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      This is an original work of fiction by Selene Lake.
    

    
      
    

    
      Names, Characters, Businesses, Places, Events, Locales, and Incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner.  Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.  No part of this work may be reproduced or transmitted in any form by any means.
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      Cursed
    

    
      By Selene Lake
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      My beloved daughter, lowly born princess of the House of Stone,  the story you will find here is the path to your past.   It is told that the first werewolves appeared in Russia.   Your Grandpepe  will tell you the first of our kind came from his beloved homeland,  France.  So, I will tell you of  Adam and Arabella, the originals.   The Alpha Pair from who all of us came from.  
    

    
       
    

    
      Adam was as rich as any prince, the only son born of two noble houses.  Shown favor by his father, Adam wanted for nothing.  Whatever he desired he received.  No matter the cost, the father catered to his son’s whims.  His
       
      desires never seemed sated.  Adam wore the finest clothes. 
       Adam rode the fastest horse.  Adam ate the finest cuisine from the far corners of the 
      world
      .  
    

    
      
    

    
      His mother showered him with love and affection.  In her eyes Adam could do no wrong.  She dismissed every indiscretion.  She refused to believe it was him, when he had pruned every bud and petal from her garden.  Instead she blamed the other children in the Chateau.  She dismissed Governess after Governess when they reprimanded Adam for his bad behaviour.
    

    
      
    

    
      The parents raised a spoiled boy, who turned into a selfish teen.  
    

    
      
    

    
      He bullied the other boys, while he belittled and teased the girls.  No one was safe from his torment. The staff avoided their sovereign’s son. His cruelty extended beyond people.  Hunting dogs
       hid i
      n fear.  Livestock moved to 
      the far 
      corners of their stalls whenever he approached.  
    

    
      
    

    
      He took pleasure in the fear he instilled in those around him.
    

    
      
    

    
      Finally seeing the error of their ways the parents turned to the church for help.  The last option was commissioning a Cleric.  Little changed, as Adam refused to listen to his guidance as well.
    

    
      
    

    
      Time passed and Adam aged into a young arrogant man. Tragedy struck as a dark plague swept through the countryside.  The Prince lost his father, the kingdom lost their Ruler. The Queen fell into a state of melancholy.  The Prince watched his mother wither away; her sadness swallowing the mat
      riarch
       whole.
    

    
      
    

    
      The disheartened villagers and farmers mourned their King and Queen.  They feared for the future with an uncaring
       
      Prince to lead them.  Their concerns and whispers angered
       his Highness. 
    

    
      
    

    
      They did not fall on deaf ears, for an Enchantress had taken an interest in Adam at his birth.  She had visited him in secret over the years.
        Watched in silence.  She could stand by no longer when all he did was ignore his people.  Instead he threw  fancy balls.  He bought lavish extravagance   
      while ignoring the
       plight of the commoners.  He attempted to impress dignitaries with frivolous festivities.        
    

    
      
    

    
      So, the Enchantress disguised herself as an elderly peasant.  The dress was tattered.  The shoes worn thin.  The cloak torn, it’s hem uneven from wear.  She meandered through the carriages that lined the cobblestone lane.  She 
      ambled
       
      up the stone stairs.  Nigella, the Enchantress, lingered at the door, listening to music behind the howling wind.  Reaching above her head she pulled the rope. The hammer struck the plate, announcing the arrival of another guest.  
    

    
      
    

    
      The doors swung open to show an elaborately decorated entry that gave way to the grand hall.  The footman coward at the stern look the elderly peasant woman turned his way.  The Prince stood just a few feet away under a celestial dias that hung from the archway.  Behind him, stars shimmered as the light was caught from sconces hung on the wall.
    

    
       
    

    
      Nigella bowed her head, “I became lost in the forest.  I beseech thee allow an old woman a room.”  At his barking laughter she tried again.  “A quiet alcove to rest my weary soul?”  Shaking his head he began to move away.  “You, Prince Adam need to change…..Your mind.   Please, even the loft in your stable would be adequate for a lowly spinster?”
    

    
        
    

    
      He turned her away with a flick of his wrist.  By a flick of hers, she made him as ugly on the outside as he
       was 
      within.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Guests ran screaming for every available exit.  The staff, save a dedicated few, were not far behind.  Nigella stood steadfast until Adam had completed the change she had invoked.  The Beast stomped his feet then roared in her face.  
    

    
      
    

    
      As the echoing dissipated in the room, the Enchantress spoke.  “
      You are always so 
      giving,”
        
      the words laced with venom “it’s time to get what you deserve.”  Adams tilted his head.  “You 
      have lived a life of privilege.  Servants catering to your every whim, while you treat them with disdain.   You squander the riches your parents toiled to provide.  The creatures
       
       entrusted to you go unloved.”  Wind swirled driving Adam to his knees.  Dust, leaves and debri make it difficult to see. “Now, you are changed for all 
      to
       see your true identity.”  Adam stood as the winds calmed, but he looked very different.  “When you find a love that sees past….this”  she waved her hands at his new appearance “You will reclaim what I have taken.”  Nigella turned, flurrying her cloak.  She seemed to disappear as
       
      the fabric settled into a heap on the floor.
    

    
      
    

    
      Adam, furious at his plight stormed off.  Toppling tables.  Smashing Vases filled with flowers.  He burst through the doors running out into the moonlight.  He never saw the kitten crawl from under the discarded garments.  Nigella, Enchantress of the Celestial Mist, became a guest of Adam’s chateau.  In the form of a small calico 
      kitten
      .     
    

    
      
    

    
      The next morning he woke, sleeping under the trellis of his mother's prized flowers.  His clothes tattered and torn beyond repair.  He gathered himself together.  Stumbled toward the Chateau to see what was left of his life.
      





    
    
      🎶♬🎶♬
      🎶
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      It was the third anniversary of the ball.  Adam looked out the window while he thought about that first night.  How ugly he looked; still looks.  It was nothing compared to the night of the first full moon. Or the second.  The fact was he had suffered every night the moon was bright.  
    

    
      
    

    
      As the sun slowly sunk toward the trees, his eyes were drawn to the trellis.  Despite the cold his mother’s roses continued to flourish and bloom, no matter the weather.  They were a constant reminder of what he’d lost.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Determined to rid them from his sight he stormed down the stairs.
    

    
      He strode through the Chateau, as he passed through the kitchen he took the hatchet from the hook.  He tested its weight with a sure swing.  Satisfied, he took the steps in one jump.
    

    
      
    

    
      Once across the courtyard he stood at the trellis.  Adam ignored the headache growing at the base of his skull.  He swung the small ax, severing the vine, he cheered in triumph.  Quickly moving he cut away more.  The headache grew and pain began to assault him, as the sun dropped behind the treetops.  The last sight he had that night was a huge red bloom fall toward the ground.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    




    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      ♬♫♬🎶♬♫♬
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Adam awoke with the morning sun warming his bare back.  His hands, feet and the left side of his face nestled in the first snow of the season. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Pushing to kneel, he surveyed the destruction.  Branches, vines and petals lay strewn about.  Tracks made by man and beast had trampled the foliage.  Prints among the littered  ground.  He began to giggle, then to laugh.  He threw his head back but the joyful sound stuck in his throat.  Overhead new branches filled with blooms and buds twisted in and around the beams of the trellis.
    

