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Bobby and the Beast

Mark Pace


Chapter 1
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Once upon a time in a land far away, an ugly old troll approached the stone wall that surrounded a castle.  He unlatched the gate.  The strong wind ripped it from his bony fingers.  The gate clanged against the stones.  It took all the troll's strength to force the gate closed behind him as he entered the castle grounds.

The troll's entire body shook when claps of thunder boomed in the distance.  Lightning streaked across the sky, momentarily illuminating several statues scattered throughout the grounds.  The pounding rains landed on the perfectly sculpted likenesses of Greek gods and muscular warriors.  The owner of the castle clearly had an appreciation of the classic, naked male form.

By the time he climbed the stone steps, the troll was completely soaked from head to toe.  He shivered as his thin, torn and ratty clothes flapped in the wind.

The troll wrapped both hands around the fancy knot at the end of a thick rope that hung to the right of a large wooden door.  He put forth considerable effort yanking on the rope.  He heard the bells echo inside the castle.

The handsome prince who owned the castle had been reclining in his reading room.  "Who could be ringing the bells at this late hour on a stormy night such as this?" he said aloud as he rose and looked out the window.  Seeing the storm in full force, he thought perhaps the wind itself had taken hold of the rope.

Rather than wake his already sleeping servants, the prince decided to check the door himself.  If a hunky passing knight needed a place to stay, well, the prince would be glad to share his bed!

The prince walked down the long stone corridor.  He descended the winding staircase which led to the front entrance.  "Hark!  Who goes there?" the prince called through the door.

His voice was like music to the troll's ears.  It had been so long since he'd come in contact with a man with a masculine voice like that.  Its richness and deepness conjured all kinds of visions of how handsome its owner must be.

"A poor and weary traveler," the troll replied in answer to the prince's question.  "May I trouble you for shelter from this horrendous storm and perhaps a morsel of food?"

When the prince heard the troll's high-pitched and whiny voice, he knew he would be short of stature and certainly no threat.  The prince removed the heavy wooden bar from its holder.  The huge door creaked open.

The candelabras from the foyer provided a sudden patch of bright light.  The troll blinked in surprise.  He covered his eyes with his hands.

The prince blinked in disgust at the sight of the creature on his doorstep.  The misshapen, stooped-over troll couldn't have been more than four feet tall.  His scraggly beard went all the way down to the top of his chest.  His pointy ears stuck out from under his dirty hat.  His fingernails were so sharp, they resembled claws.

"How dare you, an ugly little troll, disturb my reading?" the prince roared.

"Begging your pardon, sir, I lost my way in the dark and I need a place to stay to wait out the storm–"

The prince cut him off.  "What you need is a miracle.  With the way you look, I shouldn't doubt that terrible storms follow you everywhere you go!"

The troll shifted his weight from one foot to the other.  It was obvious that his old joints were aching from the weather.  Ignoring the prince's rude remarks, the troll tried another tactic.  "I can offer you something in return for your hospitality."

The prince rested his hands on his gold-laced belt.  He stared down at the obviously indigent beggar.  "What could you possibly offer me, troll?"

The troll produced a compact mirror from his pocket.  The prince thought it must have been the only possession the troll had in the world.  As he held the mirror out towards him, the prince noticed the troll had tiny hairs growing in the palm of his hand.

The prince gestured at the beautiful castle furnishings behind him.  He directed the troll's attention to several full-length mirrors that he used to admire himself from many angles.  "I have no need of your trinkets.  As you can see, I have gold aplenty to purchase mirrors and anything else my heart desires."

The troll reached into the soaking-wet pocket of his vest.  He pulled out a handkerchief decorated with intricate embroidery.  He held it up in the prince's line of vision.

Curiously, the handkerchief was completely dry despite the wet conditions from which it was retrieved.  The prince thought the troll's vest pocket must have been lined with some type of water-resistant material.  In any case, he had no interest in the little piece of fabric.

"Will you consider this handkerchief a fair trade for a bite to eat and a night's lodging in the castle?" the troll asked.

The prince scoffed.  "I have royal tailors who create these magnificent clothes you see me wearing before you.  I hardly need your pitiful scrap of material."

The troll tucked the handkerchief back into his pocket.  "Ah!" said the troll, "I have skills which Your Majesty might find pleasing."

Unconvinced, the prince allowed, "Go on.  I'm listening."

