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Аннотация
Guided by a tattered map, accompanied by Thomas the Pig Boy, and inspired by the storyteller�s blood that thrums through her veins, eleven-year-old Trinket searches for the seven stories she needs to become a bard like her father, who disappeared years before. She befriends a fortune-telling gypsy girl; returns a child stolen by the selkies to his true mother; confronts a banshee and receives a message from a ghost; helps a village girl outwit�and out-dance�the Faerie Queen; travels beyond the grave to battle a dastardly undead Highwayman; and meets a hound so loyal he fights a wolf to the death to protect the baby prince left in his charge. All fine material for six tales, but it is the seventh tale, in which Trinket learns her father�s true fate, that changes her life forever. 
The Seven Tales of Trinket is a Kirkus Reviews Best Children�s Book of 2012
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A Story Begins

MY FATHER WAS A TELLER OF TALES.It runs in the blood, I think, for never have I loved anything so much as a story.
Except for my mother, of course.
I loved her well.
Her death was the worst thing I�ve ever known. Worse even than when my father left and never came back, for that has been almost five years past and that pain is now but a dull, empty ache.
My mother�s last breaths begin this story, for each story has a beginning. That is the first thing a storyteller must learn.

THE BARD�S MAP

The night was cold and the wind whispered softly, rustling leaves and occasionally rattling the shutters of our small cottage. But the sky was so clear I could see every star, even the tiny ones. Despite the chill, I spent a lot of time outside looking at the sky. It was better than being inside our cottage, which held nothing but memories of happier times, and looking at my mother, sick with the wasting. Once she had been pretty, and even as she faced death, her eyes still held a twinkle.
��Twas what your father first noticed about me: my eyes,� she had told me many times. �Lovely Mairi-Blue-Eyes, he called me.� Large they were, like sapphires, except that I had never seen a real sapphire, so I had to take her word.
I felt a hand on my shoulder. It was Thomas, the Pig Boy. �Old Mrs. Pinkett says to come in. She says��
He did not finish the sentence.
Somehow, we both knew this night would be my mother�s last. There was so little left of her. Thomas squeezed my shoulder as I rose to go inside. I entered as quietly as I could, though the door creaked as a light wind rushed in beside me. Old Mrs. Pinkett nodded over at the bed where my mother lay. Her once soft arms now felt of brittle bone. But her eyes were more alive than ever.
�Sing for me, Trinket,� she whispered. So I sang for her the songs that we had made up in the years since my father left. They were not as beautiful as his, but we tried our best. For my mother always said that a house without music would be a lonely house indeed. When I finished, she raised a frail hand to my cheek.
�I�ve much to tell you, Trinket, and so little time,� she said.
�First, tell me, once more, tell me the beginning,� I said.
She drew a breath and began. �Once, a handsome storyteller whisked a fair maiden off her feet with his silvery words and amazing tales. He promised her a story each night and during the whole of their time together, he was true to his word. He carried her off with his words to places far away. And when she finally agreed to marry him, he took her to a little cottage by the sea where they were most joyfully happy.
�Their happiness was complete upon the birth of their babe. Our precious child, they called her, our delightful trinket, and that became her name. Your name: Trinket. The bard�s daughter.�
I smiled when she said my name.
Then she coughed. I turned to pour her some water, but there was Thomas, cup already in hand. I wanted to thank him but he disappeared as quickly as he�d come. My mother coughed again, this time even more harshly. I gave her water, but she had trouble swallowing. She tried to speak, but her voice rasped, sounding small and choked.
I took over the telling, willing my own voice to be strong.
�The traveling bard left one day when the girl was six, off on one of his storytelling, story-collecting adventures, for that was the life of a bard. He traveled from castles to villages, from coasts to mountains to valleys, telling the stories that were his own.
�He kissed the top of the child�s downy head,� I went on. My mother smiled, for I had added the downy part since the last time. �And called from the top of the hill, I shall see you with the season�s change.�
I hesitated, then continued.
�But he never came back.�
In a whisper, my mother took over the tale, adding the parts where perhaps he was kidnapped by pirates and forced to stay aboard a ship until he�d told ten thousand tales, or perhaps he had defeated a fierce dragon by putting it to sleep with a bedtime tale and had to tame all the dragons in the land with his stories.
Yes, she had told me time after time, that is why he could never come back.
My mother waited for his return. It took a long time for her heart to break completely. And when the illness came last winter, she had no fight left in her. A mended heart could have stood strong against the rampage of the fever and the wasting that followed. But a heart in little pieces had no chance.
She coughed and pulled me closer. �Trinket, my sweet girl. You have choices to make, you know.�
�I know.�
I could live with Old Mrs. Pinkett and learn the healing arts, but as much as I liked her, I did not feel the call in my bones to heal others. That is what Mrs. Pinkett said I should feel if I were to learn from her. My bones felt only empty.
I could live with Thomas the Pig Boy and his mother and learn the care and keeping of pigs and the occasional sheep, but the smell was too much. And though Thomas and I had spent most of our lives together, playing and getting into trouble, I�d no wish to be daughter to his mother. She was a rough woman with a sharp tongue that hurt far worse than getting a smack. How Thomas put up with it, I did not know.
My mother would want to know the direction I would take, Old Mrs. Pinkett had told me. It would help to ease her passing if she knew what my future might hold. But I was not so ready for my mother to leave. Not ready at all.
She looked at me, seeing more than I wished for her to. Her sapphire blue eyes squinted slightly. �I know what you are thinking.�
�I am not even thinking in this moment. You must be mistaken.� My lie sounded false, even to my own ears. The wind whispered and hissed through the cracks in the shutters as if doubting my words as well.
�You are thinking of him.�
�Him who?� Though we both knew exactly who him was.
My father.
�You want to go and find him.�
Did I? I had never spoken these words, but in her last moments, my mother knew the questions I had been too afraid to ever ask.
�There is a map, Trinket. A map in the old chest�� She coughed again and this one rattled throughout the room. A gust blew open one of the shutters and it creaked back and forth whilst the wind whistled around us, secretive and chilling.
There was no time to dally, so I asked, �What really happened to him, do you think?�
She was quiet and her breath did not come for a moment, causing me to think that perhaps she was gone, but then she sighed and closed her eyes. The flurry in the room calmed to a gentle breeze.
�I wish I knew.�
Those were her last words.
* * *
I cried for a whole week after she passed. I cried until the tears would come no more and my soul was empty.
��Tis the way of things, lass,� said Old Mrs. Pinkett. �Death is but the other side of life.�
Thomas cried, too, after I assured him it was not unseemly for a boy to do so. He�d spent most of his life, when not with his pigs, skulking around our cottage. Eventually, we�d set a place for him at our table each night. I think my mother thought of him as a son. A messy, wild son.
She was buried in a dress of blue cloth that she herself had woven two winters ago, for her hand at weaving was among the finest in the land. �Twas a glorious shade, like the sky at dawn. With her hair brushed smooth, she looked almost as I wanted to remember her. Mrs. Pinkett, Thomas, and even Thomas�s mother said words for her. But I said nothing. I could not say what was in my heart. I could not ask her if she was at last joining my father, or if he had abandoned her even in death.
* * *
Thomas was the one who found the map. He helped me go through my parents� things. There was not much in the chest. Mostly tools and odd bits of cloth my mother had woven. There was a lovely mirror, small and silver, that we found by the back door of our cottage one winter�s night. And my mother had saved the small velvet bags filled with coins that showed up mysteriously on the porch from time to time. I�d keep the mirror, for my mother had loved it well. Perhaps it was a gift from an admirer. I had wanted to believe it was from my father, but my mother was certain it was not. Why would he leave a gift and disappear? Nay, he�s probably still composing lullabies for dragons, she�d say. Regardless, I would keep it. The velvet bags, though now empty, were of good quality and could be traded possibly. And there, underneath a fine cloak my mother had woven for special occasions, rolled up in a cracked leather canister, was the map.
�Trinket, mayhap the map shows where your father traveled about,� Thomas said.
�Then why did he not take it with him the last time he went?� I asked, although I knew the map had been my father�s. But it helped me to argue with Thomas. I could only know what I was truly thinking when I had to defend one thought against another.
The map was soft and faded, drawn by my father�s own hand in the black ink he always kept a small jar of on the shelf. But the ink in the jar had long since dried up, and the lines on the map had paled to a dirty brown. I traced an imaginary path from our town, through trees, to a far-off castle. Then I drew another, this time down the coast and to the villages by the sea.
�What are you going to do with it?� Thomas asked.
�What do you think?� My fingers trailed yet another direction, over the mountains to the forest.
He looked at me with eyes that widened as he understood my purpose.
�You are not going to follow it!� He spit when he yelled, which made it a good thing that Thomas the Pig Boy yelled very little.
�I am.�
�You are only eleven.�
�Almost twelve. A year older than you.�
�What will you do out there?� Thomas asked, flicking the map with his hand.
�Why, find my father, of course.�
And I will leave this place, and all the pain, behind.
But I did not say this aloud.
Thomas thought for a moment.
�If you go, can I come?�
I could have tortured him by not answering, or by saying no, but I had secretly hoped that he might want to journey with me. I could not imagine that he�d want to go back to spending all his time with his battle-ax of a mother, getting scolded if he breathed too loudly. As for myself, it would be easier to travel with a companion. And Thomas was a fairly brave boy, not to mention my only true friend.
�Could be dangerous, you know. Life on the road will not be easy.�
Thomas�s large brown eyes were already dancing. �Will there be excitement, do you think, and adventure?�
�Aye, mayhap. But if I let you come, you cannot complain,� I said, though I knew he would from time to time. He was Thomas, after all.
Thomas nodded, his eyes alive with thoughts of great escapades.
My own thoughts were more focused. There was a truth I sought.
And I hoped with all my soul I would find it.
�Yes, Thomas,� I said, �you can come with me.�

THE FIRST TALE
The Gypsies and the Seer
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THE DARK-EYED GIRL

