come out of the darkness, where I might see you clearly,” she whispered.




  “Do not fear me, dear Beauty,” the voice whispered, kindness lacing the quiet tone.




  “I fear what I cannot see,” said Beauty softly.




  The Beast stepped out of the shadows.




  Beauty’s scream died in her throat. He towered over her, long black hair flowing from hands and face. Two horns the size of Beauty’s arms jutted out and curled into the space above his head. The gaze from eyes as clear as the midwinter daylight sky bored into hers. His mouth was curled into a snarl, and long, jagged teeth were only partly concealed behind broad, black lips. His body, shaped like a man’s but huge, was covered in sumptuous black velvet and white silk. Thick, shiny, black boots encased his enormous feet and the ground seemed to tremble beneath Beauty’s feet as he stepped toward her. “Beauty, dear child, I will not hurt you,” said the Beast. “Come. A gown of soft red velvet awaits you, and a meal of the finest venison and mulled wine will warm the terror from your bones.” He held out his clawed hand toward her.




  His voice was soft, and the scent of rose petals filled the air between them. Light drifted into the castle through luminous stained-glass windows, bathing them in rays of colors Beauty had never imagined. Blinking the tears from her eyes, forcing the fear from her bones, Beauty placed her hand upon the Beast’s and let him lead her up the great marble staircase and into the dark folds of the jewel-lit castle.




  * * * *




  Dressed head to toe in fine wine-colored velvet, her luxurious, deep black hair pulled back in jeweled combs made from sea shells, Beauty found her appetite was ravenous. She ate spiced meats and drank sweet wine. The Beast entertained her with stories of magic and myth, of brave men and warrior women from other lands, with tales of fairies and witches and enchantments far older than time itself. Beauty found herself growing accustomed to his gentle manner, which was in sharp contrast to his terrifying appearance. The Beast had even persuaded her to sing for him, and she cradled the golden lute in her soft hands, and sang a song about a lonely man whose children had left him to die in the craggy rocks. Beauty’s tear-stained voice shook when she finished the haunting melody, her voice fading to nothing. When silence fell around them like snow falling on trees, Beauty began to think about her father and her brothers and her sisters, and in a small, choked voice, asked the Beast if she might retire.




  * * * *




  Released from his presence, Beauty drifted upstairs, tiredness creeping into her, grief and weariness settling in her bones. Tears streamed down her cheeks as she moved into the sumptuous bedroom, velvet curtains closed to shut out the night’s dangers. If she listened carefully, hard, she could hear the sounds of the wolves in their packs as they prowled the outer vestiges of the tangled castle.




  The nightstand next to the bed held a small comfort for her. Dressed in delicate lace and heavy red velvet, a small candle placed in the center of the table lit the space by the bed. Next to the candle, Beauty saw the tender petals of a deep, red bloom. She moved to the bed, and sat. The rose was the only thing connecting her to her father, and its fragrance filled her, haunted her with the knowledge that she would never see her family again.




  She held the petals to her lips, and the fragrance drifted around her, filling the room. Still holding the rose in her hand, Beauty slipped out of her velvet gown and between the soft sheets, to discover they smelled of roses too. The Beast had been kind in preparing her room, but the fragrance of the soft petals only heightened Beauty’s melancholy.




  The Beast had indeed been kind to her, his words low and tender and full of comfort, but Beauty’s tears slid down her face as she thought of the lavish meal that appeared magically at the table. Her memory of the wonderful odor of wild game roasted with onions and herbs teased alongside the scent of the rose petals. Beauty felt comforted suddenly, her mind not on her father and family but on the sumptuous meal she’d shared with the Beast, and his gentle, soft voice inquiring politely of her well-being, and of her likes and dislikes, her favorite childhood memories...




  Beauty’s eyes snapped open. Something soft and feathery, a small, light touch like velvet upon her skin traced its way up her leg, starting from her toes to her calves, and up her thighs. Startled at the sensations she was feeling, and at the thought of something in her room, she sat up suddenly, peering in the darkened corners. She could see nothing.




  “Hush now, dearest Beauty,” a gentle voice, barely heard, said in her ear. “Just lay back.”




  The trailing touch continued, and Beauty’s heart began to race. “Who...who are you?”