"I'm very skilled in the sensual arts," said the troll.  "If you show me to your bedchamber, I will take you to heights of sexual pleasure, the likes of which you've never experienced!"

One thing was for sure – the prince laughed the likes of which he had never experienced.  He held his stomach as he doubled over in fit after fit of laughter.  He couldn't even catch his breath to comment on the troll's declaration.

"I see you find my offer funny," the troll said, stating the obvious with a distinct edge of anger creeping into his voice.

"Hysterical would be more accurate," the prince told him as he attempted to regain his composure.  "Repulsive and delusional come to mind too.  You think I would share a bed with a grotesque little creature like you?  I've been with the hottest knights, finest princes, and most handsome kings in all the realms!"

"Yet, you are still alone," the troll pointed out.

The prince bristled.  He didn't want to show the troll that he'd hit a nerve.  "Not that it's any of your business, troll, but it does get a little repetitive with so many gorgeous men throwing themselves at my feet all the time."

"That must be a burden," agreed the troll, making no attempt to hide the sarcasm in his voice.  "Perhaps some of those fine men are not finding what they are looking for within you.  And perhaps the rest of them are – because all those men want from you is a worked-out body and a good time, but nothing of any substance."

"What would you know about it, troll?" snapped the prince.  "Nobody would ever go near a horrid, old and dried up thing like you!"

Inside, the troll's blood boiled.  He clasped his claw-like hands together.  He sighed quietly, willing himself to remain as calm as possible.  With a deliberate and measured tone, he responded, "My good Prince, I entreat you to think of how you sound.  Words have consequences.  Appearances are not always what they seem.  For true beauty, goodness, and even talent are found within.  I shall give you a moment to reconsider your harsh words."

"Insolent fool!" screamed the prince.  "I know exactly what I'm saying.  I'm done wasting my time with the likes of you.  Go crawl back under your bridge, or your rock, or wherever you came from.  Only a disgusting beast would even bother to give you the time of day!"  

The troll flashed an evil smile.  The few white spots on his pointy and otherwise stained teeth gleamed in the candlelight.  "So everything they said about you in the village is true!  You may be the most handsome man in all the realms, but inside, you are dark and ugly, there is no love in your heart.  You wouldn't even take pity on a poor and weary traveler in the height of a storm.  As you said yourself, you have gold aplenty and an exquisitely furnished castle so it would cost you nothing to shelter a destitute stranger for an evening."

"You're boring me with your babbling on.  Be gone with you," said the prince with a dismissive wave of the hand.  He gave the wooden door a good shove with his other hand, fully expecting it to slam shut with a resounding thud in the troll's face.

The troll simply held up one of his sharp fingernails.  The heavy door instantly and inexplicably stopped moving.  The troll blew gently in the door's direction.  It swung wide-open again.

"How did you do that?" the prince asked in disbelief.  

"I'm a sorcerer," the troll explained.  "I'm on a mission to find a man whose inner beauty matches his outward appearance.  In all the men I've come across so far in my travels, you are definitely the most handsome man I've seen."

"Of course," the prince said jutting his chin out a bit.

"You're also the one with the most contrast between his outward looks and his inner true self.  I'm going to fix that," the troll threatened as magic sparks of energy jumped from the fingertips of one of his hands to the other.

The prince took a step back into the castle.  He reached for the sword in its sheath at his side.

"You won't be using that sword tonight," the troll stated.  He merely glared at it.

The prince struggled to remove his weapon from its sheath.  No matter how hard he pulled, no matter how much his impressive muscles strained, the sword refused to budge.

The troll's eyes danced with mischief.  He looked directly at the prince's impressive bulge in his tights.  "I also predict you won't be using that sword any time soon, if ever again, after I'm done with you."

The prince instinctively dropped his hands to cover and protect his crotch.  For the first time in his life, real fear crossed his face.  "What are you going to do to me?"

The troll snorted.  "Nothing you haven't already done to yourself.  I'm simply going to let the truth shine through."  With that, the troll waved his arm in the air.

The prince stared wide-eyed as the troll began to change in front of his eyes.  His hunched-over posture straightened up.  His limbs lengthened.  He went from four feet to five, to six and finally stopped growing at a strapping six foot, four inches.  His pointy ears shrunk and rounded off.  His scraggly beard fell to the floor, replaced by a clean-shaven face.  His pointy teeth whitened and retracted to normal appearance.  His ratty clothes dissolved.  In their place, a suit of the most expensive fabric and finest tailoring appeared.

