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      As we walk along a road by night, there is a certain and undeniable beauty that comes with the dark. Quaint aging houses, well-tended gardens and hedgerows, ancient stone paths, grand oak trees which seem like wise old sages, all are appreciated as in the day, but each displays a different character by moonlight.

      And so it is when we witness the various stages experienced by a loved one as he or she draws nearer to the final major event in life, an event as powerful and intimate as birth. We still see the character and beauty of the soul that inhabited the body, and gave us the precious gift and joy of loving relationship, while at the same time, we begin to see the flame of life flickering and fading, and both soul and body become beings we no longer know well.

      To witness the process of the death of a loved one is to be violated by Grief. It descends upon us unwanted, unbidden, yet we are powerless to prevent its firm grasp on our souls. It is rather like walking a lonely, dark road on a clear, still night and finding ourselves in the midst of a dense fog. It does not always happen in an instant, just one moment in time; indeed, sometimes it creeps in slowly, giving only the most vague suggestions that it is lurking just ahead.

      We walk that deserted, lonely road, dark and cold, so still and quiet, as the mist gently drifts from place to place, seeming innocuous enough as it plays hide and seek, yet it is unmistakably eerie, its intentions not at all harmless or playful. At first, it hangs in patches, giving us small tastes of it, allowing us to carry on, walking through it. Occasionally, it dances away from the face of the moon, and once again, the road is illuminated by a loving memory of the one we’ve lost.

      But as it gathers itself, as the mist begins to hang thick with what seem to be ghosts, appearing, then vanishing, changing shape and form, suddenly we are in its grasp, seemingly out of nowhere. We lose our sense of direction and our hearts begin to fill with fear, panic at the thought that we won’t find our way out of it. What was once a bright, full moon, casting its soft glow upon the land, lighting the way of the traveller as it gives new light and life to all it sees, becomes, instead, a dim spectre, shrouded in billowing mist. Where once, we could witness its quiet radiance illuminating cobblestone roads, sleeping blossoms, and whispering leaves, gradually, the mist engulfs them, keeping them secret in its ethereal quality.

      Then we, too, become surrounded and consumed by it, as it keeps us feeling alone, cut off from all life, existing in a terrible, and terrifying place. We feel frozen in fear, immobilized and unable to move, unable to find our way out, unable to see that the quaint, aging houses, the well-tended gardens, the grand oak trees, the sleeping blossoms and the whispering leaves are still there, and know that they are just hidden in Grief. It is as though they are gone from us forever, like the one we loved and lost, never to be seen or touched again. It is as though we, too, are gone, having been swallowed by it, becoming the ghosts that seem to live in the heavy mist that is Grief, appearing and vanishing, not quite of the Earth, unable to feel, to live — becoming its undead.
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      It waits. It creates the darkness as bait for tormented souls, whose obsession with it will entice. Then it lurks, silently, patiently, waiting to feed on its prey. I leave the light and enter its shadows. It is hiding there, still, as its ominous intentions creep forth, billowing and unstoppable.

      I seem to have no will of my own. I am drawn to the shadows as I approach, my back to the light which grows dimmer with each of my hesitant steps, and fades imperceptibly, and now I am in blackness, though how it happened eludes me. It seems I must have always been surrounded by it; I no longer remember the light, which so quietly disappeared without my notice.

      And in the blackness that it created, I know it is there, though I can’t see it. I can almost hear it, a long, low rumbling, growling, or can I just feel it? Certainly, its presence is undeniable, unmistakable. To find oneself in its company is to become the prey, to know that survival is questionable. Doubtful. The predator is unrelenting, ceaseless in its desire for satisfaction.

      I am captured. I am the hostage. I am bound. I am in chains. I cannot move. I am immobilized. And still it waits. It taunts and torments me; it teases me with glimpses of freedom in the light, and I think I may taste it again, as it relaxes its crushing grip. But freedom is mine no more. No, not even a taste, not a morsel. I am once again plunged into the darkness, where it delights in my terror, which amuses it so. It toys with me, contemplating whether to devour me, or to push me into the quicksand.