    
      
    

    
      Adam cried.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    




    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      ♫🎶♩♫
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      The autumn was not a slow decline into Winter.  One day it was pleasant and sun filled, the next the north wind descended.  It brough
       
      bitter cold, dense clouds, and heavy snows on its wings.  The storm was relentless.  No one ventured near the Chateau for days.  When the road seemed passable Cora, the cook went to speak with 
      Adam
      .
    

    
      
    

    
      “Sire,”  she called through the closed door.  “I wish to send Bernard to town for supplies.”  She waited for an answer.  When none came Cora pushed,
       
      “I was hoping you could accompany him, the journey should not be made alone.”
    

    
       
    

    
      The door flew open. Before her stood the nobleman, unrecognizable.  Cora gasped at the sight of Adam.  He wore sleeping pants, his gnarled feet protruding from the hem.  She averted her eyes as they drifted over his freshly scarred torso. They came to rest on his hand that  held the door open.  Where before lay flawless hands were now thick calloused palms with elongated fingers.  Once meticulously manicured nails were now dark & misshapen nails.  Cora gulped as they reminded her of claws.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Still the sight of me repulses you,”  growled Adam.  “I can never show my face outside these walls.  I will be 
      reviled. 
       Children will throw stones.  Women will turn away.  Men will mock me.”
    

    
      
    

    
      The door slowly closed.  Cora stood speechless.  Memories of the boy in the monster.  He threw stones at peasant children.  He who wooed beautiful women to his bed.  He who mocked the men he took those women from.  He lured wives away from their husbands.  Using gifts of song, gold or jewels. If that did not work, he deceived the woman with promises he never intended to keep.  Cora should not feel sorry that Karma was visiting Adam tenfold.  With 
      her
       heart heavy she went in search of the Cleric.   
    

    
      
    

    
      Adam paced his room going to the window he threw back the heavy drapes allowing the 
      late
       morning sun to pour in.  At first he shielded his eyes.  Blinking fiercely his eyes adjusted.  Looking out over the frozen front courtyard all he could see was snow.
       Perpetual drifts of white  stretched out to touch the treeline.  Each larger than the one before it.  Growing in size until they were large enough to swallow a man. 
       The sight reminded Adam of the painting hanging in the dining hall.  A great ship traversing the ocean swells. A horse drawn sled came into view.  It plowed through the snow, the wake breaking on impact.  The black horse a stark contrast to the pearl colored spray.  He watched as the Cleric hustled along the narrow pathway.  Making his way toward Bernard, who was perched atop the sled.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Adam pulled the drapes shut after the horse and sled turned toward the direction of the road.  He kicked some logs into the fire before heading back to his bed.  Shrugging off his robe before throwing back the covers, he discovered the calico kitten curled next to his pillow.  Leaning close he pulled back his lips in a silence snarl.  Her eyes opened to show pools of liquid mercury.  Stretching she licked his chin with her tongue of sandpaper.  Tucking her chin to her chest she settled back to sleep.
    

    
      
    

    
      “You are a stupid cat.”  Adam told her as he pushed her to the side and climbed back into bed.  “Who let you in anyway?”  
    

    
      
    

    
      Adam woke a few hours later to a cold room filled in darkness.  Taking the comforter with him he left his room.  He roamed the empty halls until he came to the chapel.  Here he had been christened.  As a boy he’d walked up the aisle with his mother to be blessed.  Tonight he knelt along the rail that kept the Cleric separated from his flock.  Adam wondered if Mass was still held.  Did Cora and Bernard come before God asking for forgiveness of their sins?  
    

    
      
    

    
      After all, he  had gone to the Cleric after the encounter with the Enchantress.  The meeting had not gone well.  The Cleric accused him of all types of atrocities.  The Cleric called him 
      Zagan
       spawn.  Adam had lost his temper at being called a demon, attacking him for dishonoring the Queen with the accusation.  They never spoke again.  The fact was, the Cleric had banned him from Holy Ground.  It did not stop Adam.  He chose to commune directly with the source. He had prayed for months, to no avail.  Tonight, instead of asking for his own forgiveness, he prayed for his parents.  Asking that God would give them peace in the afterlife.   
    

    
      
    

    
      He left the Chapel in search of food.  Like every night before this he found an overturned bowl set over his dinner.  That is except for the nights he did not eat at all.  Tonight, Cora had left him a bottle of wine to go with his meal.  Foregoing utensils he devoured the food.  Swiping the bottle, he uncorked it with his teeth as he left.  Tonight was as good as any to get drunk….again.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    




    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      ♪♩♫🎶♫
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      This was the life of
       a fallen
       Prince
      . Adam spent his days holed up in his room,  avoiding any chance encounters.  At night he ventured out into the halls, often followed by the annoying cat.  Growls went unnoticed.  Roars had the opposite effect, the minx would wind her way between his legs while it purred.  One night in a drunken stupor, Adam had taught the cat to play fetch.  
    

    
      
    

    
       Then there were those nights that began in agonizing pain when the sun dipped behind the tree tops.  The darkness until he woke often in strange places, disheveled and usually disorientated.    
    

    
      
    

    
      As time went by, nights grew long then turned short.  All Saints day had come and gone.  Christmas went ignored, no gifts to be exchanged, no festive decorations.  Not even a tree to adorn the great hall.  Adam often found himself sitting in front of the bay window longing for the past. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Many nights he stood on the landing of the grand staircase. The polished glass the only thing between him and the courtyard below.  He could see the spring buds on the trees below as the sun began its slow descent.  This night the moon would be high and bright.
        Adam roare
      d with such volume it rattled the panes.  As the sun lost it’s fight with the night, the pain struck Adam.  
    

    
      
    

    
      The next morning he woke in the same spot he had stood in the previous night.  Which had been happening more and more often.  He stood  on shaky legs.  Adam exhaled a long slow breath.  His clothes were in tatters, but his cloak was intact.   He draped it over his shoulder while he held it closed with one hand.  Calicot, the cat, weaved herself around his leg.  Flopping onto her back she pawed at the air.  “Is all you think about is play and food?”  At his question she stilled blinking  her gray eyes in a manner much like a beguiling woman would do to entice a man.  “Oh fine,” he huffed.  “CORA” he called  out  “Is there fish from the pond yet?”
    

    
      
    

    
      The elderly woman came scurrying through a side door.  Coming from the kitchen she wiped her hands on a cloth tacked to her dress.  It was intended to keep her tidy.  Daring not to look up at hi
      m, sh
      e answered.  “Yes, but they are small.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “It does not matter.  Prepare them.”  Scooping up the feline
      , A
      dam headed back to his room.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Later that night Calicot and Adam maintained their usual routine.  Walking the halls, a stop at the chapel, a meal, then Adam drank until dawn.  Taking amusement in a nightly game of fetch.
      





    
    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      🎶♫♬♫🎶
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Cora and Bernard sat across from each other in the stone kitchen.  The door stood open allowing the
       summer air to blow through.  Outside the sounds of the night drifted in on the breeze.  Croaking frogs, crickets chirped, and somewhere in the distance an owl hooted.  
    

    
      
    

    
      The meal had long been served and cleared.  A carafe of tea along with a plate sugar cubes and a jar of cream cast long shadows down the table from the light of a single lamp.  The corners of the room were shrouded in shadows.   
    