The troll transformed into a drop-dead gorgeous stud, the kind of man that the prince would have gladly welcomed into his castle and especially into his bed.

"Damn!  You're so hot!" the prince gushed.  "Why didn't you tell me or show me right from the beginning?  We could have been having mad passionate sex by now!  I'm so sorry I insulted you  before.  Let's go to my bedchamber and-"

"Not so fast," the troll-turned-hunk commented as he saw the undeniable excitement growing in the prince's pants.  "I said I was going to let the truth shine through and I did – my truth.  Now it's time for your truth to shine through."  He waved his hand in the prince's direction.

As if punched in the stomach by some invisible force, the prince flew backwards.  "Ouch!" he complained as he landed on his butt on the spiral staircase.  He felt pin pricks all over his body even though nothing was touching him and the former troll was several feet away.

The prince's chest suddenly felt terribly itchy.  He scratched through his shirt, but there was no relief.  He wanted to scratch the skin directly.  He couldn't even wait to unbutton his shirt.  He pulled the fabric apart, popping the buttons off.

"What's happening to me?" the prince screamed in horror.  A thick mat of hair – no, make that fur – rapidly grew over and devoured his perfectly-sculpted smooth pecs!  The same thing happened to his legs and back.  He was so shocked by the fur covering his skin that he didn't realize for a moment that his arms and legs were changing too – more into paws than human limbs.

The prince brought his hands to his face.  He felt the features change shape right under what was left of his fingertips.  His nose grew longer and whiskers sprouted from it.  His clean-shaven cheeks turned as hairy as his chest.  Bushy eyebrows sprouted above his eyes.  His lips suddenly hurt where elongated fangs poked into them.

He knew he'd landed on an empty stair when he was thrown backwards.  Why did it suddenly feel like he was sitting on something?  He reached under his rear end and found something there.  He pulled it to get it out of the way.  He let out a high-pitched yelp because pain shot up his spine.  He realized he had pulled a tail – his own!

"Change me back at once!" the prince demanded.  Only it no longer sounded like him when he spoke.  Where was his masculine, commanding voice?  The gravelly, raspy sound coming from deep within his throat resembled a growl mixed with a howl.

"I couldn't even if I wanted to.  That's not how the curse works.  Only you have the power to break it yourself."

"How?" growled the prince-turned-beast.

"If you can learn to truly love another man and earn his love in return, then the spell will be broken.  Oh, and there's a time limit."

"Of course there is," mumbled the beast.

Even though the embroidered handkerchief had been in his vest pocket when he was in the form of the troll, the sorcerer now pulled the same handkerchief out of the pocket of his fancy new clothes.  He tossed it to the beast who caught it with his half paw/half hand.

"As you may have noticed earlier, there's something peculiar about the cloth from which this is made.  It can't be moistened by ordinary water.  Only your honest tears will get this handkerchief wet.  It will never dry.  Every tear you shed will get the handkerchief a bit wetter, even if it's not in your possession when you're crying."

"So what?" questioned the beast.

"Here's the important part," the sorcerer told him.  "If you can love another man and be loved in return by him while there is still a dry spot on the handkerchief, then the spell will be broken.  If that doesn't happen by the time the handkerchief becomes completely soaked by your tears, then you'll remain a beast forever!"

"Then I will never shed a single tear," the beast said confidently.

"We shall see," said the sorcerer.  He reached into his pocket and pulled out the compact mirror that the beast (when he was still a prince) had refused earlier.  The sorcerer opened the mirror and held it up to the beast's face.

The beastly eyes bulged from the former prince's face when he saw what he now looked like.  It was a hundred times worse than the troll's ugly look had been.  He was hideous!  No man would ever be interested in having sex with him again.  All those noblemen, knights, princes, and kings who'd been so willing to jump in the sack with him in the past would now take one look at him and run screaming.

He'd spend the rest of his life alone.  Who would ever love such a beast?

When the thought hit him, the tears flowed freely.  Sure enough, even though it was nowhere near his face or his teardrops, the handkerchief in his hand started to get wet in one corner.  The damn thing knew he was crying and acted accordingly.