      If its decision is to devour me, I wonder whether it will be with a gluttonous fervour, ripping and tearing, grunting in hedonistic pleasure as it tastes my blood, or whether it will be as a sensitive lover, teasing and tantalizing with strawberries, dangling each one just above full and slightly parted lips, the tongue delicately licking at them, darting in and out of the mouth, tasting the juices. And after a time, unhurriedly biting into the fruit, sensuously savouring each bit of its flesh, until the leisurely meal is swallowed in its entirety.

      And if its decision is the push into the quicksand, it will take great pleasure in watching me struggle, it will delight in my desperation, and with every movement, I shall sink deeper still, until I am unable to move. The onslaught will be merciless as it violates and invades me, pushing its way past my nose, my mouth, my throat, forcing me to devour my own death.

      I can do nothing but wait...wait in the black terror...wait to see whether my captor will release me...wait to see whether I am devoured, whether I will live or die...wait for the light, and wonder, hopelessly, if it will ever come...
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      Once upon a time, there was a little boy who loved to paint. It made him as happy as the paintings were terrible. He thought he was brilliant and talented, and no one dared break his heart with the truth.

      The boy missed the way his life had been when he was very young. But his father had been ill for some time, and could not manage much by way of work. The mother took in laundry, and tried to get some work cleaning homes, but there was not much work to be had. The family had been forced to move to a cramped little house where the three barely had room to turn around.

      And so they struggled along, doing their best to make ends meet. There was very little food much of the time, and even less variety. Many times, a meal was a small portion of rice or a potato, but somehow, they carried on. Sometimes, there were vegetables from his mother’s garden, when they had been able to obtain seeds and plant them. But then, much depended upon the weather conditions, and the seeds did not always yield much for all the effort that had gone into the garden.

      And meat - oh, my goodness. What a treat, when his parents could scrape together a few coins to buy just a little, or when kind neighbours shared theirs. It broke his parents’ hearts that they could not provide more for their son, but they loved him more than anything, and did the very best they could for him, happy to make whatever sacrifices they could.

      But with each passing week, the boy became increasingly bitter and resentful about having such poor providers as parents. He detested their weakness. And he detested poverty. He swore that someday, he would become a rich and famous artist. He hated not having enough food. He despised having to worry that the family’s home would be taken from them. He wanted to be able to buy absolutely anything and everything his heart desired, and still have enough money left over to do it a million times more. But how would he ever get to be a rich and famous artist, if he could not afford the supplies to practice painting?

      Frustration simmered through the boy, sometimes reaching a boiling anger. Occasionally, a kind neighbour would bring him a few bits of paint or canvas. When he was old enough to begin doing odd jobs for villagers, he bought some art supplies every chance he got. It never occurred to him to offer any of his money to his parents to help them buy food or pay for other necessities; he thought only about his painting. His parents never asked him to contribute any of his earnings so that they could buy more food. Rather, they continued to do their best with what they had, and encouraged him to pursue his dream.

      One spring day, it was announced at school that there would be an art contest, with a huge blue ribbon and a wide assortment of painting supplies as the prize. Of course, the boy was certain he would win, bringing him one step closer to his dream of being rich and famous.

      Excitedly, he laboured over his painting for days, painstakingly creating what he believed was the winning masterpiece. And when he had finished, he stood back from his easel, admiring his work. Closing his eyes, he could just imagine the crowds cheering, and the judges saying that there had been no point in anyone else having entered because he was so obviously the winner.

      Such daydreams gave the boy a bit of relief from his lonely life of poverty. They sustained him and gave him a goal, upon which he focused constantly. He obsessed about it, and how he detested the pitying expressions on the villagers’ faces that left him feeling completely inadequate. Eagerly, he waited for the day when he would see looks of envy, as they admired his fame and his wealth.

      From the day that the contest was announced, the boy could not wait to bring home the big blue ribbon. He would show his parents what it was to be successful; he would rise above this excuse for a life they had given him and teach them a thing or two about earning money.

      Finally, the big day arrived. The boy carried his painting ever so carefully, all the way from home. With his chest puffed with pride, he anticipated the moment when the cloth would be removed, and there would be gasps of astonishment as all in attendance gazed upon his impressive work.

      All the contestants were gathered together in the gymnasium, and each student stood beside an easel, upon which his or her painting rested, covered. When everyone was ready, the judges, teachers and parents were called in for the unveiling. The boy was fairly bursting with excitement when finally, the contestants were told to uncover their work.