  The tickling continued, up her thigh, to her belly, dancing its velvety edges along the curves and planes of her hips, up her chest and resting upon her breasts. Her breathing was becoming difficult as the strange sensations filled her. The scent of a thousand roses filled her, and something smooth circled her nipples in the darkness. She gasped softly at the shudders that began to tremor through her. The gentle caress continued, her nipples hardening instantly. “Allow yourself to feel pleasure, my love,” the voice purred, catlike, in her ear. “Feel the soft edges and velvet planes slide across you.”




  The soft petals left her breasts and moved across her belly in the darkness. Beauty began to move instinctively toward the petals, her body aching for the silken touch against her nakedness. The petals moved down her belly and to the tender flesh at her thighs. “Open yourself to the pleasure, my love. Open yourself to me...”




  Beauty gasped as the petals extended from the top of her thighs to the sensitive secretness inside. Over and over, the petals stroked her flesh until an aching emptiness pounded at the place her legs came together. Her breasts, full and swollen, ached with the desire to be touched. “Ahhh...” she whimpered in her throat.




  “That’s it, my love,” the voice continued, as the petals continued their gentle movements. “That feels wonderful, does it not?”




  Mindless to the movements of her body and responding through only instinct, Beauty’s hips moved up and down, slowly, writhing in an old, old rhythm. She gripped the edges of the satin sheets between her fingers as more petals caressed her hard nipples. “What...” she breathed, her voice sucked in her throat. “What...enchant-enchantment is this?” Her voice was a startled little cry that hung in the air.




  “An ancient enchantment, my love,” the voice answered her, surrounding her with warmth. “More ancient than you know.”




  Beauty’s legs convulsed madly, her hips pushing at the touch of the petals.




  “That’s it, my love,” the voice continued. “Oh, my Beauty, you are so lovely. Your soft, tender skin begs to be touched. You like to be touched, do you not, my love?”




  Beauty could only nod as the maddening dance of the petals continued.




  “Show me, my love. Show me where you want to be touched.”




  In her frenzy, Beauty gasped. “I-I-I cannot...” But she whimpered for more.




  “Oh,” the voice continued, continuing his assault upon her senses, “you can, and you will, my love. Show me. Show me how to touch you, how to pleasure you. Where do you want me to touch you?”




  Instinctively, Beauty’s hands rose to her breasts. She rubbed the flat side of her palms along the hard pearls of her nipples, squeezing. Petals moved up her belly and to her breasts, stroking, pressing, rubbing. “Ohhhh...” she breathed.




  “Where else, my love? Where else do you want to be touched?”




  “Nooo...” Beauty moaned, her breathing ragged.




  “Where do you want to be touched? Where do you ache the most for the touch of the petals, the velvet upon you? Show me...”




  Beauty’s hand, guided by instinct, moved down her breasts to her belly, and further below. She slid a finger into the aching emptiness of the slippery cleft between her legs. She gasped at the sliding movements her fingers made. Pressing against her skin, against the hard nub, she began to move her fingers across the slick mound, up and down, up and down, up and down until her body began to writhe harder on the satin. Fingers pried her open to the touch of her shadowed lover, and the petals of the rose stroked the swollen mound, pressing against her fingers, hard and soft at the same time. A slow, tortuous heat was embedded in her belly and spread like wildfire across her legs and breasts. Her knees and hips bucked in the air against some unseen force and moisture spread across her fingers and ran down her hands. She lay on the sheets, moaning, her chest heaving and rising in the darkness, her body convulsing in quick, tearing movements...




  * * * *




  She opened her eyes. Pale, golden rivulets of sunshine spread into her room between the crack of velvet and wood at the window. She looked down at her breasts, full and tender. The velvet gown was underneath her, ribbons unlaced, buttons freed, and hooks opened. Her body trembled in the deepening morning light and she moved her hand to cover herself. She heard a rustling on the sheets next to her, and from her hand dropped a long-stemmed rose whose petals were so red they were almost black. Picking up the rose, she laid the petals to her lips. They were soft, velvet, and cool, and the fragrance of the bloom filled her nostrils. Her hands moved to the flat plains of her belly, caressing smooth skin until she fell asleep, naked, in the morning’s sunshine.