    
      
    

    
      Bernard had busied himself using the sharpening stone.  An assortment of handheld tools lined up in front of him.  Smoke swirled up from the pipe held firmly between his teeth.  A pipe given to him, by his father, when the family had vacated the Chateau.  He stroked the edge of steel against the stone, the sound creating harmony with the crackling fire as it slowly died.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Two piles of vegetables flanked Cora.  The left fresh from the garden that morning; the right cleaned and cut.  She plucked a carrot from the pile and lobbed off its top.  With smooth long knife strokes she cleaved the skin from the body.  
      Thunk. Thunk. Thunk. 
       The root went from whole to three nearly equal pieces.  She continued with only the sound of the knife hitting the table 
      THUNK
       breaking the silence.  Next she took a potato from the pile.  Round and round the orb she worked the red skin from the vegetable.  Without thinking she continued the path, round and round leaving long curls of white in the scrap pile.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “You have something to say?”  Bernards baritone voice was soft.  He didn’t raise his eyes.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Cora’s vision cleared, the potato in her hand had gone from the size of a fist down to nearly nothing.  She sighed as she set the white globe aside.  “I was lost in thought.” she looked across the table.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Thoughts of the past?”  Bernard brought his eyes up to meet hers.  She nodded.   
    

    
      
    

    
      “I thought Phillip would return.  I waited from him to do so for weeks.”  Bernard took her hand in his.  “I eventually gave up.”  Silence hung in the air.  “It wasn’t just Phillip, I thought others would return.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Your sister.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “She left.”  Cora stated sadly  “There hasn’t been word from her since.  You, at least know your family made it to Paris.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “You can not blame her.  Adam was not a kind person before he was changed.  The first few weeks after, he was vicious.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Bernard spoke the truth.  He stood.  Made his way to the hand pump.  He moved the lever filling a bucket with water, that was in the sink.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Cora knew deep in her heart Adam had needed guidance, before and after his change. The staff and workers leaving was the best thing that happened.  Adam eventually had to step in and help Bernard with the animals, along with the maintenance.  The three of them did the best they could.  Still, shudders hung from hinges.  The stone wall around the Chateau had sections that had fallen.  The farthest fields had been left to grow uncontrolled.  The entire north wing had been boarded up.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “He is different now, better.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Adam is gruff, short tempered, and often rude.”  He said as he turned to face her.
    

    
      
    

    
      With a smile she said.  “But, better.”  The corners of her lips slipped, taking the smile with it. 
    

    
      “Why do you not leave?  Go to your family. 
       Join Phillip at the stables he works in.
      ”  She was curious.  She had seen more than one letter pleading for him to come.
    

    
      
    

    
      “If you will not leave, I will not go.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      “We were young and naive when you promised to stay, when I refused to leave.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “We were not young.  Naive, maybe.”  Bernard took three long strides, then lowered himself to sit beside her on the bench.  “Fear drove people from the Chateau, but it was fear that kept me here.”  He smiled,  “You stood at the bottom of the grand staircase, wagging your finger at the last of them. As they fled.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “If I remember correctly, you were among them.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I was.  The sight of you, strong and determined, changed my mind.”
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      “I remember.  You dropped your sleeping bundle, along with your suitcase. ‘If this girl stays, I stay.  Who else will?’  Cora did her best to mimic his voice.  “And they all left.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Bernard kissed her temple.  “Yes, they left.”  He moved to collect his tools.  “Enough moping about the past.  I am not going to Paris. And you, should not read other people’s posts.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Cora rolled her eyes.  Picking up a carrot she went back to her work.   
    

    




    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      🎶♬🎵♬🎶
    

    
        
    

    
      Adam had been eavesdropping from the darkened doorway. He caught the last few words exchanged between his staff.  He stepped back then moved down the wall to avoid bumping into Bernard.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Adam silently vowed to be nicer to the only people that stayed with him.  
    

    
      
    

    
      He listened to the stable door slide open, then shut a moment later.  Feeling movement he looked down.  Calicot weaved in, out and around his legs.  Adam picked up the cat.  “I will be nicer to you also.”  She purred as his gloved hands stroked her coat.  
    

    
      
    

    
      He slowly moved to the kitchen doorway, knowing Cora was still inside.  Adam made sure to scrape his feet, as not to startle the cook.  Keeping his head covered by the cloak he stepped into the light.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Good Evening Adam.”  He waved her off as she attempted to stand as he passed the table.
    

    
      
    

    
      Adam stopped at the bottom of the stair, that would take him out of the kitchen.  He turned his head back to the table.  “Have a nice night Cora.”  He retreated quickly.
    

    
      
    

    
      Cora gaped at the spot where moments ago Adam had stood.  
    

    
      
    

    




    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      🎵♩🎶♩🎵
    

    
      
    

    
      W
      eeks passed slowly in the corner of their world.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Adam continued to strive to be more cordial.  
    

    
      
    

    
      More often than not he failed.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Although the attempts did not go unnoticed.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      The biggest surprise came when Adam joined Bernard and Cora for dinner in the kitchen.  
    

    
      
    

    
      The conversation was strained, but they muddled through.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “I should retire.”  Adam said when the room began to feel awkward with his presence.
    

    
      
    

    
      “That is nonsense.  Stay.  Bernard will play his mandolin while I wash the dishes.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Lowering himself back to the bench, Adam conceded to Cora.  He did not miss the stern look from the Land Manager.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Thankfully, the music began.  Bernard plucked and strummed the strings.  Soon Cora was humming along.  Adam relaxed letting his eyes close, it wasn’t long and he was drumming his fingers on the table.  When the song ended, Adam once again felt out of place.  This time he did not stay when asked.
    

    
      
    

    
      Calicot followed Adam to his chambers.
      





    
    
      
    

    
      ♫♩♫♬♫
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Winter once again was making its way across France.  The Prince woke late in the morning alone.  He searched for Calicot to no avail.  She was not under his bed. Nor was she sleeping in his chair.  She wasn’t hidden in the linens or napping under the wardrobe.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Stupid cat.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      Foregoing sleep he dressed.  He searched the Chapel
       and 
      the bay window.  He even pulled back heavy curtains that covered the windows on the staircase landing.  Still he found no cat.  The last place he looked was the kitchen, assuming she had gone in search of some cream.  Cora, who was busy chopping vegetables, informed him she had not seen the feline.
    

    
      
    

    
      He looked to the door with dread.  
      She must have ventured outside. 
       Today so would he.  Adam wrapped strips of wool around his feet.  He cut the fingertips from the gloves to accommodate his claws.  Searching the coats that lined the wall of the kitchen, Adam shrugged into the largest one.  Abandoned long ago by the wood cutter, who had fled the days after his change.
    

    
      
    

    
      First he searched around the the exterior of house for any evidence that Calicot had escaped.  It wasn’t until the second pass that he found her footprints in the snow.  
      Gotcha. 
       He thought.  He followed them across the patio and into the lawn.  Down the path in the direction of his mother's garden.
        Evidence of her hunting skills lay strewn about the walk through gazebo.  
      My little minx found herself a meal. 
      He thought, before resuming his quest to find her.  Footprints were scattered in the snow.  Her trail went from railing to ground, planter to planter, finally making a direct line to the treeline beyond the gates.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Once to the gate Adam hesitated.  His hand hovering over the latch; it shook with fear.  He looked between his feet where the tiny prints disappeared between the iron bars.  Taking a reassuring breath he pushed, the hinges whined from their neglect.  The dead dried vines breaking. The sounds caused him to looked back at the Chateau. Once a glorious home, a host to many dignitaries and nobles it now stood in disrepair.  The truth was, it seemed abandoned,  forgotten over the past seasons.  Chastising himself Adam spoke to the emptiness.  “Father would not have let this happen”  Turning toward the gardens
      , “
      neither would my mother.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      Adam wandered the treeline, then stepped into the shadowed timber surrounding his home.  He spent most of the daylight in the thickest timbers.
        He pushed aside branches and looked under the shrubs.  Adam searched the thickets.  He knelt down so as to peer inside hollow logs. 
      With the light moving past high Adam gave up hope of finding Calicot.  In order to return home before it became dark and the dreaded full moon rose, Adam needed to use the road.
    