      As paintings were exposed, there were oohs and aaahs from the crowd, along with quiet whispers and low voices describing the beauty they beheld. Of course, the boy was confident that everyone was speaking about his masterpiece, and he stood, chest thrust forward, beaming.

      It took some time for the judges to wander amongst the contestants, staring intently at each work of art, making notes, going back to some of them a few times. On occasion, the judges peered very closely at a painting, eyes squinting.

      The boy decided that they must be trying to make the other contestants feel like they were really getting a fair chance at winning, since they had already decided who would come away with the blue ribbon, and would not want to offend the other children. Putting on his best ‘humble’ expression, he waited patiently for the moment that they announced him as the winner

      It was some time before the judges finished their examinations of all work that had been entered in the contest. Then they spent more time whispering amongst themselves, looking at their notes, pointing at the paintings. ‘Working out second and third place,’ he thought to himself with a satisfied smile.

      Finally, one of the judges stepped forward, and stood at a microphone in the center of the crowd. Clearing his throat, he began a short but moving speech about the talent and the effort that had been put forth by the contestants. Of course, he made the usual sort of statements to do with achieving goals, and with being proud of one’s accomplishments. He said that although they could not all win the contest, each was a winner in his or her own way. Choosing a winner had been such a difficult choice, he said. The boy knew that the judge was just being polite, but he appreciated that it would be nice for those who did not win to hear such kind words.

      A smug smile hung on the boy’s face as the judge went on to announce the child who had taken third place. The crowd clapped and whistled as the happy child went up to receive his ribbon, the applause subsiding as he walked back to his painting.

      It was the same as the judge called the name of the second place winner, a rather chubby little girl who seemed not to do anything but smile any day of the week, which the boy had always found to be most annoying.

      And there it was, his long-awaited moment of recognition and glory. The judge waited for the crowd to settle after the smiling girl went back to her place before he began to speak.

      “And in first place,” he said, as the boy began to move toward him, “Sheila Pinkham!!”

      The stunned boy stopped in his tracks, the smug smile becoming a look of horror, which turned quickly to one of embarrassment, then anger, and finally outrage. Everything was in slow motion, as the blood rushed past his ears and the sounds of the cheering crowd faded into nothingness.

      He turned and ran as fast as his legs would carry him. He did not know where he was going, nor did he care. He just had to run. And before long, the tears of humiliation streaming down his face, he had put quite a bit of distance between himself and those horribly stupid judges. He wanted to leave the feelings of inadequacy behind as well, but when he finally stopped running, panting hard and falling to the ground, he found that they had followed him. And he knew in that moment that they would be with him wherever he went, until he was very famous and very rich.

      The boy lay there for a long time, in the middle of an empty field, where no one could see him, or hear his heartbroken sobs. He cried until he could cry no longer, tears of hurt, of frustration and jealousy. And what made the whole situation worse was how awful he thought Sheila Pinkham was to begin with! She was a scrawny, pale, whiney little thing, with lots of allergies, and she was always sniffling and blowing her nose. She was about the most annoying girl in the whole school! How on earth could those judges pick her over him?

      And that painting that they thought was so wonderful — hah! He had more artistic ability in his little finger than she would ever have in a lifetime. Those judges obviously had no idea what they were doing, and most certainly, they were not qualified for the job. The more he thought about the entire issue, the more disgusted he became.

      His shame and humiliation fed his anger and jealousy, mighty beasts that they were becoming. They grew inside him like a fire raging out of control, and soon, he was able to pick himself up and slowly make his way home. By then, it was getting dark. His parents had been very worried about him, and he struggled to tell them what had happened. He had been so certain he would win, and it made him sick to think that he had to come home without any ribbon at all.

      Of course, his parents were not concerned about whether or not he had won; they loved him just the same. But they well understood how terribly disappointed and upset their son was feeling. They tried, unsuccessfully, to console him. There was nothing they could say that even slightly diminished his rage or his shame.

      He was very quiet that evening, and for a long time afterward. He seemed to have retreated into himself completely, and he began to work harder at finding odd jobs, in order to buy more paints and canvas. Every penny he earned went toward art supplies, and he became driven in a way his parents had never seen before. When he was not working at earning money, he was working on his paintings. He began to sleep very little, determined to create art that was going to make him rich beyond his wildest imaginings.