We�d been traveling for many days and many nights, asking each person we met along the road about the storyteller known as James the Bard. My father.
But of him there was neither word nor memory.
And following the old map was not as easy as it looked. We could not tell how long it would take to get from one place to the next.
�Perhaps beyond this glade, and whatever that is,� Thomas said, pointing to a cluster of what looked like trees on the map, �and over toward the east, we will find that village.�
It sounded like a good plan, and I had none better, so we continued. But it was not a village we stumbled upon as we followed the road and the faded smudges on my father�s map. �Twas a Gypsy camp. Nestled between two lush groves of trees were exotic caravans and wagons, speckling all the way up the hillside.
Thomas could barely contain his excitement. Gypsies! How fortunate we were to meet with such adventure so early on our journey.
My hand tapped nervously against my britches. Thomas�s mum had given me the old trousers when I agreed to take Thomas along, so grateful she was at having one less mouth to feed. My only dress was rolled up tight in the bottom of my sack. I thought it best to keep it nice for when we met my father.
If we ever found him.
There was but a breath of wind as we approached the strange-looking camp. We walked a few steps. Then a few more.
Thomas�s stomach growled monstrously loud.
When you are first traveling, you learn that few things are as important as food, especially if you are carting around a pig boy with a bottomless stomach. We had run out of the provisions we�d packed, and if we did not get bread soon, I feared Thomas would roast and eat his own foot.
We brushed against the low branches of trees, scuffling and dragging our feet noisily upon the gravel, clearing our throats in order to make our approach known, hoping to be heard, pitied, and fed.
In the space between two heartbeats, the Gypsies surrounded us. Shiny knives poked at us, daring us to move. My back was against Thomas�s, and I could feel his spine shaking in unison with my own.
�Please, we mean you no harm,� I said, my voice close to a sob. Then I took a breath and willed my tears not to fall. Were my father here, I would not want him to see me cower.
�We�re just hungry,� cried Thomas. And he truly cried tears of hunger. �Twould take a cold, hard heart to ignore the sniffles of a starving boy. And, as bad luck would have it, that was exactly the kind of heart the enormous Gypsy standing in front of us possessed. He also possessed the largest, hairiest eyebrows I had ever seen in my life. I guessed him to be the Gypsy King, for none of the other folk looked near so imposing.
�Bind them!� he bellowed, and the Gypsies grabbed our wrists.
�Wait.� And there, stepping out from behind the Gypsy King, was a dark-eyed girl, her black hair blowing against her cheek in the twilit breeze. She did not yell or shout at the men with knives. There was no command in her tone, yet our arms were instantly released.
She walked over and stood before Thomas and me, her eyes looking deep into ours. My own sniffling embarrassed me. Dragging Thomas along on this quest had been reckless. Surely he would have been better off at home. As for myself, well, though I did not want to lose my life, I had little left but that.
She touched my sweaty hand with her own cool one and closed her eyes, not moving even to breathe for one long moment.
Then the dark-eyed girl turned to the Gypsy King and said simply, �Do not harm these two, Father. I cannot yet see the reason that they have come, but no ill wishes travel with them. They are, after all, only children.�
The Gypsy King raised a giant eyebrow at his daughter, then scowled at the pig boy and me. He took in my plain, moss-colored britches and messy plaits. His eyes moved slowly over the elegant cloak my mother had kept in the chest. Beautiful it was, of many shades and hues. I stood straighter, trying to look worthy of such a fine piece of clothing. He turned his gaze to Thomas but in less than a second he looked away. Truly, Thomas appeared to be no threat at all, with his gangly legs, stringy arms, and threadbare shirt. Thomas�s feet were big and awkward. He was like a puppy or a colt that hadn�t yet grown into himself.
The king said nothing. He turned to leave, gesturing with his hand, and all of the Gypsies stepped back together, as if in a dance. �Twas strangely beautiful as they all faded into their caravans and tents, leaving Thomas, myself, and the Gypsy girl alone together.
She led us into the center of the camp to a small campfire. From a pot over the flames, she ladled out bowls of broth and handed them to Thomas and me, along with chunks of bread. I chanced a smile as Thomas slurped three bowls, one after the next. I did not eat so quickly, though, for I found my head full of cautious thoughts. Why was the Gypsy King so quick to obey his daughter? What kind of girl was she?
As if she read my mind, the dark-eyed girl spoke. �You wonder about me, as well you should.�
I paused, my bread midway to my bowl of broth.
�I am a liar,� she said.

TO TELL A LIE

I thought I must have heard her wrong, for though most people have told small lies in their lives, �tis few who will admit even to those. I did not speak, fearing to look the fool for misunderstanding.
�They call me Feather,� she said, nodding at me to respond.
Feather. A name birds would carry on their travels with the wind.
�This is Thomas,� I said, wishing his hair looked a bit tidier, not sticking out in all directions. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and grunted a greeting. Obviously I had not chosen him for his manners. �He is the pig boy in our village. He agreed to accompany me on my quest��
Her delicate black brows rose.
�I seek my father; he is a bard. I was hoping I might find word of him here.�
She said nothing, so I continued. �A bard is a storyteller who travels from place to place, trading songs and stories for coin.�
�I know what a bard is.� There was a hint of annoyance in her voice. I had not yet given her the information she wanted. �What is your name?�
�I am called Trinket,� I said.
�Well met, Trinket,� Feather said. �We have not encountered a storyteller on our travels since I was younger than you are now, most likely. Mayhap the tales of my father�s temper keep them away or perhaps it is his unwillingness to pay. Whatever the reason, none have stopped at our camp for a long, long while.� Thomas and I were quiet except for the sounds of chewing and swallowing, so Feather continued. �But I remember the last one�s voice, clear as a cloudless night.�
�Do you remember his name?� I asked. She shrugged.
�My father was called James the Bard. They say I have his eyes.� I opened my gray eyes wide, unblinking.
She returned my gaze for a moment, then shook her head. �I was far too short to look into the eyes of the last storyteller that came our way. Perhaps if you had his knees.� She laughed. �Maybe you would be bard for us one night?� she asked.
�Nay,� I answered. �I do not think so.�
�What is the matter? It is only the repeating of a story. Are you afraid?� she asked.
It was my turn to shrug. �Twas not that I feared telling a tale. The fear was that I would be horrible at it.
�Well, perhaps soon you will change your mind,� Feather said. �Now, are you going to ask me about the lying or not?� She rose and stretched like a cat, the bracelets around her wrists tinkling.
It was obvious she wanted me to. And she had saved us from being tied up, so I politely inquired, �You are a liar?�
She nodded. �Yes, I lie all the time.�
What do you do when someone tells you they lie all the time? Do you believe it? Or could they be lying when they tell you that they lie?
And why does any of this matter? �Twas what I asked myself. Why should I care if a Gypsy princess tells lies or not? It�s none of my affair at all.
Except that I felt a shiver down low on my spine. And I was most curious.
�Why do you lie?� I asked.
�Because if I don�t, I surely will die.�
Thomas choked a bit on his soup. I patted him on the back and offered him water. Feather smiled. Her dramatic words had had the desired shocking effect.
�You will die?� I whispered. �Truly die?�
�Well, I won�t be struck with lightning and fall to the ground in agony. But my father will kill me and I would be just as dead.�
�Surely your own father wouldn�t kill you,� I said.
�I am the seventh daughter of a seventh daughter, Trinket. I am a seer. With but a touch I can see the path a life will take. With but a dream I can see when death is coming. And I know without a doubt that if I stop lying, my life will be over.�
And with those words, she rose and left Thomas and me sitting with our soup, wondering which of the nearby trees would make the best shelter.
Or if the smartest thing to do would be to leave altogether.
* * *
�What�s it like, to see what is to come?� I asked Feather as we went to the stream in the morning to fetch fresh water. Thomas was helping with the chickens. He preferred his pigs to chickens, naturally, but he preferred chickens to people. And since we had decided to stay a few days with the Gypsies, we hoped to work a bit for food and information. Maybe one of the Gypsies might remember my father. I had the secret intent of asking each and every one of them.
�Imagine the worst feeling in the world.� Feather knelt to fill her bucket. �Then imagine a feeling even worse than that. That is what it feels like when a vision comes. �Tis the curse of a seer.�
�But can�t you use your sight to help others? I would think having the sight would be a gift.�
�You would think that, of course,� she said, �but seeing the future is no gift. For I cannot undo what is to come and it only frightens people to know the truth.�
�You cannot warn people of danger?�
�Of course I can!� she reproved. She rose, her hands on her hips. �You do not understand at all.�
She stomped off, leaving me four buckets to carry, instead of my two. It took me until the sun was high to return to the camp with the pails. Indeed, my arms were sore.
Feather was waiting for me, sitting on a crooked wooden bench near the silver-haired woman in charge of the water. The woman�s soft purple skirt swayed as if underneath she tapped an impatient foot. She looked at all the pails I carried, then back at Feather�s empty arms. But she said nothing and merely pointed to where she wanted the buckets placed. Apparently, one did not question the Gypsy King�s daughter.
�I am sorry,� Feather said. �I foresaw that you would be carrying the buckets alone, but I could not understand why I would leave you. Now I know why. I was angry with you.�
I rubbed my elbow and my wrists, not responding.
�You see, that is what it is like for me. I see things, but I do not understand them. I do not know what to tell people��
�So you lie?�
�Yes.�
�Why do you not just tell them the truth?� I asked.
Feather led me to a small tree near a beautiful tent made of dark ruby and golden silks. We sat in the shade of its branches. Feather glanced from side to side, then whispered, �Because I don�t understand what I see. How can I explain what I don�t understand?�
I did not have an answer.
�I see flashes when I touch a hand or search into a palm. But then again, maybe they are just thoughts, the same as you have a thousand times a day. Sometimes, I see nothing at all. And people won�t pay gold coins for nothing at all. There is an expectation, you see. Seventh daughters of seventh daughters have the sight. Everyone knows that.� Feather cut her eyes to where a line was beginning to form outside of the tent and lowered her voice even further. �Perhaps I have no gift at all� but��
�But?�
�But there are things that I know will come to pass, but I have no words to explain them and then��
�You started lying.�
�Well yes, to keep my father happy, though even he cannot tell whether my words are truthful or not. I like to think of it this way. I can either foretell the future�or I can create it.� Her face turned smug and there was something in her eyes that made the hairs on my arms stand straight up. �Whatever I predict, well, it happens simply because I say it will.�
�That makes you very powerful.�
�Doesn�t it, though?� Feather smiled. She had found a way to become an even more imposing figure than her father, the Gypsy King.
Was even he bound by her prophecies, true or false?
�Why are you telling me this?� I asked, not to be impolite, but out of curiosity. I had just met the girl the night before and now she was confiding her secrets.
�Why indeed,� Feather said, as if to herself. �I do not know. But for some reason, it feels good to be truthful at least to one person.�
I nodded. I understood about truth. Wasn�t I searching for truth myself?
At that moment, the very figure of the Gypsy King loomed over Feather�s head.
�Do not neglect your duties, daughter,� he scolded. �Do you not see the line? There is gold to be made. Leave the chores to the girl.� He dismissed me with a wave of his hand. �Go. And let the seer do her work.�
He dragged Feather by the arm until she shook him off and walked of her own accord to the lovely tent with dark silks covering the entryway. Winding through the camp was a line of Gypsies and folks who must have traveled from nearby villages we�d not yet encountered. The procession trailed past the bushes and into the forest. Feather turned toward me before she entered the tent, her dark eyes sad. She glanced up at her father, who was not looking, and made a face.