    
      
    

    
      Emerging from the woods he threw back his hood heading east.  Preferring to walk in the center of the road, he would avoid the ruts left behind by the wagons and carriages.  
    

    
      
    

    
      The tapping sound in the distance reached Adams ears long before the soft feminine voice did. He listened closely but did not hear her companion reply.  Fearing that he would frighten the woman or her companion would attack, he returned to the edge of the woods.  Adam stood behind a large oak tree watching her.  She  gingerly made her way along the very edge of the road, her walking stick in her left hand. The staff pushed past the snow making contact with the cobblestone.  That was the source of the tapping noise he heard.  
      Strange that she walks in such a manner.  To whom is she speaking? I see no companion, which brings up another question.  Why is a woman alone, on a deserted road, at near dusk?
        Adams thoughts were interrupted.
       
       
    

    
      
    

    
      “I have nothing of value, you should return to whatever rock you crawled out from under.”  She stood with her back to him, facing the direction of the Chateau.  Adam listened to his heart pound in his chest.  “Fine. Do not follow me, for I am not 
      helpless
      .”  She resumed her course. Her conversation with the cat continued, “Don’t you pay attention to our voyeur.”  She tipped her head slightly to the side, “you stay with me and we will be just fine.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      As the woman moved farther up the road Adam got a glimpse of her companion.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “CALICOT.”  he called stepping onto the road.  The cat turned to hiss at him.  He tramped up the road focused on Nigella, the cat
      .  “
      This is how you repay me for searching for you?”  
    

    
      
    

    
      Before he could reach her, the woman smacked him with her walking stick.
    

    
      
    

    
      The strike missed Adams head, but connected with his shoulder.  Annoyed that she would attack him he spun intending to return the favor.  He stopped.  Before him poised a warrior.  One that reminded him of an Amazon or Valkyrie.  He was so enthralled at the sight of 
      her
      , she landed another blow.  This one doubling him over, as he was distracted she knocked his feet from under him.  Adam landed on his back, hard in the mounds of snow along the road.  Pushed there from passing caravans of travelers.  The air rushed from his lungs.  As he gasp for breath, Calicot jumped onto his chest.  The woman went to jab him with the end of her staff.  The meow halted the strike inches from the cats face and Adams heart.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Release the cat.” she spat.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Adam looked into her face.  His protest lodged in his throat. The woman’s eye were as gray as the cats. She was blind.
    

    
      
    

    
      “The cat is mine.  As well as the road you travel upon.”  Adam raised his hands in surrender as he scooted backwards. “I live not far from here.  Now, let me rise, the snow is cold.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I don’t believe you.”  She said to the spot he had just vacated.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Why would I lie?” Adam asked.  Her eyes moving to where he was sitting in the snow.  She stepped closer.
    

    
      
    

    
      “You sneak around without announcing yourself.  You stalk travelers as though they are prey.”  Wrinkling her nose she 
      added, 
      “You smell foul.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Looking at his hands outstretched in front of him, Adam knew what he had to do.  With one swift swipe of his claw the staff snapped in two.  He bounded to his feet, Calicot falling to land on her feet.  His foe lost her balance falling backward into the muck of the road.
    

    
        
    

    
      She shrieked from the shock of being unbalanced. Raising her hands in an attempt to shield herself from blows she assumed would rain down on her.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Unlike you I do not lash out in haste.”  As the words spilled from his mouth his mind filled with images.  His memories of the harsh words and actions he poured onto others.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Being careful not to tear her clothes or reveal his disfigured body, Adam helped her to her feet.  “Come,  Mademoiselle.  You may warm yourself in the kitchen.”  
    

    




    
      
    

    
      ♫♩♫♪♫♪
    

    
      
    

    
      Arabella d’Aragon had been wandering the roads for over a day.  Her traveling companions had left her asleep as they ventured on without her.  If she hadn’t used her pack as a pillow, they surely would have
       
      stolen that as well.  Traveling entertainers were prone to abandon those they found to be less than useful.  
      What is less useful than a nearly blind musician?  Besides,  the young man they had met in St. Etienne played well.  Not as accomplished as I, but well. 
        So, she walked.  Her thick wool cloak was covered to her knees in muck.  Her shoulders ached from the straps of her bag.  It seemed to weigh more the longer she carried it.
    

    
      
    

    
      Keeping one foot at the edge of the road while using her staff to maintain her balance she had made slow progress.  But it was progress.  The sun was high in the sky when she heard the meowing.  She called, but the feline would not come to her.  With no other choice she ventured off the road.  Carefully making her way closer to the sound.  Surprised that she had found sure footing to the tree where the cries were the loudest.   
    

    
      
    

    
      The bark was rough against her palms as she felt for the lowest branch. She reached into the branches, calling and cooing until she finally felt a paw touch her arm.  ‘There you are.’  She coaxed the cat into her arms.  Taking a few moments to reassure the feline, Arabella petted and talked to her new found friend.  She was rewarded with a lick from a tongue that felt as rough as the bark of the tree.  
    

    
      
    

    
      After gingerly returning to the road, she let the cat drop to the ground.  Then went searching for her bag.  Once found she hefted it onto her shoulders.  ‘We should travel together.  For safety, of course.’  With a resounding meow.  They began their trek.  Arabella taking comfort in having a companion.  She regaled the feline with her life's story.  While in the back of her mind hoping to find a lane that would lead them to a house or cabin. Arabelle kept a keen 
      ear
      , even a stable to rest in when night fell, would be welcome.  
    

    
      
    

    
      At first she didn’t realize the crunching snow had a rhythm, so she had no way of knowing how long it had been happening.  She recognized the cadence that fell between her step and the tap of her staff on the stone road.  They were being followed.  She turned her attention to the footfalls behind her.  The snap of a branch made her flinch, hopefully unnoticed by her pursuer.  The second crack had her calling out to her stalker. 
    

    
      
    

    
         
    

    
      
    

    
        
    

    




    
      
    

    
      ♫♬♫♬♫
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Adam walked with Arabelle, gently holding her elbow.  The second time she shifted her weight he looked at her.  A low rumble escaped his chest when he noticed the duffle she carried on his back.  In his mind he chastised himself.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Do you have indigestion?”  When he didn’t answer she pressed  “Is walking with me that distasteful?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Then what is it?”  she asked pulling her arm free.
    

    
      
    

    
      “I should have offered to carry your load.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      “I have it.”  She said.
    

    
      
    

    
      “We could move faster if I carried it.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Because you’re stronger?  Because you are a 
      man
      ?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Adam could tell by the tone in her voice it was meant to be chastising.  
      The 
      reality was, the pain had started at the base of his head a few minutes ago.  He needed to get back to the Chateau and he wasn’t about to leave her alone in the forest.  He didn’t have time to argue.  He swallowed  his pride, “Can I carry your bag for you?” he asked  through gritted teeth.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “No.”  She said as she took another step down the road.  Adam resumed an even pace at her side, trying to ignore the dull ache that was moving down his back.  With each step he fought the slow onslaught of pain.  His brow was covered in sweat.  He feared he’d have to abandon his charges.
    