      When he did sleep, he was always restless, thrashing around in his small bed, becoming tangled in the sheets. He began to have one particular dream with great regularity, a dream that he could never quite remember, but one that always caused him to wake with a start, drenched in sweat. All he could ever remember of this dream was that it was very dark, and there was an eerie figure that seemed to be beckoning, calling to him, with a bony, claw-like hand that stretched out to him from the folds of a long, black cloak. There were never any words spoken, and he could not make out the face, but there was no mistaking the feeling in this dream. It was ominous, terrifying, and felt very, very real. And the worst part was that this dream occurred frequently for many long years.

      The parents became worried about their pale and exhausted son, but every attempt to express their concern was met with an angry retort, with the boy storming off to his room, slamming the door behind him as he headed for his paints.

      The years passed and the boy’s parents died. His father had not seen the boy reach adulthood, his health having been poor for much of the child’s life. His mother finally succumbed to disease caused by poverty. The strain of such worry, and an inadequate diet finally took their toll. And when she died, the boy, then a young man, sold the family’s home and moved to a run-down little cottage at the edge of a remote and tiny village. In doing so, he was able to save most of the money he received from the sale of the house, and he could devote his days to his beloved painting.

      He was happy to have a little nest egg, and he was certain that he would make a good living, selling his paintings in this new village. Soon, word would spread of this great artist’s creations, and people would be flocking to him from miles around. He needed to be ready with a good supply, so he set to work, painting day and night.

      It was not often that anyone passed by his cottage, due to the location, and to the fact that there were not many people in the village anyway. But when anyone did happen along the path on a sunny day, the artist could be seen in the garden, busily creating his paintings where he was certain villagers would be enticed to buy them. When it rained, he moved himself indoors and continued.

      He had heard about some very famous artists whose work was selling for exorbitant prices, and he was desperate to be counted amongst them. He barely ate or slept, so he could paint and paint and paint. But as much as he painted, his artwork never improved. In fact, the more desperate and miserly he became, the worse his paintings were.

      Many times, people who passed by called out a word of greeting to the artist. If he replied at all, it was without looking up from his work, and it was more of a growl than anything. “Do you want to buy a painting?” he would bark. But no one ever did.

      Occasionally, someone would try to strike up a friendly conversation, or ask if he would like to visit them for a cup of tea, but he would turn them away, gruffly telling them that he could not be bothered, and saying that he was busy creating masterpieces that would make him rich and famous. To him, friends were a waste of his valuable creating time.

      On occasion, there would be a knock at the door, with someone on the other side of it needing his help. And on every occasion, he would bark through the closed door, “Go away! Unless you want to buy a painting, don’t bother me!” irritated that anyone would interrupt his creative process.

      After a while, people stopped calling to him as they passed, and there were no more offers of friendship. And most certainly, no one came looking for help. The artist had finally made it clear that he wanted nothing to do with any of the villagers. He had all the peace and quiet he wanted and he painted to his heart's content.

      In time, his little cottage was bursting at the seams, for it could no longer contain all of his paintings. He could not understand why no one would buy them; after all, they were so beautiful! The people in the village knew he was a very busy artist; they saw him outside painting often enough. So why, then, did no one was stop in to have a look and take one home, leaving lots of their money in his hands? Becoming quite disgusted with the stupidity of the villagers, his frustration and anger grew, along with his ever-increasing desire to be rich and famous.

      There he was, with a vast collection of his art, and it was not moving. Still, he continued to buy lots of paints and many rolls of canvas, and he kept creating. His nest egg began to dwindle, as he had not yet begun to earn anything from what he believed to be his God-given talent and destiny.

      Eventually, the man was just about out of money. His plan had gone awry. He had long since begun eating very little, trying to make his money last as long as possible. When it came down to a choice between food and art supplies, he opted for very little food, determined to have the best possible selection of paintings for his customers to view. He was certain that one day soon, that first buyer was going to knock on his door, and he needed to be ready for the swarms of people who were sure to follow. With such a poor diet, and with only a tiny bit of rest each night, it was not long before his health began to fail. Always a very miserly man, as the number of coins in his jar dwindled, he became even more fearful and obsessed with needing enough money to support several kingdoms.