"No, no, no!" the beast screamed.  He threw the compact to the floor.  He picked up a chair and hurled it at the closest mirror.  The pieces shattered all over the place.  Some landed on his fur.  He continued his rampage around the room, smashing all the ornate mirrors that he'd always spent so much time admiring himself in.

The beast picked up the compact and found its mirror hadn't shattered when he threw it to the floor.  This time, he flung it with all his might against the stairs.  It made a terrible racket as it hit the edge of one stair and bounced down several more.  When he went over to it to get the satisfaction of seeing it smashed, he was horrified to discover that it was still very much intact.

The sorcerer did nothing to contain his smug smile.  "That's a magic mirror.  It's unbreakable.  It can also show you more than a reflection.  It can show you what you want most in the world.  In your case, that will probably also turn out to be what you deserve the least!"  The sorcerer's laugh echoed throughout the entire castle as he disappeared in a puff of smoke.

The beast went through the rest of the castle breaking all the mirrors in every room because he couldn't bear to see what he had become.

* * *
[image: image]


Several years went by, during which the beast locked himself up in the castle, too ashamed of his appearance to step foot beyond the castle grounds.  He was careful over the years to avoid anything that might make him cry and therefore hasten the soaking of the handkerchief.

Despite his beastly presence, as time went on, a few tearful incidents did occur.  Once, a bee stung him right in the nose.  Another time he got a thorn stuck in his paw while tending to the castle's rose garden.

There were a few tear-inducing kitchen mishaps with sharp knives soon after his transformation.  He had a terrible time trying to hold utensils in his paws.  He soon learned that trying to cut an onion posed a double hazard.  Before long, the beast simply tore into his food with his paws like an animal and human manners were completely disregarded.  

He kept the magic mirror hidden away in a wardrobe in an unused wing of the castle.  He dared not gaze into it for fear it would show him his heart's desire which might bring a tear to his eye.

No matter how careful he had been over the years, the little handkerchief had only a few dry spots left.  The beast had long ago given up all hope of ever breaking the curse.  He could never get the thought out of his mind: Who would ever love such a beast?
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Chapter 2
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The midday sun beat down on a farm on the outskirts of a small village.  The old farmer, a widower, worked the fields as he did every day.  The dry earth created mini dust clouds as he trudged through the paths between rows of meager vegetables. 

He couldn't remember the last time it rained which meant that he was forced to carry heavy buckets of water back and forth from the stream in order to keep the plants alive.  At first, he had used water from the well by the little farmhouse, but the well had run dry from the drought.

When one of the farmer's tools broke, he sent his only son, Bobby, into the village to get a replacement.

As Bobby walked through the village square and greeted them kindly, the villagers gossiped about him.

"Most farmers are blessed with a house full of strapping boys to help them work their fields.  Can you imagine that poor farmer only had one son?" said a lady with a fancy hat as she carried a loaf of bread from the baker.

"I know," said her neighbor who'd accompanied her for the walk to town.  "Look at that young man's slight build.  How could he possibly do the heavy lifting and other manual labor required by farm chores?"

"He's a nice enough young man and he tries his best to help his father with the work and the animals.  But let's face it, farming is no work for a twink like Bobby!"

"Look at his fair complexion.  It's as white as the bread you're carrying.  He couldn't possibly stay out in the sun for long hours to work the fields."

They clucked their tongues disapprovingly and walked on to their next errand.

Bobby the Twink, as he was known around the village, much preferred the world of books, both reading them and writing poetry in blank ones.  As soon as he was dismissed from the table, he'd read a quick chapter or two until chore time.  He'd read by candlelight long past his bedtime each night.  He loved all kinds of stories, but those involving swordplay, magic, and brave princes were his favorite.

Bobby paid the blacksmith for the tool and slipped it in his pocket.  He walked to the next shop down.  He stood outside the bakery window looking at all the delicious sweets.  His mouth watered when his eyes rested on a plate of chocolate cupcakes smothered in creamy frosting.  His stomach gurgled, reminding him that it had been forever since he'd eaten a baked treat.

"I'll buy you a cupcake," said a deep voice behind him.  A thick meaty hand holding fanned-out bills suddenly came between Bobby and the window.

"No, thank you.  That's very thoughtful, Gary, but I have to get home to the farm," Bobby replied.

"How did you know it was me?"