    
      
    

    
      Almost as if someone had heard his fears, Bernard came around the bend in the road, riding Adam’s
       
      stallion.  Relief swept through Adam.  He was hunched over from the knots in his belly.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Sire, the day grows late.”  Like Adam didn’t know what Bernard was implying.  
    

    
      
    

    
      In haste Adam scooped up Arabella. He practically threw her onto the large black horse and into the  manservants lap.  “Take her to the Chateau.  Go.  Now.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      Bernard reined the horse hard, turning him abruptly to head the way he had come.  With a swift jab of his heel, Bernard spurred the horse into canter, then a gallop.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Adam fell forward as the pain finally consumed him.  His last sight was of the them disappearing around the bend. The darkness crashed over him then ebbed.  He was hit with another crushing blow, sending him to the cobblestone.  Then his back bowed; a bellow climbed out of  his throat.  It carried like a ripple bouncing back again.  It was then that the darkness took over completely.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    




    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      ♫♬♫♬♫
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Arabella resisted the urge to look back.  What would she see?  Maybe a shadow, if there was enough light.  “The Cat!  We forgot the cat.” 
    

    
      
    

    
      “The forest is dangerous in the night, the cat will have to fend for itself.”  Bernard said just as a howl filled the forest behind them.  With a swift kick the horse bolted forward carrying them to the Chateau.
    

    
      
    

    
      Without slowing, the horse leapt over the gate.  It wasn’t much of a feat as the iron sagged from the hinges.  They came to an abrupt stop.  Her escort slid off the back of the horse.  She heard him pat it’s rump. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “If you will dismount the door is that way.”  Arabelle could tell he was standing at the horses head, no doubt holding the reins.
    

    
      
    

    
      Swinging her leg over, it felt as though she was sliding for days until her feet landed on solid ground.  Sheepishly she spoke.  “I will need some assistance.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      “
      Mademoiselle
      , the door is just there.”  Assuming Bernard was looking her direction she pushed back her hood.  She heard the sharp intake of breath.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Some simple directions would suffice.  How many paces to the door?  Are there any steps, up or down?”  Her voice trailed off as he pulled her hand into the crook of his arm.
    

    
      
    

    
      “I will take you to Cora.  She is most likely in the kitchen.”  He moved them forward.
    

    
      
    

    
      The fire had been stoked.  Arabelle’s clothes had been taken, replaced with a simple gown of soft fabric.  She assumed it belonged to the cook, as it was quite large.  The blanket that hung over her shoulders was wool.  The stew in the bowl she held warm to the touch and delicious on her tongue.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “It will only be a moment more dear.”  Cora was referring to her boots being cleaned.  Cora refused to let Arabelle scrap the mud and muck from them. Instead Bernard had been assigned to the task.   In the meantime Arabelle had her feet tucked under herself.  A feeble attempt to keep them warm and off the stone floor.
    

    
      
    

    
      “May I ask a question?”  She spoke into the nearly empty bowl of meat and vegetables.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Of course dear.” 
    

    
      
    

    
      “When will the man who was escorting me return?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Bernard? If you need your boots I can go collect them.”  Cora watched her shake her head.   “He is in the stable caring for the animals and cooling down the horse.  Then he will come inside for his meal.  There is plenty if you wish to have more?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “No”, Arabelle raised her head, turning her face toward where Cora had be speaking.  “The stew is wonderful; I’ve had my fill thank you.  I mean the man on the road, the one who was bringing me here.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Adam?  Well”  Cora hesitated “he won’t be available until tomorrow.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I’d like to thank him.  He offered me shelter.  Are the servants quarters in the house or outside?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “There are rooms above the stables for the laborers, although Bernard moved into the house years ago.  The maids lived in the rooms behind the kitchen, I am all that is left. So, to answer your question.  We all live in the Chateau.  I will make you up a room. There is a lovely one next to mine.   Now, finish your meal so I can complete my duties.  Dishes must be done.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Arabelle could sense the smile behind the words.  She paid close attention to the sounds of Cora going about her nightly chores.  She would tuck the information deep in her mind.  Had Cora left her alone, she would have stumbled and fumbled around on her own.   Knowing the steps it took from the table to the door, sink, and fire would make it easy for her to move about the room.   
    

    
      
    

    
      Cora declared her work complete, taking Arabelle by the arm, she helped her up and out of the kitchen.  Then escorted her down a hall, up a set of stairs with a turn half way up, finally down a hall to a room.  
    

    
      
    

    
      The room was small.  It held a bed, small wardrobe, and a chair.  Arabelle felt the walls.  She found a tapestry woven with soft strands of wool, along with a window containing a latch to open.  In the corner, a small privy.  Arabelle climbed under the covers and quickly fell asleep.  
      





    
    
      
    

    
      ♬♫♬♫♬
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      The next morning Adam woke in his stable.  Percy, his prized Percheron pawed at the floor of his stall a few feet away.  As Adam stood he pulled the horse blanket from the hook.  “I need this more than you will.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      Adam shuffled over to the barrel, he scratched
       
      the cat behind the ears then took out a handful of grain.  Back at the stall door he offered the treat to the horse.  Percy’s ears swiveled, then he huffed.  “Do you want it or not?”  Adam pushed his arm further into the stall.  The horse stretched out and nibbled grain from Adam’s palm eliciting a smile.  “See, I’m not so bad.”  He added as he slipped out the 
      door
      .
    

    
      
    

    
      As Adam entered the kitchen, the feline weaving through his feet,  he called out.  “Cora.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      “You missed dinner.”  She said without turning away from the fire she was poking at.
    

    
      
    

    
      The warm morning had caused the snow to melt rapidly.  Adam shook the mud from his feet. “I was going to ask about the woman.”  he stated as he sat at the harvest table.
    

    
      
    

    
      Cora gave him a stern look as she put eggs and bread on the table.  “She hasn’t come down to eat yet.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “You left her alone?”  Adam said around a mouth full of food.
    

    
      
    

    
      “She’s not helpless.”  Cora placed a small bowl on the floor for Calicot. As Adam made a disgusted noise.  Cora ignored him and went about her morning chores.  
    

    
      
    

    
      When he finished he stood to leave,  “She needs to go.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Why?”  Cora asked as she tossed her rag on the table.  They stared at each other.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “You know why.”  He stomped off nearly colliding with Arabelle as she came through the door.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Come, have some breakfast.  I have eggs and warm bread.”  Cora spoke to the stunned woman.
    

    
      
    

    
      Arabelle tested the step with her toe, finding it she 
      descended
       both and took the four paces to the table.  She eased herself onto the bench.  All
       the 
      while Cora watched in awe.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Is he always that ... that gruff?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Cora patted Arabelles arm.  “This is Adam on a good day.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Well, I would appreciate some help collecting my things so I can leave as soon as possible.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Cora spent the remainder of the morning finding reasons to delay Arabelle leaving.  By the time lunch was cleared away it had begun to rain.  The weather successfully delayed her departure.
    