THE STORYTELLER�S LULLABY

�You should have heard the lies I told today,� Feather whispered to me a few nights later as we huddled under a quilt by the small fire Thomas had built near our campsite by an old tree. It was just far enough away from the Gypsies� caravans that Thomas felt it safe to sleep. He�d not forgotten how quickly they could pull out their knives. He had already fallen asleep, his snores gentle and rhythmic. �I told a man he would marry a woman far better for him than the selfish one he pines for,� she continued. �And I told an old woman her young grandson would get more work done if he were fed well rather than beaten with a stick.�
�And what will happen now?�
�Well, I might have just changed the future. But I am not certain. I will know next week, when they come back, of course.�
�What if they are angry because your fortune did not come to pass?�
�Oh, I shall place the failure of the fortune back upon them. Oh, you must do more to earn such a future, I will say. The fates are fair. Sometimes gold payment isn�t enough.�
�So truly, you just stall for a while,� I said.
�Of course. Sometimes up to three times. Or I think of tasks for them to do to keep them busy. Then they come back with more gold to hear their new fate. It is good business, really, to keep them wanting more.� She rubbed her temples with her fingertips. �Oh, but I do grow tired of it all sometimes. Especially thinking of new lies. It makes my head ache.�
We were quiet then. There was comfort in the hush of the night. Was this what it had been like for my father? Meeting strangers, sharing meals, becoming friends? Had he become so intertwined with life in a town or village that he stayed there and never came back?
Perhaps he had. However, I would not be so easily distracted from my quest. And I was finding out nothing from the Gypsies about a storyteller who might have visited them five years ago. Each time I asked about James the Bard, I was met with shrugs or shaking heads. Even if they did know anything about him, I had a feeling that they�d not tell. Though the Gypsies fed Thomas and me for our work, and tolerated our presence, none of them had offered us a sleeping place inside their caravans. Thomas thought that was fine enough, for he claimed he�d always have to sleep with one eye open.
Only Feather had offered friendship. However, I was not following my father�s map in order to make friends.
�I think we shall leave soon,� I confessed. �Thomas was eavesdropping on the people waiting in line for their fortunes. He heard that an old bard is telling stories but a day or two from here. Maybe he knew my father. I am thinking that bards likely know of other bards; perhaps they are even friends.�
�Ah yes, you and your precious quest.� There was no emotion in Feather�s voice. I could not tell if she foresaw our leaving or if it surprised her. Either way, she was not pleased.
�He is called Fergal the Bald and he is quite famous,� I said. I wanted to say, And I do not want to stay here much longer lest it become too hard to leave, but I had better manners than that. �And there is another teller, the Old Burned Man, who is but a few days in the other direction.�
�Ew. Bald and burned? They sound so unsightly. I myself would like a handsome bard.� Feather sighed. �I wager that your father was a handsome bard. What was his name again?�
�James,� I said. �James the Bard. And yes, he was handsome.� When I closed my eyes, I could still see his dark wavy hair. I could feel the smoothness of his cheek against mine as he hugged me before I slept. And I could see his clear gray eyes. The same as my own.
Feather shrugged. The name meant nothing to her. �Why do you seek a father who doesn�t even want you? After all, �twas his choice to leave and not return.�
Her words were harsh, though I did not think she meant to be so cruel. And it was a question I had asked myself again and again.
�Of course, mayhap he has not returned because he is dead,� she added.
Yes. I had considered that as well.
�I am looking for the truth,� I confided, at last trying to put into words the longings of my heart. �I must know.�
Feather took my hand in hers, placed her other hand over it, and closed her eyes.
�I have to find out,� I said. �Why would a man who loved his wife and child leave and never come back?�
When she opened her eyes, she spoke in a whisper.
�Trinket, why do you seek only that story? There are many out there, you know. And you, with the blood of a bard! Were you to collect several tales, say seven, why you could trade for food and shelter for a whole week. Maybe even coin. It must be better than hauling buckets of water. You are a teller, Trinket, whether you believe it now or not.�
Her words froze my blood. I�d never spoken the words to anyone, but it was my secret dream to become a storyteller myself someday, though I feared I�d never be good enough. True, I told stories to Thomas as we walked, but that was just to pass the time. Wasn�t it?
The idea of becoming a bard galloped around in my head for a moment like a wild horse I was trying to coax back into its pen. If you have a dream and you hold it close to your heart, then you always get to have it. But if you let it out into the world then you discover, one way or another, if it will come true or not.
�Perhaps your father was the storyteller that came long ago. The women all said he was comely. I only remember that he sang the most beautiful lullaby,� Feather said, interrupting my thoughts. She hummed a bit of a tune that stirred the hairs on my arms. �I loved that song, for I heard him practice it in the forest every morning as I woke. But he would not sing it for me. He said he would sing other lullabies if I had trouble sleeping, but he would sing this song for only one girl. Only one girl.� She let the words hang in the air between us. �My own father was angry, of course. Told him that if he would not sing the song for me, the Gypsy King�s daughter, he would be banished from the camp. Or perhaps my father threatened to slit his throat. I do not remember. The bard packed up and left the next day.�
�The lullaby. Do you remember it?� My voice shook slightly.
�I do not remember the words�only the tune. I so loved the tune.�
Feather hummed again. Alongside her soft, low voice, I heard another. Deeper, but smooth like butter and honey on a slice of warm bread. A voice from long, long ago.
But Feather did not hear this voice, since it traveled from somewhere deep in my heart and sang in only my own head.
��Twas something about baubles, pearls, and small night birds,� she said.
Yes, I remembered the birds.
Feather tilted her head to the side, watching me.
�You look odd, Trinket. Have you heard this lullaby before?�
For the first time in longer than I could remember, no words would come.
�Perhaps it wasn�t about pearls after all. �Tis possible it was about domineering fathers with fat eyebrows. You are not laughing, Trinket.�
I knew the lullaby. Not the words, precisely. But my heart knew the tune.
It was his lullaby.
He had been here.
I rose and began to walk. My stomach fluttered, and my palms started to sweat just a little. I had found the first footprint my father had left behind. James the Bard really had been here.
And I was not sure how I felt about it.
Feather caught up to me, clasping my hand again within her own, and swung me as if to dance. �If only I could find a man to sing to me like that��
�Feather, you are far too young to be thinking of men singing to you!� I scolded lightly, rubbing the goose bumps off my arms, hoping she would tell me more about the storyteller of long ago, yet fearful at the same time.
�Trinket, are you not aware that I will be sixteen soon? For some, that is marrying age.� A breeze blew Feather�s curls around her shoulders as she looked past the wagons and the trees, into the starlit night. �Do you not think of marriage, Trinket? You will be pretty someday, you know. If you wore your hair loose and brushed it until it shone instead of braiding it, it would be quite lovely. So many shades of gold and brown. Mayhap someday a young man will see you and fall in love.�
�Ha!� I snorted. �We were not speaking of my marriage. We were speaking of yours.� I was glad Thomas was not awake to witness this conversation. The teasing would be endless.
�My father will make the match�sell me, more likely, to whoever offers the most. Of course, I have a plan for dealing with it�� Feather�s voice trailed off.
�Did you foresee something?� I smiled.
�Not yet, but I will.�
* * *
The next day and the day after that, Feather was again dragged away from chores once a line formed at the dark silk tent. �Your value grows steadily, daughter,� her father mumbled to her as his pockets jingled with coins.
Thomas and I had decided to stay only for the rest of the week, to store up as much food as we could before we ventured off. So, for the third day in a row, I drew the water from the stream alone and hauled the buckets back to the silver-haired woman. It was not the worst chore, indeed, and everyone did a job or two to pitch in. But as I rubbed my aching arms and raced over to Thomas, I could see he was becoming restless working among the chickens. �It�s too feathery here,� he complained.
�I know exactly what you mean,� I muttered as we split a boiled egg for lunch and stuffed the extra bread in our packs.
�Drawing the water doesn�t involve birds,� Thomas said, obviously confused. I reminded myself that I hadn�t chosen Thomas the Pig Boy to accompany me for his talent at finding hidden meanings in cryptic phrases.
Thomas smacked himself on the head with his open palm.
�Oh, I get it. You are talking about her.�
I shushed him.
However, my feeling that our stay had become too feathery remained. Each night, Feather told me of the futures she had made up and the bits of true visions that she had seen and did not understand. Sometimes we tried to piece things together and puzzle out what the odd images foretold. Most of it just made my head spin. Did the vision of the bird flying over the old man�s head mean a journey was to come? Or death was near? Or was it just a bird?
And there was the fact that when she was not in her silken tent, Feather watched me like a hawk watches a mouse. She was always nearby, and she had the uncanny ability to simply pop up whenever I turned around. When I asked her, nicely I hoped, why she was always so close to me, she replied, �Why, Trinket, can you not see that there are few girls our age around the camp? It gets so tiresome to talk with old women or little boys all the time.�
When I told her there were plenty of young girls to talk to, and that I was not her age at all, being only almost twelve myself, she replied, �But you, Trinket, are the only one who doesn�t want something from me.�
Was it true? Were Thomas and I the only ones in the Gypsy camp who did not want our fortunes told by Feather?
I had thought about it, of course. One does not enter into a friendship with a fortuneteller and not consider it.
And yet I could not bring myself to ask her.
Because perhaps, I did not want to know. What if she predicted horrible things for my future?
What if she told me I would never find my father?