  * * * *




  Later that morning, as Beauty sat upon the hearth in front of a roaring fire, the Beast inquired if she would like to see his rose garden. Beauty’s heart lit, and she took the Beast’s outstretched claw. The pads of his hands were warm and soft against her long, slender hand. “Did you sleep well, my Beauty?”




  Beauty accepted the deep blue velvet cape he placed around her shoulders. “I did, Beast, but I had the most...extraordinary...dreams.”




  “This castle is known for its enchantments,” the Beast said, his voice soft and low.




  Beauty looked at him, into his eyes. “Yes, Beast, my dreams...told me that.”




  The Beast led her out into the winter’s breath of morning. Beyond the great marble courtyard and lost amidst the shadows of trees and brambles, a light shone. They came upon the most glorious sight Beauty had ever seen. A rose garden, filled with every bloom and every fragrance imaginable, seemed alive in spring in the middle of the bleak winter surrounding it. The fragrance of the roses was too sweet, almost too much for Beauty to bear. She told the Beast of her father’s rose garden at the glorious house by the ocean, and how she lovingly tended her father’s garden day in and day out, until the merchant lost his house and Beauty had to leave her beautiful buds and blooms behind.




  “My garden needs a woman’s hand,” the Beast said softly, “my roses are my life, a thing of beauty that takes my breath away. Until I saw you. Beauty reflects Beauty, and I can picture you here in the garden amongst the petals, your hands stroking and feeding the cherished blooms with tender, aching care.”




  Beauty knelt at the foot of the largest bush. The blooms were the deepest red color, so dark they were almost black at the edges. She reached out toward the petals. The flower trembled at her touch, as if aching for the softness of her hand upon its silken folds. “Oh, Beast,” she whispered, “they are more beautiful than any flower I have ever seen...”




  The Beast reached out with his hand, and dropped a few fallen petals on Beauty’s lap. “Everything I have is yours, dearest Beauty. These gardens are yours. See how the petals ache for your touch.” His voice was low in his throat, almost a growl.




  Beauty turned and looked at him. “It was no dream, was it?” she whispered.




  A soft wind, like the whisper of a spring rainstorm, a promise of hope, blew across the garden. Petals swirled up from the wet earth and floated toward Beauty in a gentle whirlwind. The fragrance of the petals was so overpowering that Beauty lost her sense of time. Suddenly, she was laying on her back, exposed upon the folds of her deep velvet cloak, warm in the winds of spring, rose petals dancing across her seared flesh. The throbbing between her legs grew stronger and she could feel wetness slide from inside of her down her beautiful, silken thighs.




  “Your skin is like the petals...soft, resilient, and aching for a touch,” the Beast whispered in her ear. His clawed hands reached up to the bodice of her dress, resting upon her breasts. He flicked a furred thumb over her covered nipple, over and over, until her breathing became labored. “My love, my Beauty, this is how you were meant to be...strewn upon rose petals in the warmth of spring...”




  A ragged sigh escaped Beauty’s lips as her head fell back, exposing the taut, luminous skin at her throat. She moaned in pleasure as the Beast’s lips found the tiny pulsepoint, scorching a trail from her neck to the hollow of her throat. He nuzzled the sensitive skin in the valley where her breasts came together. Reaching up with one clawed finger, he tore at the laces of her bodice, and it came undone, her breasts tumbling, full and ripe, out into the warm air.




  Beauty was only vaguely aware of soft velvet at her back, but achingly aware of the emptiness between her legs. His touch on her was maddening and her entire body seemed engulfed in flames. “Where,” he growled against the valley of her cleavage, “would you like me to touch you, my love?”




  She realized she was naked under him. His dense, black fur was coarse and long against her, and her nipples rubbed against him, hard and tight. “Oh,” she gasped, her hands settling upon them.




  The Beast brushed her hands away and set his sharp teeth upon the soft curves of her breasts, upon the hardness of her nipples. He sucked at her hungrily, tongue flicking over the hard buds, grazing and teasing. “You like it when I suck on you, don’t you, my love?” he growled against her.




  Her head rolled back on rose petals strewn about the cloak. “Yes...” she cried out. “P-please...”