    
      
    

    




    
      
    

    
      ♫♬♫♬♫
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Three days the rain pelted the Chateau and countryside washing away all traces of winter. The sun broke from behind the storm clouds, there seemed to be no more excuses to keep the visitor.  Bernard had put all of Arabelles
       
      belongings, along with some gifts from Cora onto Percy.  After the women hugged, he promised to see the young woman to the nex town.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Adam watched them from the bay window in his room.  He didn’t venture out until they were out of sight.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Look who has decided to grace the house with his presence.”  Cora said when she saw him coming down the stairs.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Cora, I couldn’t very well have socialised with her.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Why not?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Look at me.” He swept his arm in front of himself.
    

    
      
    

    
      Cora crossed her arms over her chest. The door flew open, In came Bernard escorting Arabelle.  Before he could stop himself Adam yelled,  “What is she doing back here?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “The bridge is out.”  Bernard stated as he raised his chin.  Arabelle’s dropped to her chest.  “It  will take at least a week to repair.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Adam abruptly turned and stomped from the room.
    

    
      
    

    
      He finds me repulsive. 
       Arabelle thought to herself.  Not wanting to be a burden she asked Cora if she could help in the kitchen, something needed to occupy her time.
    

    
      
    

    
      “You never mind Adam, he’s simply in a
       foul
       mood.”   Cora turned to Bernard “Take her things back to the suite next to mine.”  The women headed down the hall to the kitchen. “Do you know how to knead dough?”  The conversation lost as they parted ways; Bernard headed up the stairs.  
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    




    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      ♫♬♫♬♫
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Adam 
      reluctantly, allowed Arabelle to stay for the week.  His only condition was that Cora keep their guest away from his suites and out of his  hair.  His self imposed seclusion in his chambers, even refused to be in her presence for meals.  
    

    
      
    

    
      It was the night before Arabelle was to leave.  Adam was alone in his room.  The curtains were opened to a star filled night.  The lamp turned high, so he could read from the book balanced in his right hand.  The table to the left held a bowl of fruit Cora had brought him just moments ago.   There was a knock at his chamber door as his hand poised to pick up an apple.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Go away.”  he called out.
    

    
      He ignored the second set of knocks.  The third were louder.  The fourth time it was as though an angry horde intended to invade his sanctuary. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Adam slammed the book onto the table, nearly toppling the lamp.  Grumbling as he crossed the room, he forcefully slid the bolt and shoved the door open.  Standing in the middle of the hall was Arabelle.  Her body framed by the light of the wall sconce behind her.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Lifting her face she spoke, “Since this is to be my final night in your home, I would very much like your company at dinner.”  
    

    
       
    

    
      “Cora has already brought my dinner.”
    

    
      
    

    
      After taking a deep breath, a smile crept across her face.  “What?”  Adam asked.
    

    
      
    

    
      Stepping forward Arabelle spoke in a soft voice.  “Come have dinner with me, a farewell.  Bernard believes the bridge repairs are complete.  I will play for you.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Play?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I discovered a lovely piano in the ballroom, after dinner I will dazzle you with my talents.”  Arabelle turned slighting putting her elbow out.  Inviting Adam to escort her.  “Please, you can’t seriously survive on fruit alone.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Heaving a heavy sigh he stepped into the hall, “How did you know Cora brought me fruit?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Apple, Pear, Cherry, and Plum.  I smelled the aroma.”  She reached out.  Acting on reflex Adam dodged her touch.  As her hand lingered in the air where his shoulder had been.   He quickly recovered by putting his forearm out, letting her palm come to rest on his shirtsleeve.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Very well, a goodbye dinner.” 
    

    
      
    

    
      They glided down the hall.  Their feet seemed to float down the stairs.  Turning to the right the pair continued until they were in the small private dining area.  Adam was surprised to find it set with fine china, crystal, dinnerware and satin linens.  He hadn’t used utensils in a very long time.  He said a prayer of thanks she would not see him fumbling while they ate.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Cora tells me your parents passed within months of each other,  I am sorry for your
       
      loss.” Arabelle said as she settled into the seat across from his.
    

    
      
    

    
      “That was years ago, I tried to forget them by throwing lavish parties, drinking too much wine and cour….”  He stopped mid sentence.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Women.  You sought comfort with women, but it never lasted beyond the few moments of pleasure.  I assume you evolved past that.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Evolved” Adam threw his head back roaring with laughter as he pounded his palms on the table.  Dishes rattled and water sloshed out of glasses.  
    

    
      
    

    
      When Adam regained his composure he looked across the table.  The woman was stroking Calicots
       
      coat.  Her face relaxed, her fingers gingerly moving across the ca
      ts 
      back.  Over her shoulder he noticed Cora, standing in the doorway shaking her head, platter in hand.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Cora served Arabelle first,  Setting the food in front of Adam she hissed, “Be Nice.”  Rolling his eyes he put his attention back on the woman seated at the table with him.  Cora retreated back into the kitchen.
    

    
      
    

    
      Arabelle had put the cat on the floor.  She sat demurely, her fingers laced, hands resting on the edge of the table.  Eyes
       caste 
      down.  “We can eat.”  She shook her head at his words.
    

    
      
    

    
      He watched and waited.  She relaxed her fingers.  Her hands moved up the table.  Grazing the edge of the setting.  Her right hand moved….searching.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “What are you doing?”  
    

    
      
    

    
      “I usually dine alone.  Simple foods, I can eat with my hands.”  She held up her palms.  “I am capable of civilized dining.  It takes a moment to familiarize myself with new surroundings.  The setting is …. ” She paused.  “Watch.  Think of the plate as a sundial, with food placed at morning, mid day, late afternoon or evening.”  Her fingers sliding around the edge.  “Cora has been kind enough to put all my utensils to the right, and only those necessary; fork, knife, and finally the spoon.”  She moved her hands accordingly, touching as she spoke leaving her hand to hover over the silverware. 
    

    
      
    

    
      A clattering sounded.  “I am fond of finger foods.”  She felt his gloved hand slide under hers.  When he removed it, her silverware was also gone.  “Now, isn’t that better?”  He asked a moment before she heard it clamor against the floor.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Don’t I at least get a spoon for my soup?”
    

    
       
    

    
      “No Mademoiselle.  You do not.”  His voice pleasant and teasing.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Straightening her back, Arabelle picked up her bowl bringing it to her lips she sipped from the edge.  Adam in turn did the same.  He made a loud slurping noise so she would know that he had mimicked her actions.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Hold out your hand and I will give you some bread.”  Following his instructions, she felt the soft lump in her palm.  “Cora has evidently told you everything about me, I am at the disadvantage.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Not all your secrets Adam, and who’s fault is it that you sulk in your room day and night?”  Cora asked as she brought in plates filled with food.  Delicious aromas filled the room. She left without waiting for an answer.
    

    
      
    

    
      “What do you do in your room all alone?”  Arabelle asked Adam
    

    
      
    

    
      She heard dishes being moved.  Also the sounds of food being served.  She waited for his answer.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Your brussel sprouts are at the North position on a compass.   East/South East there is a potato.  The baked fish fillet takes up the remainder of the plate.”  As Adam directed Arabelle let her index fingers slide around the plate.  She found every item where he directed.  Coming full circle to the vegetable again. 
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      “Thank you.  Now, all I need is silverware.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      “CORA.”
    