RED MORNING

�Twould have been better if Thomas and I had left earlier, for the day of our departure dawned deep red.
�Have a care about yourself today,� Feather said, pointing to the crimson sky. �Not a good omen.� She emptied her bucket into the barrel, then reached for mine. This would be the last time I performed this task for the Gypsies.
�You read signs as well?�
�It does not take a seer to read the signs of nature. Three birds crossing the skies above you mean good fortune. A halo around the moon means a change in the weather. Did your parents not teach you such things?�
I shook my head. �What does the red sky mean?�
�Within a week�s time: Battle. Violence. Death. Take your pick.�
* * *
�Can she really see the future, Trinket?� Thomas asked. We were at our little campsite nestled against the old tree near the outskirts of the Gypsies� clearing. As I rolled up my blanket, he packed his satchel with all his earthly possessions: a seashell from his uncle who sailed, a soft cloth for cleaning, a copper or two, several boiled eggs, and bread loaves for the trip. He handed me the old map, which I placed in my own bag.
�Aye. I think she can sometimes.�
�We should go now, before all of those terrible things happen,� he said. I glanced over toward the Gypsy camp, feeling torn.
�Feather hummed a lullaby I�ve heard before, long ago. One written just for me, I think,� I confided. I�d been too afraid to speak the words until now. Too afraid I�d imagined the song, or if I told someone about it, it would fade into the mist.
The look on his face was blank, as if I�d spoken in a foreign tongue.
�Thomas, she remembers my da.�
�I remember your da.�
�Not the same thing and you know it well. He was here.�
�Are you sure? Maybe she is just pretending so that you will stay. She seems to like having you around. And she herself said she was a liar.� He sniffed and plucked a feather from his trousers, then another. Working with the chickens had made him look a bit like one.
�And there is a tale here. I can feel it. I think I might collect it. So that maybe�� But I could not finish. What if Thomas laughed at my idea of becoming a storyteller myself?
�A tale about what?� he said, instantly curious.
I narrowed my eyes. ��Tis a mysterious story, I think, of a girl with a gift of telling the future.� Dramatically, I swept around Thomas, placing my fingers on my temples. �I see�� I cried, swooning from side to side. Thomas tried not to smile, but he could not help it. I grabbed his palm and began to read. �Let me see, you will marry a beautiful princess and have eleven children��
�Only one princess?� He laughed.
�Well, not a real princess,� I said, �a chicken-princess.�
A noise from the bushes caused us both to freeze. I turned, and there, coming out from behind a tree, was the tallest man I�d ever seen. He was dressed in green and had a bushy black beard.
�I�ve found her,� he called out. �Who knew it would be so easy to capture the seer? I would have thought the king would keep a guard with you.� His eyes swept over Thomas and he smirked. �Obviously not.�
Thomas and I edged our way closer to each other. I cleared my throat and prayed for boldness. �I am not the seer.�
�And I am not interested in your lies. I heard you. I saw you take his palm.� He pointed to Thomas�s hand, which was shaking slightly.
A shorter, fatter man, also dressed in shades of green, came out of the bushes then. �Well done. Lothar will be pleased.�
�Who is Lothar?� I asked.
�Our leader. We have traveled across the hills and through the forests to bring you back with us, seer.� The fat man�s voice was sharp and hard like a stone.
�Truly, she is not the one you seek!� Thomas piped up, his scrawny fists clenched at his sides.
Both men laughed at Thomas, whose face turned red as a berry.
�Protection from a pup?� the tall man taunted. �Let�s have a go, mate. You and I.� He circled Thomas, eyeing his gangly legs and skinny arms. �I�ll keep one hand tied behind me, pup. And I�ll give you the first blow.�
�No! Leave him alone,� I cried.
The fat man thrust his palm in front of my face. �Go ahead, seer. Tell me what you see. Quick-like, before we take you to Lothar.�
�That won�t be necessary,� said a voice softer than a whisper on the wind. The tall man stopped teasing Thomas and the fat man�s chubby palm instantly dropped to his side. A man swung down from a branch overhead and landed right in front of me. He put a finger to his lips and motioned to the other men, who promptly clamped their hands over our mouths before we could think to shout for help. We were flung over the shoulders of the men and carried off, away from the Gypsy camp.

THE MEN OF FORESTHILL

How long we were bounced up and down, upside down, I could not say. �Twas not comfortable at all and my head ached most horribly. I wanted to cry, but I was too frightened to make a sound.
When they finally dumped us none too gently upon the ground, I leaned over to Thomas. �Do not say a word,� I whispered. �Promise me?�
Thomas nodded.
�If they find out they carried off the wrong girl, they might not think twice before killing us. We must be very careful.�
Thomas nodded again. His eyes were bright and glassy, but not a tear did he shed. He had hoped for adventure on the journey, but I rather think this was not what he�d had in mind.
The man with the soft voice came to us then.
�I apologize,� he began, �for my methods. One never knows how the warriors of Foresthill might be greeted.� He sat on a stump near where Thomas and I huddled together. I said nothing, my mind awhirl, thinking of what to do. His voice was kind and he seemed gentle. Surely he would not kill us.
�I am Lothar of Foresthill. These are my men.� He motioned to five men, all dressed in green. Their sleeves and trousers blended into the leaves of the forest. Horses with manes as black as shadows were tethered to the trees. I could see why �twas so easy for the men to sneak up on us.
I nodded, still silent.
�We travel from far over the green hills. My men say you are the seer.�
I kept still. �Twould do no good to reveal their failure at capturing Feather until I knew more.
�What say you tell us what you see?� he said, pulling a brown glove from his hand and holding it gently in front of me.
�Why do you require a seer?� I asked.
�There have been rumors of disputes between the lands to the east of us and the lands to the south. We wonder which will be victorious so we can throw our lots in with the victor. And then my wife, she is with child��
�Halt. Tell me no more,� I said, knowing not from where the words came. ��Tis not so easy to see the future. Surely you know fortunes are not read quickly.�
Lothar raised an eyebrow in question.
�There are things that must be done to call forth visions of what is to come.�
Thomas raised his eyebrow as well, but I saw him relax for the first time since our capture. He knew the tone of my voice well enough to understand that I had some kind of idea. Whether it was a good or poor one remained yet unknown.
�In order to foresee what fate might bring, you must�� I tried to conjure a picture of Feather. What would she do in my position? She would either lie or stall. I chose stalling. �You must earn your future. The fates cannot be forced.�
�I have never heard of such a thing.�
�Do you want to know your future or not?� I asked, feeling slightly bold.
That gave Lothar pause. We stared at one another, sizing each other up.
Finally, he inclined his head toward me. �Very well, how do I earn the right to see the future?�
�Well, it is very simple, really. First, you and your men must circle the camp three times.�
A look of disbelief crossed his face.
�That doesn�t sound like much,� he said. True. I would have to do better.
�There is more.� My voice was more commanding than I�d ever heard it. �If you choose to listen.�
Lothar rolled his eyes slightly, then nodded for me to continue.
�You must give us three loaves of bread.�
He nodded again.
�And you and your men must stay awake for three days and three nights. Then your fortunes shall come to me.�
�Three nights? Truly, three nights?�
�Yes,� I said, �all of your men must stay awake for three nights.�
�But why? It makes no sense.�
��Tis the way of the fates. It does not have to make sense.� I sat up straight, and I noticed Thomas did as well.
* * *
�Twas a long three days, to be sure. But the men of Foresthill were not unkind to us. I almost felt bad for deceiving them. But one must keep one�s wits about her when traveling the countryside, and this was one case in which my storyteller�s blood was quite useful. Perhaps I could create tales worth listening to.
Thomas and I barely spoke for fear of being overheard. The men of Foresthill were everywhere, it seemed, watching when we ate, even when we slept.
However, none of them could stay awake for three days. �Twas near the end of the third day when even Lothar�s eyes failed him and closed. Thomas and I gathered our things, and faster than an owl can blink, we left the men of Foresthill, and headed back to the Gypsy camp.
�I think it�s a stupid plan, Trinket,� Thomas said, out of breath from running. �Well, not all of it. The part where you got them to stay awake so they would be too tired to give chase, that was brilliant.� I smiled. �And the bread part was good, too.� He patted his sack, still filled with the loaves.
�But the part where we go back to the Gypsy camp is dumb. We should go off in the other direction. They will just find us again.�
�The other direction leads to Foresthill!� I snapped, pointing to the place on the east side of my father�s map where in faded letters it said Lands of Foresthill. That was the last place I wanted to go. I could not tell from the map how large the lands were, since it only showed the edge of them. But if my father ventured there often, he would have drawn it better, I thought. If we traveled west we would eventually hit the villages on the coast, even if we didn�t find the Gypsy camp again.
�Besides, I�ve got to try to warn Feather,� I said. �She showed us kindness. Kindness should always be repaid. How could I live with myself if I didn�t try to tell her that the men of Foresthill are just waiting to carry her off?�
Thomas humphed. But he followed.
* * *
We walked through the night till dawn, only going in circles twice. Once the sun began to rise, finding west was much easier. When we reached the outskirts of the Gypsy camp, we met Feather, carrying the water buckets.
�Feather!� I cried, running to hug her.
�I thought you left. Off on your journey to see a bald, burned-up old teller,� she said, though she hugged me just as tightly.
�No, I�ve come to warn you. Feather, you are in danger.�
�I know,� she said. �I know.�
And we raced back to the camp as if demons were on our heels.
* * *
I could feel them before I heard them. And I heard them before I saw them. Six horses as dark as a moonless night. Atop them, six riders, all men. The men of Foresthill.
�We come for the seer,� the tall man said to the forming crowd. Many Gypsies had gathered at the sound of the hooves, their knives drawn.
This must be the violence and battle Feather saw in the red sunrise.
The Gypsy King came out of his tent, his sword glinting in the morning light. �Who asks for my daughter?�
One of the riders guided his horse forward. �I am Lothar of Foresthill.�
�Lothar is it?� asked the king. �And what do you, Lothar, want from my daughter?�
The Gypsies formed a barrier in front of Feather, Thomas, and me. I chanced a glance at Feather, but I could not read her face.
�She is a seer. We require a seer.� He pointed to where Thomas and I stood next to Feather. Apparently, our escape hadn�t gone unnoticed. Unfortunately, we had led them right to Feather.
Lothar was prepared for the possibility that the king would not part with his seer, let alone his daughter. The men of Foresthill began to advance.
�You need but to ask� and pay,� the king responded slyly, motioning for his men to lower their knives. He grabbed Feather�s arm and propelled her toward Lothar. The Gypsies parted and the king�s daughter stood before the tall man on the horse.
�You?� he said, looking at Feather with puzzled eyes. He glanced over at Thomas and me. Did he understand yet that he had been tricked?
Feather said nothing. Perhaps she was afraid, but her shoulders were straight and strong.
She remained silent. She put out her palm and waited. Lothar got down and pulled his brown leather glove from his hand. He placed his hand, palm up, into Feather�s own.
�Wait!� the king cried. �We have not talked of price.�
The king took Lothar aside and their dark heads bent in negotiation. I could not make out anything they said, so I turned my attention to Feather. She was staring off toward Foresthill. Thinking of a lie.
Or perhaps genuinely seeing.
When the price was agreed upon, Lothar returned to Feather and gave her his hand.
�I have already earned the right to see my future,� he said. �I have obeyed the ways of the fates.�
Feather shot me a quizzical look, a smile tugging at her lips, then turned her head back to the large hand before her.
She pondered Lothar�s palm for an incredibly long time. For a while, the silence did not seem to bother anyone. Then small coughs came from the crowd. I could hear the restlessness grow. Finally, her father approached.
�Feather, if you see so much, I will have to charge Lothar more.� It was a joke and the Gypsies laughed, but there was a hard edge to the king�s voice.
Feather looked up and blinked a few times. An unshed tear sat upon her eyelashes, waiting to drop.
Then she spoke. She did not use her low, seer voice, but instead the voice I was accustomed to hearing when we spoke to each other as friends.
�Sir, you must go now. Back to your home. Neither side will be the victor, for there is another threat��
�And my wife? What news of my wife? Has the babe been born?�
There was silence.
�I see terrible sorrow.�
Lothar�s head snapped up and his eyes filled with pain. He mounted his horse and sped off, throwing a small bag of gold behind him. His men followed.
The Gypsy King could not grab the bag fast enough. �Well done, my girl. I shall perhaps have to increase your bride price.� He smiled at his daughter with no warmth, patting her shoulder absently as if she were a horse who had won a race, or a dog who had fetched a bone.
Feather did not even nod in acknowledgment. As they touched, I saw Feather shiver as something invisible passed from his skin through her own. She stood for a moment, as if in a trance, and then shook her head and walked away from the Gypsy King.
�Let us go, Trinket,� said Thomas. �None of this bodes well for us. We should have left by now.�
�Aye, you are right, Thomas. But Feather has become my friend. I do not know if it is the right thing to do, to leave her like this. Perhaps we should��
I could not finish my sentence. Perhaps we should what? Wait and talk to Feather? Become further entwined in the daily lives of these Gypsies? Become so attached that I would never be able to go, never be able to find my father? Never be able to find the one story I most needed? With effort, I stopped my spinning mind. These were thoughts I did not want to think.