"I'd recognize your voice anywhere."

"Never heard one so manly, I bet," Gary boasted.

"Indeed," Bobby replied more out of politeness than being impressed by Gary's masculinity which oozed out from every pore in his body.  Bobby decided there was no need to mention Gary's big reflection in the bakery window.

"What are you up to today?" Gary asked.  He didn't wait for an answer.  He just kept talking about himself – as usual.  "Me, I just came from hauling logs for fun.  That gave me a great workout today.  I think my biceps got an inch bigger than yesterday."  He shoved his arm in Bobby's face and flexed.  "Go ahead, squeeze it and see for yourself."

"That's OK, I believe you, Gary."  Bobby moved out of the way, putting some space between them.

"Where are you going?" Gary asked.

"I didn't think there was enough room for the three of us there," Bobby told him.

Gary pointed to himself and then to Bobby.  He counted to two on his fingers.  "Three?" he questioned.

"Me, you, and your ego," Bobby said dryly.

Gary paused for a moment.  Then he laughed because he could tell from Bobby's tone that it was supposed to be a joke.  However, Gary didn't get it.  He had no idea what was supposed to be funny.

"See you around, Gary," Bobby said walking down the street.

"Wait!" Gary called out, following him.

Across the street, two girls watched the scene between the two young men.  "I wish that dreamboat Gary would pay me half the attention he pays to that silly twink!" said a girl with her long blonde hair in a braid with a pink ribbon on the end.

"Just our luck, the hottest guy in town happens to like other guys!  What's a poor girl to do?" responded her friend as she smoothed the wrinkles on her floral skirt. 

"I know, right.  You know what they say, all the good ones are married or gay!"

"These days, they're gay and married – to each other!  Speaking of that, how many times has Gary asked Bobby to marry him?"

She twisted her braid around her finger like a golden wedding ring.  "Five?  Eight?  Ten?  I've lost count!"

"I can tell you, he'd only have to ask me once.  Can you imagine falling asleep against that strong, hairy chest every night?"

"That handsome face being the first thing you'd see every morning and the last thing before you went to sleep at night?"

"And with all the money Gary's family has, never having to work a day in your life?"

"Ahh," both girls said at once with a deep sigh.  They stared across the street at Gary letting their imaginations run wild.

Gary trailed after Bobby.  "You know, Bobby, your father isn't getting any younger."

"Not one of us is," Bobby replied.

"Yeah, well, what I mean is, it's getting to be a lot for him to handle that farm.  If you and me got together, I'd be there to help out.  I'm sure you could use a real man like me around."  Gary stood tall and puffed up his chest.  "Or better yet, my family is very rich.  We could live anywhere.  Who needs a farm?  And-"

"And I'm going to be late getting this tool back to my father.  I'd better hurry."  Bobby waved and sprinted away before Gary had a chance to react.

* * *
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The farmer knelt in a patch of vegetables pulling weeds when Bobby returned.  Somehow, the weeds had no trouble growing during the drought, but the father and son could barley keep the vegetable plants alive.

"What took you so long in town, son?  Did you stop by the bookbinder's shop?"

"I wish!  No, Gary cornered me on the street – again."

The farmer stopped his weeding.  He shielded his eyes from the sun with his hand as he looked at Bobby.  "You know, son, I'm not going to be around forever.  You could do worse than a big, strong, healthy, and wealthy young man like Gary who wants to take care of you."

"Ugh!" Bobby plopped himself down in the dirt next to his father.  "You're right that Gary is  strong and wealthy.  He's also conceited, stuck-up, insensitive, rude, pushy, and probably several other adjectives I'm too tired to think of right now.  Besides, can you imagine what my hair would look like if I was with him?"

"Your hair?" his father questioned.

"I'd never be able to get near a mirror to fix it because Gary would spend every spare second in front of them all – probably at the same time so he could enjoy different angles – admiring himself!"

"OK, OK, you win, enough talk about Gary – for now."

"Thank you, father," Bobby said.  "You must be starving.  I'll go in the house and start supper."

"First, I want you to see the pumpkin."

Bobby perked up.  "You said it died at the beginning of the drought."

"Well, it wasn't doing too well and I didn't want you to be disappointed.  But I've been giving it extra care.  I've pinched off all the competing buds and brought that vine its own bucket of water from the stream every day."

"And?" Bobby asked excitedly.