      Late one stormy evening, the man was busily painting yet another picture by the light of one lonely little candle. Lightning flashed, lighting up the night sky, while deafening cracks of thunder fairly shook the little cottage. He barely seemed to notice the raging storm, in all likelihood because it matched his mood. As the wind howled, and whistled through the cracks in the cottage, suddenly he had the strangest sensation that he was not alone. Certain that there were unseen eyes fixing their gaze upon him, the hairs on the back of his neck stood straight up.

      He stopped painting, listening intently, afraid to move. Fear gripped his heart when he thought he heard a quiet, rasping sigh. Swallowing hard, his throat suddenly very dry, slowly he turned around. As he scanned the darkened room, his stomach churned and seemed to drop to his knees when there, in the shadows, he saw the vague outline of a cloaked figure.

      He choked back a scream that he was certain would have been bloodcurdling, had it escaped from his tight, dry throat. It could not be! This was his nightmare, come to life! Terror filled every part of his being, from every cell of his body, straight through to the center of his soul.

      Struggling not to show his fear, he mustered all the courage he could, but his fright was obvious as he called out nervously, “Who are you? What do you want?!

      Silence was his only reply.

      “How did you get in here? I’m warning you, get out of here immediately!” His terror was unmistakable; all efforts to mask it were futile.

      The figure moved slightly, but toward him and out of the shadows just a little; there was no evidence of an impending retreat. He had not thought it possible to be any more terrified than he was already, but this little movement proved him to be wrong. The artist became more frightened still, on realising that he was not at all threatening to this intruder, whose eerie presence caused his blood to run cold, chilling him to the bone.

      The only sounds the artist could now hear were his own heart pounding in his chest, and the blood rushing past his ears. Once again, the figure edged a little closer to him, and he heard the quiet rustle of the cloak, swishing across the floor. Still, there was not a word from his unwelcome guest, who moved ever closer and into the dim light of the flickering candle.

      The artist’s heart beat wildly in his chest; his breath was shallow and ragged. His mind raced as he struggled to find a way to end this nightmare.

      And then, the figure stepped forward, moving out of the shadows. The artist saw an ugly, old woman, the hood of her black cloak loosely covering long, stringy, grey strands of hair, her face contorted and terrifying, the colour of Death.

      “What do you want from me?” the artist demanded, his mouth as dry as the desert sand at mid-day.

      The crone was silent for a moment. And when she began to speak, the hair on the back of the artist’s neck once again stood on end, her low and raspy voice causing him to shudder.

      “I have come to give you all you have worked for, to see that you get exactly what you have earned.”

      The man was puzzled. All he had worked for? Fame and fortune were all he wanted, but how could this terrifying and broken old crone give him these?

      “Wh-wh-what do you mean?” he stammered in confusion and fear.

      “I mean exactly what I said. I have come to grant your wishes,” was the quiet reply, that horrible voice, making the man shudder.

      The artist’s fear began to leave him, as thoughts and images of wealth and notoriety flooded into his mind.

      “And how will you do that?” he asked, suspicious of her statements.

      “You will see. But first, you must promise that one day, you will do something for me.”

      The man thought for a moment, suddenly not quite as excited about the proposition. After all, he had never had any interest in helping anyone at all, other than himself.

      “And just what is it that you would have me do?” he queried, somewhat defiantly — and suspiciously.

      “That remains to be seen. It will be one request, one time, but I know not what it will be, or when I will ask. In return, you will have fame and wealth beyond your wildest imaginings, just as you have always desired.”

      The man pondered the crone’s words for a few moments. His money was about to run out, it was true, and certainly, he was not selling any of his paintings, although he could not understand why. He decided that with fame and fortune, he would have enough people working for him, and enough money behind him, that anything the old woman could ever ask in the future would be easily managed, so it seemed a fair exchange.

      “All right,” he said firmly. “I will agree to your terms.”

      A little draft rushed past the back of the man’s neck, causing a chill that was most disconcerting.

      The crone reached deep into a black, drawstring bag, and pulled out a glass bottle with an old cork stuffed in its neck. With her bony hand, she held it out to the man, as he vividly recalled the claw-like fingers in his dream.

      “What’s this?” he asked, reaching hesitantly for it, afraid to touch her dry and withered skin.