  The Beast trailed kisses down her ribs, across her belly, and to the silken inner part of her thighs. Wrapping his clawed hands around each of her thighs, he pressed his face into her dripping pussy, his tongue probing into the slick folds, and up until he reached her hard nub. Her hips flung up into the air, and the Beast snaked one arm around her, pinning her to the cloak, forcing sensation and pushing her agony further. “Oh, my love, my Beauty, you taste so good,” his voice rumbled against her slickness, “you’re so hot and wet...” She almost screamed as his agile tongue thrust inside of her, plunging with long, strong movements. The hard tusks at his head scratched at her nipples. His nose rubbed her clit as his tongue snaked inside of her. He lapped up her juices hungrily. The more he sucked, the more of her smoky wetness she gave him to taste.




  Her hands clawed in torment at the cloak below her. She tried to buck toward his writhing tongue, but his hold on her was too strong, too merciless. He redoubled his assault with iron strength, pinning his face in her fiery flesh. His tongue snaked ever onward, pressing against the tiny membranes deep within, guarding her maidenhood. He snarled against her in satisfaction. “I want to see you touch yourself, my love. Feel your full, luscious breasts in your hands...” He pressed his face further, his hair scratching the sensitive skin of her inner thighs. “Squeeze your nipples, hard...”




  She did as he commanded, her hands moving up to the swollen, smooth skin of her breasts. She stroked and squeezed herself, pinching her nipples between her fingers. She writhed in agony against his face, but his grip on her was like a vice. She began to feel herself splinter from the inside out, shards of immense pleasure wracking outward and through her entire body. Her hips bucked against his face as he sucked, bit, pushed, pulled, laved, and finally flattened his tongue against her engorged clit. Shattering orgasms washed over her, drenching her in pure sensation and fire as she stiffened her body and came, juices running down and filling his face with her woman’s scent.




  She lay on the cloak, her entire body numbed with new sensations, molten fire coursing through her veins. The Beast laid his head upon her belly. “Oh, my Beauty,” he whispered, seemingly almost unable to speak. Still trembling from her climax, Beauty’s eyes were squeezed shut, her face tormented and pained. The Beast growled in satisfaction, and reached down, placing one furred finger inside her hot, dripping sheath. Beauty gasped under him at this latest invasion. “And I mean to watch you again as the stricken look overtakes your lovely face...” He rested his cheek upon her belly so he could see her furrowed brow, her swollen lips. Her liquid insides sucked greedily at his finger. With his thumb, he began stroking her tight clit.




  “Ohhhh....” Beauty groaned. Her hands pushed at his head. “Oh, Beast, please...I cannot bear it...”




  “Oh, you’ll bear it, my love,” the Beast growled against her belly, “because I say you will.” He slipped another finger inside her, stopping just below the membranes of her maidenhood. Pressing against her devouring sheath, he pumped his fingers inside her until she was writhing on the ground in complete surrender. He drove her over the edge of abandonment and she came, hard, shrieking against his hand embedded inside of her, as a warm spring rain and thousands of rose petals fell in unison with the pounding of her heart upon her sparkling skin.




  * * * *




  And so they passed their days, Beauty tending the garden lovingly with her gentle touch, and at night the Beast would come to her room, driving her over and over into unimaginable bliss, using just his lips, teeth, nose, and hands. As they lay together upon her bed strewn with rose petals and velvet and lace, the firelight dancing upon her naked body, she would sing to the Beast in a voice reserved for that of a lover. Her songs took on new dimensions, new yearning, and her deep, brown, doelike eyes burned with a passion she never knew she had. And in the late afternoons, before they supped on mulled wine, fine meats and fragrant herbs, luscious vegetables grown from the gardens with Beauty’s gentle urging, they would dance to songs the Beast had composed in honor of the gracious and lovely Beauty, whose bed he would not leave until dawn.




  * * * *




  And so time flew on in their enchantment, until Beauty rarely thought of her father and her brothers and her sisters and her life before the Beast. His kindness and his eliciting of her passion endeared him to her, and a sense of calmness and satisfaction overcame her.




  One day, as Beauty tended her roses, a new bud sprung and she called for the Beast. He came immediately, and Beauty touched his furred cheek softly. “Look, my Beast, the new buds have sprouted. Spring is here, not just in our little garden, but around the world as well.”