WARNINGS

I entered Feather�s exquisite tent, my fingers caressing the silken flap. �Twas the softest thing I�d ever felt and I could have touched it forever, but then I looked back at Thomas. He bounced lightly from one foot to the other, as if he needed to use the bushes, but I knew better.
�Do not take too long,� he said. �Please.�
And I would not. Thomas had been patient, and I had no wish to torment him, especially since I agreed with him. We needed to leave this place.
�Oh, you are still here. I thought you would have gone.� Feather did not look up at me. She sat, staring at a lovely piece of cloth. �For my bridal dress, someday,� she said softly as she folded the fabric. She did not even glance in my direction, but continued folding various pieces of beautiful clothing and placing them in a bag.
�You are going to run away.�
�And they say I see the future,� Feather said.
�But they will follow you. They will bring you back.�
�Again you are probably right.�
�But why?�
Finally she looked at me, smiling as if I were a very simple child. �Trinket, when you are born, it is your destiny to die. It is everyone�s future. Does that mean you should curl up in a ball and just let death take you?�
Puzzled, I shook my head. I did not like talking about dying.
�Of course not, you go out and live anyway, even if the end is inevitable,� she said.
�But��
�So maybe they catch me, maybe not, but should I just curl up and let my father sell me to a husband for gold, or bargain away my sight as he sees fit� or should I create my own future?�
�What did you see, when your father touched your shoulder?� I asked.
�You do not have to be a seer to know what my father plans for me. He has made the arrangements already. He will not admit it, but I saw it�a foul tyrant across the water waits for me. Whether my father has promised me as a wife or a slave to such a beast, I do not know. But I shall be neither.�
It was silent in the tent as Feather placed items in her bag. Bracelets, colorful hair ties, and necklaces jingled as she untangled them, wrapped them in cloth and put them on the top.
�I might need to trade these,� she explained. �For meals and such.�
�Won�t you use your gift?�
�Of course, I am not a fool. I will use the gifts I have been given. But I must be quiet for a while, lest my father hear rumors of a fortune-telling girl.�
I paused, wondering how Feather could leave her family. Did she not know how lucky she was to still have a family? Then I thought of her father, with the hairy caterpillar eyebrows, who always scowled. Perhaps a hideous father was worse than no father at all.
�What did you see when you took Lothar�s hand? I know you saw something.�
Why did I want to know? I could not answer, but I needed to understand. Thomas, on the other hand, felt the need to go. I could see him pacing outside, for he did not feel it was right to enter a lady�s tent without permission.
�His wife has died in childbirth. He will be angry. He will rage at those he left behind to watch over her. Violence. But then��
�Then?�
�He will feel great remorse. His heart breaks and he vows to do kind deeds. Perhaps, after time passes, I will seek him out.�
�That seems like a lot. Have you ever seen so much before?�
�Never. Perhaps our lives are intertwined and that is why I could see. Mayhap his future lies beside my own.�
I felt my eyes widen. Feather was choosing Lothar as her future husband.
�Don�t look so surprised,� she chided. �Remember, I believe in making my own fortune.� Feather came to me then and hugged me. She also gave me a few coins from a small purse she wore around her neck. ��Tis best if we don�t leave together. They will assume you and Thomas stole me away against my will and think nothing of slitting your throats to get me back.� Feather hid her bag beneath her cot. �I will leave in three days� time. My father will be so busy with the preparations for the tyrant�s arrival, he will not even notice.�
�Goodbye, Feather. You are the first friend I have met on my travels.� I felt the heat of tears behind my eyes.
�I am sure I shall not be the last.� She smiled, then looked at me thoughtfully for a moment. She took my palm. �Would you like to know?�
Did I want to know? Did I want to know what the future held for me?
Or did I want to make my own future?
�Don�t tell me,� I whispered, curling my hand in a fist before I could change my mind.
�I foresaw you would say that.� She laughed.
I turned toward the tent flap, hoping I had decided correctly.
But Feather could not help herself. �You will find your answers, you know,� she said.
�The truth? I will find the truth?�
�That is not exactly what I said, Trinket. I said you would find answers. Every question has more than one answer. Every story more than one ending.�
She held up seven fingers. �Were I you, Trinket, I would make my own future. Find your own tales for the telling. Seven. Being a teller is in you. I saw it there.�
I hugged her as she hummed the lullaby for me, my father�s lullaby, one last time, strong and true so I could carry it with me in my heart. ��Twas his song for you, was it not?�
* * *
�Finally,� Thomas grumbled as I came out of the tent, but he was not really angry.
I did not answer him. Instead, I turned back to Feather, still unsure.
�We will meet again,� the Gypsy King�s daughter said, following me out. �And do not worry that the guards will come after you. I will tell them I foresee a plague from the plants in the forest. Those having to drop their breeks when nature calls will suffer from boils erupting on their cursed backsides!� She laughed. �That will stop them.�
We regarded each other one last time, neither of us willing to say the word goodbye. Strangely enough, Feather grabbed Thomas into an awkward embrace. He blushed, and she whispered something to him, but I did not hear.
She returned to her tent, the tent flap closed, and Thomas and I walked out of the Gypsy camp.
* * *
I found myself glancing backward every few minutes, and Thomas doing the same. The Gypsy camp had been the first real stop on our adventure, and now it disappeared into the trees as if it had never existed. We did not leave empty-handed, though, for I carried with me a song from long ago. And perhaps a tale as well.
Thomas was unusually quiet. I caught him peeking at me from under his unruly locks, then looking away quickly.
�What is it, Thomas?� I asked.
�Nothing,� he tried to lie.
�Feather said something to you. I know she did.�
Thomas did not respond.
�Just tell me.�
Thomas fidgeted, kicking hard at any stone unfortunate enough to be in his path. �You said you did not like fortunes. You said you didn�t want to know.�
Ah, �twas a prophecy then.
��Tis not fair if you know something that I do not know, especially if it is about me.� Whether I wanted to know or not no longer mattered. I could not let Thomas bear the burden alone.
�It�s not about you. It was about me. She said� she said to watch over you.�
I tried not to roll my eyes. So far, Thomas needed much more watching over than I did.
�And she said you would need my ear for listening,� he said with a bit of confusion. �I dunno what she meant by that. I already have to listen to you all the time.�
I punched him in the arm, but not too hard.
�And she said that I would do great things.� His cheeks flushed as he told me.
�You will, Thomas. I am sure you will.�
�And she said to follow the song. The lullaby. Follow the lullaby.�

THE FIRST SONG
To a Gypsy on a Moonless Night

�Twas my first song, and there was nothing fancy about it. Just a heart�s own voice. For that is what a song is, even if there is only a tune and no words at all.
Tell me true,
If thou could see
What could happen,
What might be.

Would thou take
The reckless chance?
Would thou peek,
Take but a glance?

And if thou saw
Thy future sold,
Could thou change
What fate beholds?

I have not
Answer nor opine,
But I�ll not look�
The risk is thine.



THE SECOND TALE
The Harp of Bone and Hair
[image: ]


THE MISTRESS OF THE SEA

My father�s map was dotted with small coastal villages. Rugged they are, as are the people who inhabit them. You must be strong of spirit to live with the ocean as your neighbor. Sometimes, she is as gentle as a new lamb, soft and placid. You might not even know she is there, but for her salty scent and the gifts of fish she bountifully brings. But other times, she is angry. She takes things that do not belong to her, and she does not return them.
The people who live on the land are not the only ones who are at the whim of the Mistress of the Sea. There are others.
Thomas and I came over a hill and upon a village called Conelmara that looked as if it had just lost an argument with the Mistress of the Sea. The thatch was blown off the houses, trees were uprooted from the ground, bits and pieces of everything lay about.
�Perhaps this is not the best place to take shelter. These poor folk probably have not much left to eat themselves, let alone anything to share with two roamers,� I said. Checking the map, I could see there were other villages a bit farther along. I wondered if my father had told tales at every village he passed on his travels, or if he had let his stomach determine his stops.
Thomas just grunted his response.
�You know, you�ve really got to learn to converse. Ask a question or two. I get tired of hearing my own voice all the time.�
Thomas groused, �Fine. I�ve a grumble in my belly so loud and fierce it could be heard all the way to heaven and back.� He paused. �Here�s a question: What would be worse, Trinket, to be starving, but have no food, or to be dying of thirst and have no water?�
�I don�t know, Thomas.�
�Well, I can�t tell myself, because I�ve both. I�ve a thirst big enough to drink a lake and a hunger loud enough to frighten a ghost.�
��Twould be a good story, Thomas. Mayhap if we keep going, we will find the Old Burned Man, and you can share it with him.� I laughed and tried to make light.
�Me? I�ve no wish to tell tales.�
�Mayhap� I do,� I said tentatively.
�Mayhap you what?�
�I want to tell stories. Do you think I could, Thomas?� I spoke quickly, afraid I would lose my nerve and keep my dream forever trapped inside. But since we�d left the Gypsies, I�d thought of little else.
�Well, of course you�ll be a teller, Trinket. What else could you possibly be?�
I smiled. I�d feared Thomas would tease me. His belief in me made my heart feel not quite so hollow.
�Would you sing songs, too? A good bard always has songs, you know.�
�Yes. I suppose I could write a song or two.� Already words and rhymes danced in my head, joined by fleeting melodies.
As I thought more about becoming a bard, I remembered that my mother had always encouraged my tales. She�d laugh and tell me I was like him. Like my father.
Those were, however, babes� stories. Not what I sought at all. Now I quested for words that would sing in the hearts of those who heard them. Tales that were made of dreams. And I would need seven. Then I could stay in one place for a whole week and tell a new tale each night.
�What would you like to do then, Thomas? What do you think your path is?� The longer we talked about things other than his hunger, the better.
�I dunno. I�ve given some thought to it, though. Sometimes I feel it in my bones to be a healer.�
I gave him a look. Thomas the Pig Boy a healer? Now that would be a story.
�Oh, not for people. For animals, mayhap. Do they have those, do you think, animal healers?�
�I suppose they might.�
Looking up from where he�d been kicking a pebble down the road, Thomas groaned. �This is really a wreck of a town. But maybe we can find a meal here. Or a bed. Or both.� I had not the heart to force him on. So we stopped at a rather dilapidated house, the closest one to the road.
The owner, Mister Fergus, surprised us with his kindness, offering us chowder and warm pallets for our rest.
�You are a wiry lad, but perhaps you have strength in your bones?� said Mister Fergus. He was strong and weathered, with a roundish nose that sat atop a gray moustache. Thomas looked from side to side, then, realizing Mister Fergus was talking to him, puffed himself up a bit. �We can use a lad like ye to help us rethatch the cottages.� Thomas nodded over his fish stew. He was not a lazy lad, most days anyway, and if the work meant food in our bellies, he was more than willing.
�I am not as strong as Thomas, but I can help, too,� I offered, glad I was wearing my britches.
Mister Fergus looked me over. �Have ye an ear for a tale, lass?�
I nodded. An ear for a tale? �Tis what my ears were meant for!
�There is a lady who lost her husband to a storm a month ago, and just the other night lost her babe, too. Nigh on crazy she is, insisting the babe is still alive. We searched and searched, but the Mistress of the Sea must have claimed him.�
I could feel tears welling in the back of my eyes. I, too, had lost loved ones. Mayhap I did not want to do this task, whatever it might be.
�She�s in need of a lass who will listen to her, dry her tears, and pat her shoulders, so the rest of us can get the work done. She�s done naught but stagger from one to the next of us, begging us to listen to her story. Begging us to keep looking for the babe.� His voice trailed off and he sighed. �In the morn, I�ll take you to her. Best you rest well now.� He motioned to the pallets he�d arranged by the hearth. �You�ll be warm enough there, I think.� Mister Fergus did not wait for me to say yes. And Thomas was asleep before I could even talk with him about it. So I laid my head on the straw and closed my eyes, but no slumber came. Thoughts of mothers without their children and children without their mothers drifted through my wakeful brain.