"Come and see!"  His father stood up.  He brushed the dirt off his pants and led his son to the far end of their property where Bobby hadn't been in months.

"Oh, it's huge!" Bobby said when he saw the giant pumpkin growing on the vine.  "I can't believe I didn't see it from the house.  It must weigh hundreds and hundreds of pounds.  A prize winner for sure!"

"I think so too.  That's why I'm bringing it to the agricultural fair."

"That's so far away.  Such a long journey," Bobby pointed out.

"It will take several days to get there because I'll have to go so slowly to protect the pumpkin from damage.  I'm going to hitch up the wagon right now and bring it over here.  I'll need your help to hoist this beauty into it.  I'll keep the wagon in the barn tonight and leave first thing in the morning."

"I'm sure you'll get top prize, father."

"We'll save all that prize money for your future.  Well, most of it, I think there will be enough to buy you some new books, both to read and some blank ones to write in."

"Thank you," Bobby said as he hugged his father.

"I want to bring you back a souvenir from the fair as well since you'll have to stay here to tend to the farm while I'm gone."

"No, that isn't necessary, father."

"I insist.  You're such a good son.  I want to bring you back something that will bring a smile to your handsome face."

Bobby truthfully didn't want anything.  However, the twink could see the look in his father's eyes.  He knew how much it meant to his father to feel like he was providing for him, especially since their earnings from the farm had been so meager the last few years.

Bobby tried to think of something that would cost very little and be easy to obtain.  The perfect idea came to him.  "Father, it would be nice if you brought me a rose.  Our rosebushes didn't bloom this year because of the drought.  I've been wanting to write a poem about a rose.  It would be so nice if I had a fresh one to look at for inspiration."

"A rose it is, for my talented son," the farmer declared happily.

The two of them got right to work on getting the pumpkin ready for the big trip.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 3
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Two days into his journey en route to the agricultural fair, the farmer sat in the wagon seat holding the reins, letting the horses trot along at their own pace.  He missed his son, but he trusted him to work hard and take care of the farm in his absence.

The farmer felt something cool on the back of his hand.  Could it be?  He looked up in the sky and saw a dark cloud rapidly overtaking the sun.  Another raindrop landed directly on his upturned nose.

All at once, the heavens seemed to open up, letting loose an ocean's worth of rain.  The wagon wheels started to kick up mud behind them as they rolled along.  The horses neighed their complaints of having to travel through the storm.

The farmer soon realized that the rains were out of control.  The wind whipped by him, stealing his hat.  It flew high up into a tree, far beyond his reach.

He scanned the area for shelter for himself, the horses, and his precious pumpkin cargo.  There was nothing but the open road and the forest surrounding it.

He came upon an arched wooden bridge that spanned a rising stream.  As he neared it, he urged the horses onward, but they protested.  They sniffed the air and refused to take another step.

The farmer snapped the reins, but it did no good.  The horses whinnied, but didn't budge.  He carefully jumped off the seat and walked alongside them.  He smoothed their wet manes.  "Now come on, ladies, there's nothing to be afraid of.  I'll lead you over the bridge myself."

The farmer held the reins as he led the horses.  They pulled back, not wanting to follow his lead.  He couldn't imagine what had gotten into them.  They never acted like this before.

With the help of some carrots he produced from his pocket, the farmer was finally able to get the horses to step onto the bridge.  Their hooves clip-clopped on the wooden planks, a sound that could be heard above both the pounding rain and the rushing water beneath the bridge.

"There, now, we're halfway already.  See, ladies, that wasn't so bad."  He gave them both an extra treat of an apple he had saved for them.

As the horses gratefully munched on their snack, a surge of water came rushing around the bend in the stream.  The farmer had no time to think, much less put a plan into action.

The first wave washed over the edge of the bridge.  It rose as high as the farmer's knees.  A second wave followed it.  That one crested over the bridge's railing, a height equal to the farmer's waist.

The bridge made a rumbling sound which was, fittingly, quite similar to thunder.  The water in the raging stream rose even higher.  The metal screws holding the bridge's main structure to its support beams on both ends loosened.  The wooden beams creaked as they swayed back and forth.  

A third wave drenched the farmer, his wagon, and the two horses completely.  Then it swept the entire bridge and its occupants into the stream with it!

The farmer got an unexpected mouthful of water as he hit the churning surface face down.