  The Beast’s teeth flashed in a smile. “It is your hand, my Beauty,” he replied, and then knelt before her, taking her hand in his and kissing it.




  Beauty shook her head. “Oh, Beast, do not kneel before me. All the garden needed was a woman’s touch, a touch of love.”




  “It was what I needed as well,” the Beast said softly, looking up into Beauty’s eyes. “Oh, my Beauty, my life is complete since you have come here. Would you make it more complete and be my wife?”




  Beauty’s mouth fell open in shock. “Your...wife?”




  The Beast nodded. “My wife. I love you dearly, my Beauty, and surely cannot imagine my life without you.”




  Beauty’s eyes welled with tears. “Oh, Beast,” she began, and took her hands from his, “I do love you, but I fear I cannot marry you. You are a Beast and I a woman. It would be against God’s laws, and I cannot.”




  Sorrow filled the Beast’s hairy face, and his head hung low. “I release you then, my Beauty,” he whispered.




  Beauty looked at him as tears froze in her eyes. “What? What say you?”




  “Your...your father is ill, Beauty. He calls for you in his fevers. Your brothers and sisters are at their wits’ end. Every night they beg God in their prayers for your safe return. I have no hold on you.” He turned, his cloak moving in the breeze, revealing a trunk laden with gold and jewels. “Take this as a gift to your family. And take this,” he took a gold and ruby ring from his finger, “as my gift to you. If you ever need me, turn the ring and think of me.” His voice trembled as if his heart would break into a thousand pieces. “Remember, my Beauty, I shall love you forever.”




  Before she could utter a word, the wind swirled, carrying rose petals and leaves and sparkling stars in a dance around her. Beauty felt dizzy and closed her eyes. When next she opened them, she found herself standing in front of her family’s cottage.




  Her sisters and brothers cried out when they saw her, and ran to her, showering her with kisses. “Oh, how resplendent you are!” her sisters cried, touching her velvet gown and seashell combs.




  “The vision of perfection!” her brothers cried.




  The kissed and embraced her over and over, and took her inside to see their father. The merchant lay in his bed, weak, gray, bent. The sight of his youngest daughter filled him with joy, and for the first time in many a day, he was able to walk from his bed to the hearth.




  Her family asked her many questions. “Did he mistreat you? Was he unkind? Did he hurt you?”




  And Beauty replied, “He was kind from the beginning, he never mistreated me, and he cared for my well-being.”




  She showed them the trunk laden with gold and jewels. “Now we can return to our house by the sea!” they cried.




  * * * *




  Indeed, the trunk was filled and never would become empty. With great joy and elation, the merchant and his children moved from the tiny cottage back into their palatial home by the sea. Visitors lined the walls of the great marbled house, reveling in the merchant’s good fortune. His health returned, and his joy was complete.




  Beauty never once sang the songs she had made at the Beast’s castle for her family and their friends, and whenever she looked upon the rose garden of their home she would become sad, and great tears flowed down her beautiful cheeks. Her sisters and brothers noticed her melancholy, and asked her why she was so sad. Beauty wouldn’t answer them, only to tell them she loved them, and continued her ministrations in the rose garden. And she never told them how at night, alone in her room, the scent of rose petals would fill her and she would ache for her lover’s touch in the darkness, her hands pressed against the dripping, slippery folds of her womanhood, tears streaming down her cheeks as she imagined his breath upon her belly, his tongue plunged deep within her.




  * * * *




  New buds sprung forth from her roses. One bud touched her in a way like none of the others. A deep, rich, ruby color, with edges so dark they were almost black, the bud opened slowly, revealing a flower of the most haunting beauty. Beauty reached out to pick the flower, holding it to her lips. She gasped in pain, looking to the tip of her finger. A wound was visible, with a thorn still inside it. Beauty pulled out the thorn, tearing her tender flesh. As she did so, the ruby ring on her finger flashed in the sunlight. In the deep stone she could see the Beast, laying still in the falling snow. “Oh!” she cried, forgetting the pain in her hand. “Beast!”




  The sea air swirled around her, misting in the sunshine as it picked up rose petals and stars. “Yes!” Beauty cried. “I must return to him, to my love!” Dizziness enveloped her, and she closed her eyes.




  * * * *




  When she opened them, she was standing in the drawing room of the enchanted castle. “Beast!” she cried. “Beast! My love! I’ve returned!”