      “It is a Transformation Potion,” the old woman replied. “Put a drop on yourself and you will be seen as the most gifted artist who ever lived. Then put a drop on each of your paintings, and everyone will think they are beautiful works of art. No one will be able to resist buying them, no matter what the cost.”

      The man was most insulted by these remarks. His hand shot back from the bottle. “How dare you, Old Woman?!” he exclaimed, with great indignation. “I am a very gifted artist, and my paintings are beautiful works of art!”

      “You are wrong, sir, on both counts, but I am not here to argue either point. Simply do as I tell you, and very soon, you will receive all you deserve. And remember our agreement. One day, I shall return to make a request of you, and you shall do as I ask.”

      Offended, yet eager for his wishes to be granted, the man decided to let the crone’s comments pass without further debate. It was more important for him to have all the money he could possibly imagine than it was for him to waste valuable time convincing this foolish old hag that she was wrong.

      With a look on his face that bordered on disgust, the artist snatched the bottle out of the old woman’s gnarled hand. Turning his attention to it, and staring at the glass, he wondered how soon he would be rich. He looked up to ask the crone this question, but she had vanished without a sound.

      That night, the artist did not sleep. Instead, he thrashed around in his bed, contemplating his future, and anxious to be wealthy and famous. As the sun rose, it found him out of his bed, having a very early start to his day, eager to reap the rewards of all his hard work. With the daylight, he was better able to reach all of his paintings, stacked and buried in his cottage, and put a drop of the transformation potion on each.

      Once he had completed his task, very carefully, he put a drop on himself. A tingle ran through his body, like a little electrical charge. It disappeared after a few moments, and the artist was somewhat disappointed when nothing else happened. He hoped he had not been duped, and was readying himself to find the old crone and have it out with her if nothing came of this.

      He did not have to wait long, however, to see that she had been true to her word. Before most people would have even sat down to breakfast, there were knocks upon the door, with people on the other side, asking if they could please see his paintings. He was all smiles, as he waved them in, and, oh, how he delighted in hearing them oooh and aaaah at his creations.

      Over the following days, his previously bulging little cottage was gradually emptying, as more and more people came, anxious to purchase his paintings. They could not seem to buy them fast enough, and as supplies dwindled, customers began to fight with each other over the paintings. The artist took advantage of this supply and demand problem. He put the prices up, higher and higher. Still, the people came, and still they bought, just as fast.

      The more they bought, the faster he raised the prices. The cost did not seem to matter to his customers; they had to have his paintings, just as the crone had told him would happen. Some were even heard discussing how it was going to create serious financial hardship for them, yet they seemed driven to purchase his paintings, despite the consequences. He could not have cared less that these people were using their food money, and lots of it, to buy his art. Instead, as he listened to those discussions, all he gathered was that he must be an amazing artist to cause people to go to such lengths to own one of his paintings.

      Soon, every one of them was gone, and he had several large sacks of money hidden under his bed. He could not believe his eyes. Finally, he was able to purchase more art supplies, and better ones, and he set about the business of creating many more paintings, turning away countless disappointed people, who promised they would return when he had replenished his supply.

      Day after day, there were long queues of customers, who waited outside his cottage, desperate for him to finish a painting and then fighting each other for it, offering higher and higher prices which very quickly brought fame and wealth to the greedy artist.

      News of his incredible talent and paintings spread like wildfire, and soon, the man had moved to a beautiful castle, high on a hill, overlooking the sea. He had more servants than he could ever possibly need. Many of them had no real work to do, but the artist enjoyed being able to tell everyone how many he required. It impressed people, making him feel very important and superior.

      Although the man already had far more money than he could ever use, his greed and ambition did not diminish. In fact, they grew. The more money he had, the more he thought he needed. Day and night, he continued to paint, barely stopping to eat. He continued to put increasingly ridiculous prices on his paintings, along with a little of the Transformation Potion, of course, and people who could ill afford them still flocked to his castle, putting themselves in dire financial straits just to own his creations. The artist would only laugh and rub his hands together with glee when he saw them coming, utterly delight and excited about taking all their money before they left.