    
       
    

    
      “Why bark at her 
      so
      ?”  Without another word or waiting for an answer.  Arabelle left the table, using the wall to guide her, she made her way to the door.  Nearly colliding with Cora as she rushed from the kitchen.  “Can we have new utensils, please?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Cora looked past the seated woman. Adam was moving around the table, paying no attention to the utensils scattered on the floor.  “Of course.”  Cora said when she raised her eyes to look into the abyss of the cloak covering his head.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Thank You.”  He said from over Arabelles shoulder causing her to flinch.  “ I’m sorry I yelled.”
    

    
      Cora raised an eyebrow.   
    

    
      
    

    
      “Arabelle, tell me about your life.”  Adam asked while he moved them back to the table.
    

    
      
    

    
      Over the next hour or two she recounted her life up to the death of her parents.  Answering Adam when he interrupted her with a question.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Where did you go when they died?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I stayed with various relatives until I landed on the doorstep of Enzo, a widower, on my mothers side.  He was heartbroken over the death of his wife and child.  Some family members thought having someone to care for would help ease his sorrow.  Sadly it did not.  He spent many nights in the local saloon.  He dared not leave me alone, so I accompanied him.  The saloon was adjacent to a boarding house,  they had a piano.  I taught myself to play.  I played nearly every night while  Enzo drank himself into a stupor.  It was there that I met Sean.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Your husband?  Fiancee?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “No, No.  Sean Reynard is not a love interest.  He is a storyteller and the promoter for a small traveling group of entertainers.  He offered Enzo a small fortune to take me away.  So, I traveled near and far,  playing for my supper and my keep.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Then how did you end up on the side of the road, mucking through melting snow?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Sean tired of promoting me as a ‘Blindfolded Pianist’.  When I played un-shrouded, people complained.  They saw, they did not listen.”  Arabelle took a drink of water.  “When Sean found a young man, who I was told was pleasing to the eye.  I was soon left behind.”
    

    
      
    

    
      ‘Will you play for me now?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Smiling “I did promise.  What would you like to hear?”  She asked while rising.  Adam quickly moved to stand by her.  Although he did not take her hand, they moved toward the ballroom.
      





    
    
      ♫♬♫♬♫
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Adam deposited Arabelle next to the piano.  “It may not be in tune.”  He said in an apologetic voice.
    

    
      
    

    
      “It is.  Bernard and I worked on it the day I found it.”  Her voice proud.
    

    
      
    

    
      Tucking her dress under herself, she slid onto the bench behind the keyboard.  Music flowed from her mind, into her hand and through the keys.  Her body swayed and ebbed to the song she played.  The notes formed melodies and harmonies that spoke to Adams soul. The music pulled, stretched, and molded into emotions that he had long ago forgotten.    
    

    
      
    

    
      Adam backed away from the piano until he found a cushioned bench.  He sank into the upholstery.  There he sat awestruck by her talent as the layers around his 
      withered 
      heart were striped away.   
    

    
      
    

    
      With each new song goosebumps erupted on Adams skin as he watched her fingers glide over the keyboard.  Raising her head she strained to hear him.  Adam’s voice told her he was still there; a smile crept over her face.  With her eyes closed she searched for middle C.  Settling into a comfortable position she stretched out her arms.
        
      The
       
       chord rang through the hall.  With it smiles grew larger on both their faces at the sweet sound.  Adam closed his eyes and listened to her bring life to the notes she played.  The rhythm changed revealing an upbeat tune
       
      with a delicate refrain.   He opened his eyes to watch her hands 
      prance
       and pound on the ivory.   Delicate notes intertwined with deep chords that grounded the song.  Arabelle's hands were motionless above the keys, as the song dissolved around the vast room.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Would you like to hear more?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I could listen until the dawn breaks.”  The words
       
      spilled from him before he could stop them.
    

    
      
    

    
      “I don’t know about that, but I will try to oblige your request.”
    

    
      
    

    
      It was Cora who interrupted his private concert, bringing them coffee.  She also reminded them that the enchantressing hour was fast approaching.  Adam agreed the time was late and assured Cora they would quickly drink their coffee before retiring.  While they sipped the brew, Adam persuaded Arabelle to have brunch with him.
    

    




    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      ♫♬♬♬♫
    

    
      
    

    
      Adam woke early.  He waited in the kitchen for Cora.  Excited to give her instructions for brunch.  He told her of his intention to eat on the terrace, then rushed toward the stables to enlist Bernards help.  A table would need to be moved.  He also wanted the cushioned high backed chairs for comfort.  Once he was satisfied, he returned to his suite to clean up and change.
    

    
      
    

    
      He watched her from a shadowed alcove. A place he was sure she would not detect his presence.  The sunlight glistened through her hair, a light breeze made it dance off her shoulders.  Adam watched as her petite hand smoothed the coat of the hunters hound laying at her feet.  His cat stretched across the tabletop taking in the sun.  
      I should not be here.
        His inner voice having him question the invitation from the previous night.
    

    
      
    

    
      “I hear you behind me.  Please, come sit with me.”
    

    
      
    

    
       Adam moved to leave, he toppled a planter in his haste.
    

    
      
    

    
      Startled at the noise the maiden tried to stand, she stumbled over the dog. Adam, with his refined reflexes was able to catch her before she landed against the stone.
    

    
      
    

    
      He brushed the tresses from her face.  He noticed once more, the weakness he had forgotten she processed. 
    

    
      
    

    
      As gently as possible he guided
       
      her into the seat once more.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “
      Thank you.”  She whispered, touching his sleeve.  
    

    
      
    

    
      He removed her hand from his arm being careful not to let his claws tear through his thick gloves.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “May I ask a favor?” She said through a smile.
    

    
      
    

    
      “By all means.”  Adam retreated to  the vacant chair.
    

    
      
    

    
      She swept her hand out in front of herself.  “Tell me what I can not see.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Looking out over the land he began. “There are trees.  A stone path which leads to them.  There are flowers.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Her smile was
       wider, it 
      warmed him more than the sun.  “You are silly.  Of course there are trees, but what kind are they?  Do they have leaves or needles?  Is the branch long so it sways in the wind or short from the 
      mounts comping
       on it?  Are the flowers wild and free or are they trimmed and pruned?  The roses.  What color are the roses?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Taken aback, he asked.  “How did you know there are roses nearby?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Can’t you smell them,  they are right over there.”  She pointed in the exact location where white veined vines intertwined up the trellis.  They crawled over the top to cover the atrium roof.  The roses ranged from full bloom
      ,
       to buds that were but florets.  It would not be long until they all burst.  The trellis would be the envy of any painter.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “I will share with you they are twofold in color.   Red as rubies and white as snow.  They mingle overhead as you meander toward the pond.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “There’s a pond?”  Her tone conveyed shock, but in a delightfully playful manner.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yes, there is a pond.  If you will meet me tomorrow morning
       after you eat,  
      I will be honored to escort you there myself.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Arabella did not look up.  She was disappointed he didn’t offer to take her now.  “But I am 
      to 
      leave this day.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Then if you wish to see the pond, you must stay longer.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Why Adam, is that an invitation?”  Cora’s voice interrupted them.   She carried a tray filled with fruits and pastries.  Bernard not far behind with a pitcher and two glasses. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “Take it as you wish.  You will either leave or stay of your own accord.”   He said as he plucked a round danish from the tray.  
    

    
      
    

    
      His mind echoed, 
       Please stay.  
       
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    




    
      
    

    
      ♫♬🎶♬♫
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      And so, everyday after
       that
       they ate together.  Adam would entertain Arabella, always finding reason after reason for  her to stay.  Just one more day. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The stroll around the pond.
    