  Running through the castle, Beauty found it cold and dark. No fire warmed the great hearth, and she began to fret. Dashing out to the garden, she saw that the roses had all died, and that snow fell in the enchanted garden where once it was spring year-round, where the Beast first drew her into his lover’s embrace. All of the bushes were dead, save one, the one with a single bloom’s petals so deep a red they were almost black. And the petals were slowly drifting to the snow, like drops of blood against the stark pureness of winter. At the foot of the bush, crumpled into a dark mass, was the Beast. Her friend, her lover, the one she knew she couldn’t live without. “Beast!” she cried, tears spilling over the rims of her eyes. “Oh, God, I pray I’m not too late!”




  She laid her hands on his stiff, frozen form. Snow had dusted the hairs on his body and coated his thin white shirt. His cloak was frozen solid beneath him, and icicles formed in the hair at his chin. “Beast?” she whispered, caressing his icy face with her warm hands. “I’ve returned. Oh, Beast, please live! Beast, I was so wrong! Beast, I love you more than life itself. Oh, Beast...” She burst into tears, staring at the lifeless form below her hands. “I want to marry you! I want to be your wife!”




  Beauty cradled the Beast’s head on her lap. She leaned forward, hot tears streaming from her face and onto Beast’s cold one. She pressed her warm lips upon his lifeless, frozen mouth. “Oh, Beast,” she whispered against his lips, “come back to me. Come back to me and be my friend , my lover, my husband...”




  As she held the Beast’s body in her arms, her tears cascading over him, Beauty didn’t notice the snow had stopped falling, or the sun began to emerge from behind deep, dark snow clouds. Burying her face in the velvet folds of the Beast’s cloak, she didn’t notice the warm, sweet smell of spring as it entered the rose garden. She didn’t notice the birds singing, nor the new blooms upon the once-dying rose bushes. But she did notice the soft, low voice in her ear. “Beauty...”




  She raised her head, tears glistening on her cheeks. Looking down at the form she held in her arms, she expected to see the face of her beloved Beast. Instead, two eyes the color of the midwinter midday sky looked up at her, framed by deep, jet-black hair and smooth golden skin. Beauty’s mouth fell open as she stared at the glorious man she held in her arms, wrapped up in the Beast’s cloak. The man reached for her, then stopped, staring at his long, slender, strong hands. “Beauty!” he cried, gathering her to him. “You’ve saved me!”




  “I-I don’t understand...” Beauty stammered.




  The man grinned, a glorious, dazzling grin of sharp white teeth behind a full, sensuous mouth. “I am the Beast.”




  Beauty’s eyes, still filled with tears, narrowed slightly. “How...” But when she looked into his eyes and saw the love she’d seen in the eyes of the Beast many a night before, she knew he was telling her the truth.




  His name was Prince Yannick, he told her, the youngest son of a great queen who ruled fairly and wisely. But being the youngest of the queen’s three sons, and the most spoiled, he wasted his time on too much food and drink, too much foolishness, and too many women. He was unkind to strangers, venomous to his subjects, and mistreated those around him. One day, during a hunt with his brothers, a beautiful sorceress came to him in the form of a pregnant deer and begged for her life. Yannick laughed and shot the deer with his bow, and as the blood drained from the deer, the sorceress’s true form became apparent. “I curse you to live like the beasts of the forest, alone and devoid of humanity, until you have learned your lesson. Only the tears and kiss of a woman who will wed you as you are will save you from this curse!” and with that, she turned him into the Beast. After living in isolation and loneliness in the mountain castle for a hundred years, the first person Yannick met was Beauty’s father. “From you, ma belle rose, I learned softness in tone, and I learned humility,” Yannick continued, “and I learned to give pleasure rather than to receive it. And with you, my Beauty, I learned to love.”




  “As I loved you as my Beast,” Beauty said, listening to the Prince’s story, “surely, I will love you as a man.”




  Yannick smiled, reaching up to touch her face. “Oh, my Beauty, how I’ve missed you. How I’ve missed your touch, your soft sighs in darkness, the taste of you upon my tongue.”