      One day, the artist was on a castle balcony, painting the ocean view from his lofty position. It was a lovely, sunny day, and the water was a particularly brilliant shade of blue. He loved listening to the waves, crashing into the shore, amidst the cries of the gulls as they swooped and soared overhead. A delicate breeze played with the leaves on the trees, creating a soft, rustling sound, which was somewhat soothing to the man who lived with constant anxiety. It was the first time he could remember feeling any sort of love or appreciation for the beauty around him. Although it was a strange feeling, it warmed his heart, and gave him a sense of peace that was entirely unfamiliar to him.

      As he stared out at the lovely scene below him, he noticed in the distance a young woman, walking alone along the cliffs. Curious about her, he stopped painting, holding his brush in mid-air while he stood transfixed. Her movements were unhurried, and she paused frequently to look out over the water for a few moments before walking a little further.

      Eventually, she climbed up on a rather large rock, and seated herself so that she was facing the ocean. The sea breeze played with her long, flowing hair, and holding her face to the sun, she leaned back on her hands, feet dangling high above the water.

      The artist was smitten, even though he could not even see the woman clearly. She was near enough for him to know that she was very beautiful, but too far away to be seen distinctly. He stood, mesmerised for some time.

      Suddenly, he found himself leaving his paints and brushes, and dashing through the castle halls, tearing down stairways, and racing across the grounds. Once on the other side of the wall, he hurried along the shore of the ocean, until he had the woman in his sight. Composing himself, he ran his fingers through his hair, straightened his clothes, and tried to hide his nervousness as he sauntered toward her, a slight stagger in his gait, as he overcompensated for his anxiety by trying extra hard to look as though he were quite confident.

      The woman had not moved in some time. She was still sitting on the rock, leaning back on her hands, face to the sun, when he had got within several feet of her. He could see that her eyes were closed, but he was certain that she should have been able to hear him approaching on the rocks, yet she seemed unaware of his presence.

      He faltered, wondering whether he should interrupt her obvious deep thoughts, wondering whether he was intruding, wondering whether he should turn back and run from her. He had no experience with women, having been consumed by his burning need to paint and become wealthy, so he was entirely lost.

      As he stood in his place, staring at the beauty before him, and wondering what he should next do, he was startled when the woman suddenly spoke. Without opening her eyes or moving, she simply said, “Come, sit here beside me.”

      The artist was more than a little surprised by this; she had not even seen the person who had intruded on her peaceful afternoon. Without a word, he climbed up on the rock, and then hesitated, wondering just how much distance he should leave between himself and the woman.

      “Right beside me,” she directed, as though she had read his thoughts. It was more than a little strange, and was somewhat disconcerting, yet he did not question her, and instead, he merely complied.

      “You live in the castle,” she stated; she was not asking.

      Once again, the artist felt a little uncomfortable with her manner, but simply responded, “Uh, yes. Yes, I do. How did you know?”

      She laughed, tossing her head back, and then turned to him, finally opening her eyes and looking at the man she had invited to sit beside her. “Are you not a famous and wealthy artist? Everyone knows where you live. And no one else lives out here.”

      “Ah.” There was something about her that left him feeling unclothed, as if she could see right through him. He felt exposed and worried about what she might find.

      The two sat and talked for a while, she in her wisdom, he in his nervousness, and after a time, he felt brave enough to invite her to the castle for a drink and a meal. She was only too happy to agree, which surprised and delighted the artist, and they walked back together as the sun was beginning to sink into the ocean.

      After the two had shared a lovely meal that evening, the artist took the woman to his studio, and showed her his paintings. Having used the Transformation Potion for so long, he was used to people being extremely impressed with his work, and he had forgotten that it was the potion that created this reaction, and not actually his art. As they walked through the open door, they were immediately faced with numerous paintings hanging on the walls, or standing on easels. Every piece of art was bland, boring, and miserable with muddy colours, one blending into the next, just as the paintings did. Yet the artist was filled with pride, beaming and waiting for the usual reaction that he got from viewers.

      But this time it was different. The woman did not say much about any of them; in fact, she seemed entirely unimpressed. She wore a rather bored expression, and attempted to be polite.

      The artist felt panic arising from his stomach. He was not particularly concerned with her opinion of his work; he was so smitten with her, it didn’t matter if she detested everything he created. What if the potion was wearing off? What if no one wanted to buy - or even see - his work any more? What if he never sold another painting? Yes, it was true that he had a ridiculous amount of money, but one could never have too much - just in case - and he was not at all prepared to stop earning it already!
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