    
      
    

    
      A walk through the fields.
    

    
      
    

    
      Days turned to weeks, fall pushed into winter. 
    

    
      Arabelle noticed the nights Adam was absent.  She did not question where he went or what he did.  She missed him and during those times she busied herself in the kitchen with Cora.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Adam would reappear, spending time with her as nothing had kept him away.
    

    
      
    

    
      Tea in the library.
    

    
      
    

    
      Cribbage in the kitchen with Cora and Bernard.
    

    
      
    

    
      Tours of the Tapestries that hung in the Chapel. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Even as Spring approached,  he kept his distance always in fear she would inadvertently touch him thus learning his secret.  All the while, she wished he’d hold her hand or caress her cheek.   What would she give to have him whisper in her ear?  A kiss to her check, the thought made her shudder.  One that he noticed, but misunderstood, asking if she were cold.  
    

    
      
    

    
      A carriage ride through the countryside.
    

    
      
    

    
      Reading poetry as spring rains pelted the windowpanes outside the library. 
    

    
      
    

    
      By this time Arabelle was curious where Adam retreated too.  So one day she questioned Cora.  Being loyal, the maid would not answer.  So, Arabelle dropped the subject.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Summer was far to hot for traveling.
    

    
      They would sit with fans, creating a breeze to escape the heat.
    

    
      
    

    
      Soon Fall would be upon them again.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      While sharing their evening meal
      , 
      Adam cleared his throat, and
       
      calmly asked that she would stay with him.  He prayed silently that she would be his eternal guest.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Adam, I notice that you take your leave.  Traveling alone a few times every month.  I would like to stay.  You  must tell me where you go.  Who do you see?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Adam rose from his seat.  He stood at her side, then lowered himself to kneel on the floor.  His breath whispered against her cheek.  “I travel because I must.  I do not go far.  I see no one.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      She heard the truth in his voice.  Still, she felt he was hiding something from her.  
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    




    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      🎶♩♬♩🎶
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      It was a crisp fall day and the couple had decided that they would stroll the grounds.  A collection of pine cones and colorful leaves filled her 
      basket
      .  They had stopped to rest under a white willow tree.   Bella, which was what Adam had begun to call her, asked that he cut the tender hanging branches.   
    

    
      
    

    
      She wanted a bundle to weave into a basket.    He always obliged her requests.
    

    
      
    

    
      After dinner, he watched as her graceful hands caressed the branches.  Coaxing them to bend, to twist, and to fold into the desired shape.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Late into the night she worked, before declaring her project complete, holding it out for him to see.  Adam sat awe struck at the intricate hamper she had interlaced with
       mere 
      sticks.  It was egg shaped, wider at the bottom although the top opening would allow her to dip her hand inside.  She had removed the ribbon that bound her hair.  She laced  it within the willow strands just beneath the lip at the top.  He smiled at the lopsided bow.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Are you going to accept it or not?”  She asked.
    

    
      “Why give it to me?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “A token, payment for the company.”
    

    
        
    

    
      He couldn’t stop himself, although he knew he should not.  He made his way to her.  Just outside her reach he stooped down.  “I should give you gifts for bringing light into a dark and dreary place.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Where is this place?”  She quipped.
    

    
      
    

    
      “My heart.”
    

    
      
    

    
      She reached for him and this time he did not shy from her advance.  Although her touch was obscured by the cloak which he wore.  He leaned into her hand, only to be interrupted by the clatter of the hammer against the metal plate on the front door.  
    

    
      
    

    
      He reluctantly  left her.   She felt the air stir from the billow of his cloak hem, his footfalls faded from her.  She followed in his wake.  At the archway she was met by cold air seeping in from the night.  She heard the feeble voice of an elderly woman seeking shelter. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yes, I can find you lodging.  We have plenty of rooms to spare.”  Adam assured her as he pushed the heavy door closed before sliding the bolt into place.  “I will ask my cook to warm you something to eat.”  
    

    
      
    

    




    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      ♫♬♫♬♫
    

    
      
    

    
      Turning around
      , 
      Adam was surprised to find the Enchantress, not the old woman that stood there but a moment ago.  Behind her was Arabella,  her hand resting on the post that separated the entry from the room he’d just left.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Why have you returned to my home?”  He asked her.  His voice laced with defeat.  His mind reeling that this visit would end as all the others since that fateful night.  
    

    
      
    

    
      The Enchantress declaring him unworthy, yet again.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “Are you going to rescind your offer of a place to lay my head?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “No.  It will grow to cold for man or beast this night.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Her white hair flowed from around her body much like a separate living thing.  Her body grew tall.  Her limbs willowed.  Her eyes expanded into saucers colored as black as the darkest pitch.  Her lips nearly disappeared save for the thin red lines stark against razor sharp teeth.   
    

    
      
    

    
      She was both beauty and horror in 
      her glory
      .  She whispered in the night.  “Humble Prince, do you wish for me to lift your burden?”  His gaze fell to Lady Arabella.   The Enchantress followed his eyes with her own.
    

    
      
    

    
      He turned to her,
       
      “I beg of you, a wish.  For I want nothing for myself.”  She bows her head low in agreement.  “I wish that the maiden, who has shown me nothing but kindness, may have the gift of sight.  May she gaze upon the world, and see the beauty that I see in her.  May she see the beast I truly am.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      The Enchantress crushed a rose from a nearby vase and blew the dust as she turned into the face of the Lady.  Who blinked several times.  The clouds receded from her eyes.  
    

    
      
    

    
      The first thing she bore witness to was Adam.  Cloaked from head to toe, hands covered in thick gloves.  He pulled back the hood to reveal a face misshapen and covered in fine fur.  His nose so long it reminded her 
      to
       the snout of a hound.  Adams teeth were so large his lips could not contain them.  He turned his head, fearing her dismissal. 
    

    
      
    

    
      She, the woman who loved him, did the opposite.  She went to  him, forced him to face her.  She looked deep into his swirling gold eyes and embraced him,  sinking her hands into his pelt to search out flesh.  Her delicate face rested on his shoulder.  
    

    
      
    

    
      He rested his head on hers, savoring the gentle touch that reached his soul.
    

    
      
    

    
      The Enchantress began to sway.  Gently rocking herself to and fro.  Her arms 
      danced toward the sky as they weaved intricate patterns.  Her voice so soft it was but a whisper.  The chanting lyrics brought
        a mist that settled throughout the room.   
    

    
      
    

    
      Arabelle strained her ears in order to listen.  Her eyes to see.  She could not understand the strange language being used. Nor find the woman within the dense fog that had overtaken the room.
    

    
      
    

    
      As the fog settled to the ground, the enchantress focused on the couple she spoke.  
    

    
      
    

    
      “The Prince will only be subject to the new moon.  He will no longer twist and scream while his body contorts.   He will simply step from one form to the other when mother sun hides her  rays from his presence.   I can not spare your children from this curse. They may be moon driven like their father.  Please teach them that this is a gift.  Not a curse.  They will be champions of both man and beast.  Two living as one.”
    

    
      
    

    
      She stepped 
      between Adam and Arabelle.  “Daughter of my sister, I do not know the future, though I should pass along a warning.   You are of my blood though no longer pure.  By joining your houses, future generations are 
      unsure
      ."     The Enchantress reached behind her to Adam; she pulled the couple to stand together.  As the Enchantress faded into the mist she whispered.  “Be loving and kind to all.”  
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      The End
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