  He pulled her to him and gently caressed her lips with his, tasting the salt of their tears upon his tongue, the roses and scent of her filling him completely. His tongue swept through her mouth, ridding her of any doubt and forcing the tears from her lips. His fingers moved slowly to the laces of her bodice. “It has been so long...” he growled.




  Beauty groaned, taking his hand and slipping it inside her bodice. Her nipples were already hard and tight in anticipation of his touch. She ran her hand across the wide planes of his smooth chest, her thumbs teasing his hard, erect nipples. As he groaned deep in his throat, Yannick deftly unlaced and unbuttoned Beauty’s dress until it slid off of her like moonlight sliding across the garden at night. His mouth claimed her nipples, sucking and biting, licking and grazing until Beauty felt her juices flow out upon her thighs.




  He rolled on top of her, naked under his cloak. Around them, the birds sang in the glorious sunshine and the sun warmed them, coating their bodies with a thin sheen of sweat. Fragrant rose petals crushed underneath them, and Beauty was filled with the scent of him, her Beast, her Prince Yannick, smelling of roses and smoke and sunshine and spring rain. Smoothing his hand over the flat planes of her belly, he sought further after the drenching heat below. He slipped a finger under the lacy fabric separating their skins, and he snapped the delicate edges, pulling up until a tight line of fabric rubbed up against Beauty’s swollen flesh. Back and forth, back and forth he rubbed her clit and her pussy with the lace, driving her to a maddening frenzy. “Do you like that, my love? Does that feel good?”




  “Yes!” she gasped. “Oh...Yannick...oh...”




  “And this?” He slid one finger, then two inside her, his thumb pounding at her clit.




  Beauty closed her eyes against the exquisite torture. She dug her nails into Yannick’s rippling back and pressed upwards. She was startled at his hardness pressing against her.




  “Oh, yes, my love,” he kissed her eyes, her cheeks, trailing a tongue down to her throat and then the place where her breasts cleaved together, “that is what you’ve been missing all this time...”




  Instinctively, Beauty raised her hips, rubbing her bones along his engorged shaft. Yannick groaned a deep, throaty growl. She wanted him desperately inside her, filling the yawning emptiness his fingers couldn’t fill. “Yannick!” she cried, “I want you...inside me...”




  Her excitement rushed through him. “Not yet, my love...” he whispered, his fingers working at her silken mounds. “God, you’re hot, my Beauty, and so wet. But I want you to be ready for me, completely ready, my love.” He reached both hands around her hips and pulled her bottom up on his lap. She could feel his cock pressing between her buttocks. “It’s been so long since I’ve tasted you,” he growled, lifting her to his lips. He plunged his face inside her wetness, laving at her folds, drinking in her sweet fire. Mercilessly his tongue forged on, his teeth biting, pushing Beauty to utter surrender, his own hardness surrounded by her soft buttocks, squeezing and releasing. His teeth tugged at her clit, at her inner lips, his tongue running along the inside of her hot, tight, wet sheath. Her hips bucked in his iron grip at her release, her back arching up against his face. Tiny pearls of sweat formed at her temples, and her cries died upon her lips as he lunged for her, his mouth hard and hungry over hers. He slipped a dripping finger in her mouth, his tongue forcing more of her juices onto hers. “Oh, my love, you taste so good...I could lap at you all day...” he whispered, and claimed her mouth once again, forcing her mouth open, his tongue sweeping hers. She answered his kiss with one of her own, coming back into her body after a blinding orgasm. He teased her with his cock, the tip of it easing into the entrance of her hot shaft, pulling out and rubbing up on her clit. She sucked at him, and he groaned. It was too much for him to bear. He wanted to embed himself in her at that moment, but he needed more than his own release.




  Beauty cried out against his mouth. “Oh...Yannick...please...please come inside me.”




  Again he teased her swollen sex, rubbing up against her until she shook with torment. He closed his eyes against the pure torture of his hardness against her velvety folds, and moaned, “Say it, my love...show me you want me inside of you, pounding at you, stroking you until you come again.




  “Yannick...” she whispered. “Oh Yannick! fill me with your cock and fuck me...fuck me hard!”




  Yannick threw his head back in pure, beastly, masculine, exquisite agony. He dove into her, hard, from tip to root. Beauty’s eyes widened at the pain inside her. “Oh...” she whimpered.
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