The horses thrashed around, desperately trying to right themselves while tethered to the wagon.

The prized pumpkin was a total loss.  It broke loose from its ropes on the overturned wagon.  The rough waters smashed it against the rocks in the stream.  Pumpkin pieces flew out in several directions.  Most disappeared downstream almost instantly.

The farmer dove underwater.  He barely avoided being accidentally kicked by the horses as he swam for the straps that hitched them to the wagon.  Somehow he managed to unhitch them despite the swirling water and the horses' erratic movements.  He unbuckled their harnesses so they could swim freely to the surface.

The wagon smashed against the rocks too.  The surging water carried the splinters of wood away.  The farmer could no longer tell which pieces belonged to his wagon and which to the bridge.

The farmer fought the current as he struggled to get to the banks of the stream.  He had no idea how far downstream and away from his intended path he was when he finally propelled himself out of the water and onto a grassy clearing.

He sat there in shock, finally comprehending that his pumpkin, wagon, and food supplies were washed away.  He looked up and down the stream for some sign of the horses.  The blinding rain hindered his vision.

He heard the familiar clip-clop of hooves.  "Thank goodness!  You're alive!" he exclaimed as one of the horses trotted up to him across the soggy field.  "Good girl," he said patting her side and checking her over for any obvious injuries.  Of course, she'd lost her saddle and the rest of her tack.  Other than being shaken up, she seemed fine.  "Where's your partner?" he asked.  The horse gave no reply.

The farmer waited for quite a while in that spot, hoping that the other horse would show up.  Unfortunately, she never did.  When the rain finally let up, he carefully climbed onto the horse's back.  When she didn't neigh or shift around in discomfort, he reasoned she was safe to ride.  They headed through the woods looking for the closest road.

Night began to fall and the farmer still hadn't found a road.  In fact, the forest seemed to grow denser with every step.  Frogs croaked.  Owls hooted.  Strange eyes seemed to glow in the pale moonlight that intermittently shone through the trees.

The horse's ears perked up when wolves, a half-dozen of them at least, howled in the distance.  The farmer bent down and spoke soothingly in the horse's ear.  He hoped it calmed her down even though he wasn't able to fool himself into feeling calmer.

He had no weapons with him.  A hungry pack of wolves would surely eat both he and his faithful horse alive!

He heard the howling getting closer.  The wolves must have picked up the horse's scent and trail.  He urged the horse to go faster even though he knew it made no sense to try to outrun a pack of wolves, especially since he had no destination.

He heard the wild predators getting closer.  More voices joined in their howling.  He dug his heel into the horse's side saying, "Faster, faster!"  The farmer ducked down because he was afraid a branch would knock him from the horse's back.  The farmer looked over his shoulder.  Was that a wolf's eyes glowing in the distance?

Swiveling his head forward again, he saw something in front of him.  It seemed like a clearing with some sort of light.  A window!  As he got closer, he saw a castle with a stone wall surrounding it.

Before he knew it, the wolves were practically on the horse's heels.  Despite the darkness, he swore he saw a sliver of moonlight land on a wolf's fangs, revealing its drool.

He dug his knee into the side of the horse which she understood as steering her toward the right.  The farmer aimed for a break in the stone wall which contained a gate that, luckily, was open and swinging in the breeze.

No matter what happened, it was going to be close.  He could feel the wolves' breath on his ankles.  Their snapping jaws unnerved him.

He had to get away from those hungry animals.  He signaled for the horse to jump through the open gate.  As she did, the back of her leg hit the gate and slammed it shut.  It smacked a wolf square in the snout.  That wolf howled in pain.  The rest of the pack howled in frustration that their tasty dinner had escaped.
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Chapter 4


[image: image]


The farmer and his horse approached the imposing castle.  Light blazed from several windows, but he saw no movement within.  The magnificent grounds also seemed deserted.

The tired and hungry horse eyed the stables.  She didn't wait for her master's direction or permission.  She galloped over to them and partook of a hearty meal of oats and hay.  She lapped up all the water she could drink.

The farmer tied the horse up in the stable with a lariat he found on a hook.  He made his way over to the front door of the castle.  He pulled on the frayed rope hanging by the entrance.  Only silence greeted him from inside.  He yanked on it again, harder this time.  He surmised that the old rope must have been broken somewhere in the system since it no longer set the bells off.

The farmer knocked on the door instead.  He hit it so hard that his knuckles hurt.  Still, nobody came to answer.  He pushed on the heavy wooden door.  To his surprise, it creaked open.

He peeked in.  "Hello?  Is anyone here?"  Getting no response, he took a few tentative steps inside.

He found the foyer simply stunning.  He'd never seen such immense wealth before.  He looked at the exquisite furnishings and the tapestries on the wall with awe.  He admired the gleaming marble of a statue illuminated by a nearby candlestick.

The castle was spotless.  Clearly, there had to be a team of servants that kept the place in such pristine condition.  Where were they all?

"Hello?" the farmer called out again.  He decided to explore a little more.  Someone had to be around somewhere!

The farmer wandered into an immense dining hall.  The longest table he'd ever seen spread out from one end of the room to the other.  Silver platters overflowed with all kinds of food.  However, he thought it was quite curious that there was only one place setting at the far end of the table.

A fireplace roared with flames on one wall.  The fire seemed freshly stoked.  It reminded him of how cold and wet he was from his earlier mishap.  He reasoned aloud, "I'm sure the master of the house and his servants won't mind if a poor, lost traveler like me warms himself by the fire for a bit.  I'm sure they will be along shortly."

As he walked towards the fireplace, he eyed the overabundance of food on the table.  "I'm sure they wouldn't mind if I just helped myself to a few bites."  The farmer reached for a chicken leg from a platter which overflowed with them.

Just then, a voice behind him shrieked, "What are you doing?  Who are you?"

The voice belonged to a harried servant who entered the room, carrying a tureen of steaming soup.  He put the soup down and ran up to the farmer.  He slapped the chicken out of his hand!  The servant grabbed the farmer by the shoulders.  He looked him in the eye and shook him saying in hushed tones, "You must leave at once!"

"I beg your pardon, sir.  I meant no offense.  I was lost in the woods and saw the castle.  I didn't want to just walk in.  I attempted to ring the bell, but the rope must be broken.  I knocked and called out, but nobody answered."

The servant looked over his shoulder nervously.  "I'm sorry for your troubles.  I'm afraid if you stay much longer, they will be multiplied." 

A noise in the hallway right outside the dining hall startled them both.  "Quick, get on the floor."  The servant pushed the farmer to his knees and practically kicked him under the long table.  The servant stood with his back to the table and his legs closed tightly, trying to block the view beneath the tablecloth.

"Who are you talking to?" asked another servant carrying a tray of fine wines.

"Me?  Nobody."

"I heard your voice."

"I must have been singing while I worked."

The second servant eyed the first suspiciously.  "Your singing voice sounds like a miner grinding rocks," he joked.

"I think I stubbed my toe and must have been screaming out in pain.  Yes, that's it.  That's what you heard."

"Why are you standing like that?"

"Like what?"

"Like a soldier all tight and rigid."

He shrugged.  "No reason."

"What are you hiding?" the second servant asked.

"Nothing," he answered with his voice wavering.

"Then what's that over there?" the second servant asked, pointing across the room.

When the distracted first servant looked across the room as planned, the second one shoved him out of the way.  He reached under the table and pulled the farmer out by the ear.

The farmer smiled weakly and waved.

"A guest!  Joyous me!  It's been so long!  Welcome, welcome!" the second servant gushed.

"Thank you," said the farmer.

"He's not staying another second.  If the master finds us in here with a stranger, all three of us will be executed!" the first servant screamed and whispered at the same time.

Seeing the poor condition of the guest's clothes, the second servant commented, "But he looks so hungry."  He reached into the chicken tray and grabbed two legs.  With a glance over his shoulder towards the entrance, he added in a conspiratorial whisper, "Here, take these.  I'll rearrange the tray so it doesn't look like any are missing."  He stuffed a chicken leg into the farmer's mouth.

"Are you insane?" asked the first servant.

Swallowing a bite of the delicious food, the farmer told the two servants, "I'll be glad to explain everything to your master.  I'm sure he will take pity on a weary traveler."

"No outsider is allowed to see the master.  We rarely see him ourselves.  He usually barks commands to us through doors or down hallways."

"That's a rather odd way to get along," the farmer commented.

"Yes, well, you can ponder that on your way out," said the first servant grabbing the farmer
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