THE MOTHER�S TALE

The sun had just peeked over the hill when Mister Fergus took me to the cottage closest to the sea.
�Twas obviously the first house to be repaired, for on its roof was fresh, new thatch. The people of Conelmara must care for this woman a great deal.
�Catriona, there�s someone here to see you,� Mister Fergus called, and with that, he shoved me inside the house, closing the door behind me.
I expected her home to be a mess, for what care would a grieving woman have for neatness and order? But it was not. Everything was tidy. Linens were folded, chairs pushed into a small table, floor swept. �Hello,� I called. �Mistress Catriona?�
She appeared in the doorway of what must have been the bedchamber. Her long hair was brushed and the green dress she wore was clean and unwrinkled. She might have been beautiful, but for the swollenness of her eyes and the purple circles underneath. She looked as if she�d shed every tear she was capable of shedding. Before she could ask, I blurted out, �I am Trinket. I am the daughter of James the Bard. I am searching for him but I�ve not found him. I�ve come to gather stories as well.� Well, that did not sound very compassionate at all. �Mister Fergus told me about your baby, and your husband, too. I am very sorry.� My voice faltered on the word baby. It was horrible to lose a parent, as well I knew, but it was dreadful to think of a baby dying. �My own mother departed this life not long ago��
�Thank you,� she said, her voice deep and soft. �I was sorry to lose my husband. The Mistress of the Sea was greedy. �Twas not only my man that she took. Many lost their lives that day.�
I had no other words, so I said again, �I am sorry.�
�However, she did not take my child.� Her voice was fierce. �Well, perhaps I misspoke. She may indeed have taken the babe� but he is still alive.�
I waited. This was the story I�d come to hear.
�We were out on the boat, the babe and I, catching fish for our supper. The Sea Mistress had drowned my husband not a month before, so we had to provide for ourselves. Certainly, the good people of Conelmara offered to feed us, but I am strong enough. I�ll not survive on charity. We were returning to shore when the greedy Mistress reached in with her great wave-fingers and carried my wee babe away. I saw her bounce him up on top of the foam, not drag him down to her depths as she did my man. I cried out, cursing her, begging her to return my child. That�s when she sent the storm that demolished the village.�
I did not speak. What could I say? Everyone knows that the sea does not return what she takes. �Tis not possible.
�And you, Trinket the Bard�s Daughter, you have come here to help me find him.� Her face changed instantly from anguished to hopeful. She grasped me by my shoulders and shook me with crazed joy. �I know that is why God sent you!�
�Mister Fergus sent me.�
Mistress Catriona just smiled at me. �He is not dead, my babe. I would feel it if it were so.�
She rose and placed small cups of tea in front of us, hot and steaming, and a plate of oatcakes. But I was not hungry.
�Sometimes, the Mistress of the Sea will give a young human babe to a grief-stricken selkie mum whose own babe has died,� she said. �That is an ancient agreement between the Mistress and the seal people.�
�Seal people?� I asked.
�I thought you were the daughter of a storyteller. Did your father teach you nothing?�
I wanted to tell her how my father had left before he could teach me much of anything, but she merely shook her head and continued. �Selkies are creatures who can appear as men or women, but are most comfortable in their seal forms. They wear their sealskins in the ocean, but store them in secret places when they wish to walk on land. �Tis a lucky fisherman who finds a selkie woman, hides her skin, and takes her for a wife. They are the most devoted of mothers.�
�And you believe one of these seal mothers has your baby?�
Mistress Catriona nodded. �And I will get him back.� Her voice was cold, like a winter�s morning.
�I know what you are feeling, I think,� I began. �I, too, have been separated from my father��
�We shall need music. The selkies can be tamed with music,� she interrupted. �Have you a voice for singing? And a mind for conjuring tunes?�
�I-I-I do not know, actually�� I began, but before I could get any more words out, Mistress Catriona had clasped her hand around my own and pulled me out of her cottage and down the narrow path toward the rocky coast.

THE MAKING OF MUSICAL INSTRUMENTS

As we approached, the ocean splashed playfully against the shore. The Mistress of the Sea and her angry storms were long gone from this stretch of the world, though the wind was brisk enough to tug at my braided hair and chill the tops of my ears. I was glad for the warmth of my mother�s cloak. I turned back to see Thomas, who trailed behind determinedly. Was he not supposed to be repairing roofs with Mister Fergus? It seemed wrong to be heading for the waves when so much work in the ruined town still needed doing. �Perhaps we should go and check on the thatching,� I began, releasing my hand from hers. �Mister Fergus may need some help��
�Nay,� said Mistress Catriona, a determined look on her face. �Mister Fergus bid you keep company with me, so as to keep me out of everyone�s way. I know full well that none of them believe me. You will do your duty to Mister Fergus and come with me. �Tis what an honorable soul would do.�
I wanted to be an honorable soul. So I followed Mistress Catriona as she led me down the dirt path.
Thomas raced to catch up.
�You did not have to come, Thomas,� I told him. �Doesn�t Mister Fergus need you?�
�Mister Fergus would not want you to go and let the lady do something stupid, that�s what I am thinking. And I am supposed to watch after you. Besides, I�ve been helping the whole time you�ve been sipping tea.�
�How did you know I was sipping tea?�
�Peeked in the window. How did you think?�
�And how could you peek in the window if you�ve been working the whole time? Hmm?� I attempted a big, disgusted sigh, but Thomas interrupted.
�She�s crazed, Trinket. Can you not see it in her eyes?� His voice was a whisper. I hoped the wind would not carry it down to where Mistress Catriona navigated between the large rocks of the shore.
I shook my head and turned to join her.
There were bones on the shore. Bones of large sea beasts called whales. Whiter than the clouds, they rose from the rocks like the ghosts of old tree branches. I could hear Thomas gasp at the sight of them.
Jagged and sharp, the rocks of the beach created a wall of sorts between us and the bones. Carefully, so the rough edges would not pierce our shoes, we made our way past the barrier to where the bones rested. But why would we require such things? Did she not say that the selkies liked music?
Mistress Catriona pointed to a large curved bone. �That is what we need. You will see, Trinket.�
Around the bone that Mistress Catriona desired nested a family of swans. Their beaks were pointed and they squawked most miserably about our approach. The mothers must need to protect their babies, I thought. Thomas once told me that the most dangerous animals were mothers protecting their young. Perhaps Mistress Catriona did not realize the peril she was in. �Have a care, Mistress Catriona, they have beaks that would slice your finger from your hand before you could blink twice.�
�Nay, they will not harm us,� she said, stealthily moving forward.
But Thomas ran ahead of Mistress Catriona, scattering the lovely birds. Not one pecked poor Thomas as he flailed about, dispersing them to the four winds. �Twas a brave gesture, to be sure, for he could well have returned with cuts, bites, and bits of flesh missing.
Thomas smiled proudly at his victory.
�Mayhap �tis a good thing I came after all,� he said smugly.
Mistress Catriona walked among the downy feathers of the swans� nests. She motioned for me to join her, so I did.
�Now, Trinket the Bard�s Daughter, you will need this, to accompany your singing, of course.� Her fingers delicately stroked the elegant white arch of the bone she�d pointed to but a few moments ago.
The truth was, I didn�t know if I could sing well or not. I�d sung for my mum, but what mother doesn�t think her own child�s voice sounds like that of an angel? However, a storyteller must sing, for there are tales that lend themselves only to song. So I nodded, hoping my voice would not be too hideous to other ears.
�Here, take this. It will make a fine harp, and you�ll be our singer.�
We went back up the narrow path to her cottage. I carried the bone under my left arm. It fit there most remarkably well. As we walked, she drew from her pocket a straight, long bone, with small holes carved in it. �I have been working on fashioning a flute from this. We shall create such music that the selkies will have no choice but to give me what I want.� And the sound she made when she blew gently and moved her fingers over the holes was like a song from heaven.
�I�ve never heard anything like it,� I said softly, not wanting to disturb the magic in the air.
�Yes, �tis a fine flute. But alas, I do not play as well as a true bard.� She sighed. �But I believe it will be good enough��
�Have there been tellers here of late, mistress?� I asked, taking a seat upon the stump in front of her cottage. Thomas sat on the ground next to me. Mistress Catriona paced whilst polishing the flute with her sleeve.
�One performed for us not a fortnight ago,� she said. I held my breath. Could it be? �This flute is more beautiful than his. But the tunes he played� none can compare.�
I felt my shoulders slump. My father played a harp, not a flute.
But still, hearing another teller, any teller of tales, would help me learn the trade.
�He was aged and rough-sounding,� Mistress Catriona offered.
�Probably the Old Burned Man,� Thomas whispered, giving me a look. �Bald Fergal plays upon the drum.�
I nodded. Perhaps the Old Burned Man was still nearby and we would catch up to him soon. For if I were to become a teller, I had much to learn. And there was no James the Bard around to teach me.
�Now for the harp,� Mistress Catriona said, changing the subject. She quickly untied one of my braids and unwove the locks with her fingers. Then, she pulled from my head three long hairs.
�Ouch! Why do you need those?�
Mistress Catriona began wrapping the strands, up and down, creating strings between the unusual curved ends of the bone. And when she plucked the strings, �twas the sound of a majestic lyre.
We were silent, Thomas and I, until the hum of the notes completely faded.
�Most likely, you could have done all of this by yourself. Why do you need me along?� I asked. I wasn�t trying to be impertinent. She had long enough hair. She could have used her own. And she could have completed her tasks without the help of Thomas or me. I had gotten the impression from Mister Fergus that I would be sitting with a woman half crazed with grief, much like I would sit and watch over a baby. Mistress Catriona certainly needed no one to watch over her. Nor was she getting in anyone�s way. She was resourceful enough to make a plan. I wasn�t convinced that Mistress Catriona wouldn�t be successful.
�I need you, Trinket, for two reasons. First, because it is always easier to do something difficult if one has help. And second, because you are the daughter of a bard. Your hair in the harp will give it life, like blood does for a body. And,� she continued, �you will compose a song for us.�
I swallowed, feeling strange in my belly. What if I could not do this? What if I could not write this song? What if I wrote a horrible one?
�Mistress Catriona,� I said. �I must tell you. My father left these five years past and never returned. I was but a small thing. I never learned most of his songs.� I did not know how to finish. Mistress Catriona, I fear that I will fail.
Mistress Catriona placed a long finger beneath my chin. She tilted my face up until I looked at her. �Trinket, we have been brought together to help each other. Do you not see that? And, if we are successful and get my baby back, I will give you the harp to keep. What bard wouldn�t want a harp as fine as this?�
�Twas true. I had not, in my young life, seen many fine things. And this harp was the most magnificent thing my eyes had ever beheld. I would be foolish not to want to have it for my own. Imagine how my fame might spread as the lass who played heaven�s harp.
I nodded and Mistress Catriona smiled. �Now, Trinket, we shall require a small boat.�

THE ISLE OF THE SELKIES

Thomas found Mistress Catriona�s boat washed up on the shore with only a small hole in the hull. With some patching, it would be watertight enough to get us to our destination.
�Trinket, yer a fool to sail with a loony woman,� he said as he sealed the bottom of the little boat with tar pitch.
Thomas made me think sometimes, which was a good thing and a bad thing. True, �twould not be the smartest course to follow a woman the village regarded as deranged. Follow her into the ocean, no less! And yet, I felt in my blood that there was a story to be found among the selkies. My mother once said that the secret to a good story was to listen to the hum in your veins. My father would have done so, I thought.
�Perhaps it is not the wisest of ideas, Thomas, but it is the most adventurous. And when you agreed to accompany me on my quest, you knew then that there would be the chance of adventure.�
�But I thought that it might involve pirates or monstrous beings, or battles even.� He finished painting the tar and stuck the brush in the wooden bucket. �And I thought I would be there, not stuck fixing roofs.�
It was true. It wasn�t fair, really. But the boat was quite small and I doubted there was room for him. Thus, I would get the adventure and Thomas would do the work.
�I won�t be long, Thomas.� I picked up the bucket to return it for him. �And if I don�t come back soon, you can lead the expedition to find me. That would be exciting, do you not think so?�
Thomas grimaced. �Nay. I do not think so.�
�Well�� I began. Did I really want Thomas along as Mistress Catriona and I searched for her babe? Could we all manage in such a tiny craft? �I suppose��
�Trinket, you don�t have to beg. Of course I�ll come.�
When the tar was dry, Mistress Catriona and I climbed in. She sat in the bow, carrying the harp and the flute. Thomas pushed us out into the waves and then climbed over the edge, sitting next to me and smashing me a bit. However, I was glad to have help managing the oars. As we left the shore, I looked back at the village by the sea. Mister Fergus carried a bundle of thatch over to a cottage with no roof. He paused and turned his head toward our small boat. I thought I could see his bearded face shaking back and forth in disappointment. Most likely, he thought I was as crazy as Mistress Catriona.
* * *
My arms ached, for it had been a long time since I rowed. Though my mother and I had lived near the sea, we were not fisher folk. There was enough to do with wool-gathering and weaving to keep us busy. Only occasionally did the opportunity arise for a journey on someone�s boat. But Mistress Catriona had ventured out with her husband many a time before the sea took him. She knew how to find the proper currents to push our little boat along. All the way there, Mistress Catriona asked me to sing. The fact that she could scarcely hear me over the waves made me brave. I sang little songs and rhymes I had learned from the children of our village when I was a wee thing. Thomas remembered the tunes, too, for we�d often sung them around the house and out in the yard. He whistled along, helping when I�d forgotten a melody.
The isle of the selkies was small and rocky. The waves splashed against it ruthlessly, as if the ocean wanted to swallow the jagged bits, but thought them too sharp to digest properly. I could not see any place where we might be able to land. I was about to voice my concern to Mistress Catriona when she bid us row again, hard. We did as we were told and in but a moment we saw a small, crystal lagoon where the waters were calm. We all smiled as we put our shoulders into the oars and forced the small boat over the rough surf and finally into the lagoon. When at last we pulled up to the shore, I was unaware that I was still humming.
�What song is that? It is lovely,� Mistress Catriona asked, breathing heavily as we dragged the boat across the pebbles.
�Something so old I do not even remember it much.� I said these words too quickly, and without confidence.
�Trinket, isn�t that your father�s�� Thomas offered, then he caught the look in my eye and gave his full attention to moving the boat. I did not want to tell her it was the lullaby from my own father, or that I practiced the tune every night before I slept. �Twas something I was not yet ready to share.
Luckily, Mistress Catriona was less concerned with my lie than with the tune. She retrieved the musical instruments from the boat and carefully placed the harp in my hands.
�I�d like you to play that tune upon the harp. I think that is just the melody I am searching for. It haunts, but it is not sad.�
She looked at me, expecting that I would be able to pluck out the tune with ease. She obviously overestimated my ability. I feared failure. Again. �I shall need practice, mistress� perhaps a different tune�� I began, but she interrupted.
�Do not pluck a string yet, Trinket,� she scolded. �We must first find out where they keep my babe. You must not play the tune until I am ready. You will just have to practice it in your mind.�
I gave her a look of disbelief, but she was staring off into the distance. Perhaps Thomas was right and Mistress Catriona was a loon. Who could possibly play a tune with no practice?
* * *
Though the beach appeared deserted, Thomas and I hid the boat behind a large rock, just in case. Mistress Catriona set out down a path to find where the selkies might have taken her baby as I began practicing the lullaby in my mind. It helped if I hummed quietly to myself and plucked the strings of a pretend harp.
Thomas got bored and began throwing pieces of shells he found on the beach back into the sea.
The sun was beginning to sink in the sky. Mistress Catriona had not returned. We had been on the selkies� isle all afternoon, but I had not seen even the shadow of a seal. Mayhap we had pulled up on the wrong shore?
I kept imagining what it would feel like to actually play upon the strings of the bone harp. My mother always told me I had been born with my father�s imagination. You could create an amusement from a stone and a stick, she�d say. But I was having a difficult time imagining the notes. I was going to have to experiment. If I did not, there was a good chance that when Mistress Catriona needed me to play the lullaby, I would not succeed.
There seemed no reason to be silent, for I was certain no one could hear me. Thomas was kicking at the waves now at the far end of the beach, his silhouette tiny in the dying light of day. So, I began plucking away at the harp. I gasped at the sound. Whereas my father�s harp had been low and deep, this one was light and magical. The harp had been made with a mother�s love and for good purpose, and perhaps that is why it sang so sweetly. Truth be told, every random note rang out so pure that it would not have mattered if I could play the lullaby or not. But, either by miracle, magic, or sheer luck, I saw in my mind the fingers of my father, long, long ago, dancing upon the harp strings. I tried to pluck the same ones, in the same way.
My father�s lullaby, the song the Gypsy seer hummed for me, sprang from my fingers and onto the strings. Rugged and rough though my playing was, the tune was strong and true.

WATCHFUL EYES

At first, I did not notice the rustling in the nearby bushes, so absorbed I was in my playing. And, tickling somewhere inside of my brain were words that went with the music. I could feel that they were there, but I could not speak or sing them yet.
You can feel on the back of your neck when there are eyes upon you. Slowly I turned around.
�What are you doing, Thomas?� I asked. I knew it was him. The pig boy did not even have the decency to look embarrassed as he stepped from the bushes.
�I just wanted to sneak up and surprise you. This is kind of boring for an adventure, don�t you think?�
�Be quiet. I am practicing.�
�I�m not deaf. I could hear your harp all the way down the beach. I didn�t know you could play that well.� His hand bent to pluck a string, but I swatted it away.
�It is the harp. It makes even foul notes sing sweetly. But I shall never be able to play a whole song unless you go away and let me practice!� I did not mean for my voice to sound so harsh, but it had the desired effect. Thomas skulked off, muttering to himself.
I started strumming, but was struck by that feeling again. The feeling of being watched. And I was, but not by a person this time.
The seal was misty gray and not very large. I looked into its eyes. Dark and glossy they were, like deep pools of tar. The seal cocked its head to one side, then the other, then came closer. When it finally stopped right in front of me it nudged me with its black nose.
�You want me to play again?� I asked. I searched around wildly for Thomas, but he was nowhere to be seen.
The seal nudged my leg once more.
Well, what do you do when a magical creature nudges your leg? And I was quite certain this was no ordinary seal. It gazed at me with eyes far too intelligent to belong to an ignorant beastie, as if it was trying to communicate with me. I looked up, hoping to find Mistress Catriona walking out through the trees to join me, or Thomas strolling down the beach, but I was not so fortunate.
The seal nudged a third time.
�Very well. I shall play for you,� I said, trying to treat it as I would a person. I did not want to offend it. Slowly, shyly at first, I began again to pluck out the tune of my father�s lullaby. Like all lullabies, this one was meant to lead a babe down the mystical road to dreams. The seal�s beautiful black eyes blinked once, then again and again, staying closed longer each time.
The seal drifted off to sleep at my feet. I hummed along with the melody and felt encouraged that my voice was clear and pleasant. I could use my newfound skill when I became a bard.
However, I would not be able to keep the harp if I did not help Mistress Catriona rescue her child.
As if summoned by my thoughts of her, Mistress Catriona appeared through the opening in the trees, walking briskly. When she was close enough that I could see her face, it became apparent that she was angry. Very.
She started to speak, but I put my hand up and pointed to the sleeping seal. She had not noticed its slight form, as the sun was setting and its body was hidden in my shadow.
Her eyes widened and she slowed her step, walking very quietly on the tips of her toes, until she was right beside the sleeping seal. She bent down.
�What are you doing?� I whispered. The seal moved slightly in its sleep.
I looked around again for Thomas. Where was he? Why was he not here when I needed him?
�Keep playing,� Mistress Catriona whispered, as she rolled the little seal over on its back.
�What�s that?� I asked. The sleeping seal had a dark line down the center of its belly.
Mistress Catriona did not answer. She gently prodded the stripe with her fingers, as if she was looking for something. I gasped as she pulled on the skin and it came away from the seal.
�Do not stop playing!� she whispered sharply under her breath.
I closed my eyes, not able to look at what she was doing. What if she hurt the little thing? I could not continue the song.
�Mistress Catriona!� I whispered fiercely. �I cannot let you�� But I was too late. She held in her hand the gray skin of the seal. Sleeping at my feet was a small boy about half my age with silver hair and pale skin.
�Is he�?�
�No, he only sleeps. And he is not my son,� she said coldly, answering the two questions I had been afraid to ask. �But I will not return his skin until they agree to return my child.� She walked briskly down to where we�d hidden our boat and dug a shallow hole. She dropped the boy�s sealskin inside and covered it with sand.
The boy began to shiver in his sleep. I felt sorry for him and placed the cloak my mother had woven over him. Her decision seemed cruel to me. And yet, what lengths would a mother not go to in order to retrieve her baby? What would I not give to have my mother back?
�Here is what we shall do,� she whispered, brushing the sand from her hands. �We shall agree to trade this boy�s sealskin for my child. If the selkies do not agree, then I shall take this child for my own. I shall burn his sealskin. Without it, he can never return to his life as a selkie.� She looked down at the sleeping boy with the silver hair and chubby cheeks, then glanced up at me, her eyes wild.
�I think that is an awful idea,� I said, my tone no longer hushed. I did not care if the child awoke. �You grieve the loss of your own child, yet you would do that to another mother? Mistress Catriona, what happened when you traveled down the path? Did you meet with the selkies?�
She nodded. �Aye. I found them basking on their rocks. I began to play my flute, to tame their wild hearts. But the music did not bewitch them. When I grew tired of playing, I advanced. They made way for me until I found myself before the Selkie Queen.� Mistress Catriona was speaking quickly, and I had a glimpse for the first time of the crazed woman Mister Fergus had such concern for.
�Go on,� I said gently, as if I were the adult and she the child.
�I begged the Selkie Queen for my son, but she claimed she could not give back a gift given to her by the Mistress of the Sea. �Twould be bad form and seem ungrateful.� Mistress Catriona began to cry. Sobs racked her body and I could do naught but gather her in my arms and hold her.
�Did you see him? Your babe?� I asked softly against her hair.
She shook her head fiercely. �Nay, nay, they would not let me near enough. And there were many baby seals. They will have given him a sealskin.� She sniffled loudly, causing the silver-haired boy to turn in his sleep. �But if I had gotten close, I would have known him.�
�How?�
She looked up at me for the first time since her tears came. �Did I not tell you? His eyes. One is green and the other brown.�

GRAY

The boy slept for a long time. Mistress Catriona decided that someone should guard him but she was close to collapsing from exhaustion. I volunteered to watch over him so she could sleep before we tried again in the morning to bargain with the selkies. I wondered again about Thomas the Pig Boy. Where was he? Chasing this story was perhaps not the cleverest thing I had ever done. I was beginning to wish I�d disappeared with Thomas.
The seal-child roused and looked up at me with gray eyes. He saw the harp lying next to me and motioned for me to play. He seemed not to notice that he no longer wore his sealskin. I pretended I didn�t understand. I wanted to see what it was like to talk to this boy. Maybe there was another solution to Mistress Catriona�s situation other than holding him ransom and trading him for her babe.
He crawled over to my leg and nudged me with his head. �Do you wish me to play again?� I asked quietly, so as not to wake Mistress Catriona.
�Yes, I should like that very much,� he said, then stopped in shock at the sound of his own voice. He looked down at his hands and his feet. He felt his face, his hair.
His frightened eyes captured mine and I felt instant pity. I could not participate in the kidnapping of this boy. But I would find a way to get my lady�s child back.
Children should be with their mothers.
�Do not be afraid,� I said gently. �I�ll not harm you.� His small body was shaking. �Are you cold?�
The boy nodded.
�Well, wrap my cloak about yourself. There, now, what is your name?� I asked gently.
�Gray,� he whispered.
�Very well, then, Gray, I think it would be a good idea to go and find the rest of your family. Will you take me there?� I picked up my harp, waiting for him to agree.
He rose, then looked at me pleadingly. He did not like my cloak. He wanted his skin. �Listen to me, Gray. I shall get your skin back, but I need your help. Will you help me?�
Gray nodded.
�Good. Now first, what were you doing out here all by yourself?�
�The island is ours. We can go anywhere we choose.�
He didn�t seem to mind answering my questions, so I continued.
�There is a babe newly arrived. Have you seen him?�
Gray nodded. �Him belongs to the queen. The Sea Mistress brought him to her. The queen�s own child died in a fisherman�s net.� Gray swallowed and I could tell we were both thinking it was a horrible way to die.
�Gray, the babe does not belong to the queen. He belongs to my lady asleep over there.� Gray glanced at Mistress Catriona. �She misses him so much. Her heart grieves for him, for the Sea Mistress took her husband as well. My mistress suffers doubly, but we can help her. We must hurry, or my plan will fail.�
With a slight nod, Gray agreed to lead me to the court of the selkies.
Though he spoke not a word, I could hear Thomas behind us, following. I would know the sound of those footsteps anywhere. I wanted to turn and poke him for being gone so long, but I did not want to scare the seal-child.
�There,� Gray said at last, pointing to a rugged formation that resembled a ruined tower. I pulled Gray behind some rocks, hiding us both. I peeked around the edge and there were the selkies, all in their seal forms.
�Listen to me, Gray, for I might not have the chance to speak to you again. Your skin is buried under the small mound of sand on the beach near where we left my lady sleeping. Soon, I will begin to play the lullaby I played for you on my harp. I believe it is bewitching to your kind. If I am right, all of the selkies, yourself included, will fall asleep.� Gray�s puzzled eyes showed he had no memory of the magical music I had played. �When you awaken, Mistress Catriona and myself and her babe will be gone.�
�I understands, miss.� Gray curled his small body into a ball, awaiting the sleep I had promised. I patted him on the head and thanked him, then rose and walked toward the selkies.
�Thomas, if you can hear me, we need to find the seal with one green eye,� I whispered. I thought I heard a cough, but it could have been the wind.

THE SECRET OF THE SEALSKIN

The selkies did not notice me at first. I sat on a rock that poked me none too gently in the behind. However, no one had ever promised me that the search for stories would be comfortable. Then the selkies started coming toward me. I could not afford to seek a more pleasant-feeling seat.
I began plucking the strings of the harp, as I had done for Gray when he first nudged me with his cold black nose. The advancing selkies slowed. I took a deep breath and began to sing words, not my father�s words, for I could not pull those from my memory. Instead, I called for the words that had been resting in the back of my head since I first saw the island. A selkie song.
The same song Feather had heard, the same tune that had lulled me to sleep as a babe, was sprinkled with magic. With the harp, the melody, and the words I had created on my own, I cast a spell of drowsiness upon the selkies.
How long I played, I do not know, for once the song ended, I began it again and again. The strange creatures drifted to sleep, some curled against others, some stretched out alone. Eventually, I silently placed the harp in the sand and made my way to the slumbering selkies. I decided to examine the smallest ones first. Most likely the young cub I was searching for would be nestled up against a larger seal.
The moon had risen full, huge, and bright enough to guide me. I hoped the moonlight would be sufficient for me to tell whether the seals� eyes were both the same color or not.
Thomas emerged from the darkness then, yawning widely. He stepped silently between the slumbering seals, motioning that he would start on one side while I checked the other.
As gently as I could, I lifted the eyelids of the sleeping cubs, searching for the one with eyes of different colors. By the time I was on the fifth seal, I had gotten pretty good at stepping between the sleeping bodies as if I were the dream faerie herself, and nary a sound did I make. My own breath was so soft and shallow, I would have doubted I was breathing at all, except that I did not fall over and faint. Finally, I peered into one brilliant green eye and one muddy brown one. I had found the babe.
I cradled him in my arms, and he did not rouse. Instead, he cuddled against my chest. I motioned for Thomas to follow and on the tips of my toes, I made my way out of the sleeping mass of selkies. Noiselessly, I reached down and swooped up my harp as we sneaked back to where Gray lay asleep.
I wanted to wake him up, to say goodbye and to thank him, but thought better of it. Perhaps they would blame him if he appeared to know my plan, and they would punish him, and that was something I did not want. The less he knew, the better.
Thomas gathered Gray in his arms, understanding the need to keep the child out of trouble. For a boy who had a tendency to get both of us into trouble, he was certainly showing his responsible side.
I met Mistress Catriona halfway between the selkies� court and the shore. She had a wild look on her face, which immediately softened when she saw who I bore in my arms. She did not even notice as Thomas placed Gray on the sand, quickly dug up his skin and draped it over his trembling body like a blanket. I hated to just leave him there, but I had little choice.
�Are you sure?� Mistress Catriona whispered as she took the sleeping bundle from my arms.
�I checked the eyes. One green, one brown.�
She turned the seal-child over in her arms and began feeling for the seam in his belly, to release him from the sealskin.
�Nay, my lady, I would not do that just yet.�
�Why ever not?� she demanded.
�It may cause him to wake and cry. �Twould be better to wait until we were far gone from this place.�
She nodded and we ran to the boat.
I did not tell Mistress Catriona, but I also feared the Mistress of the Sea. If she knew we had reclaimed the baby, she might upset the boat and take us down to her murky depths as punishment. If such a thing happened, I wanted the child to find a way back to his other family.
* * *
We rowed as silently as we could, away from the isle of the selkies. �Twas more difficult than you can imagine, attempting to cross the sea without much of a disturbance upon the surface. Luckily for us, the Sea Mistress was otherwise occupied and caused neither whirlpool nor storm to interrupt our escape.
Whispering, for we were still too frightened to speak in our normal voices, Mistress Catriona asked, �How did you do it, Trinket? How did you sneak my babe away from them?�
Should I tell her about the enchanted lullaby that causes seals and seal people to fall asleep? Would she keep such knowledge safe?
�They were sleeping,� I said simply, which was partly true. �And Thomas helped.� The fact that it was a spellbound sleep would be my secret. I was beginning to realize that part of being a bard was knowing when to tell your story and when to keep your lips closed tight.

DECISION

We arrived at Conelmara just as the sun was rising. Mistress Catriona removed the skin from the seal, revealing her small, pink son, still sleeping. The look of love on her face made me glad I had risked so much to help her. A mother should be with her child. A tear scalded my windburned cheek. Was my mother with me now? Was her spirit beside me holding my hand, although I could not feel it? I glanced at Thomas, his eyes full and glassy. Mayhap he missed his brute of a mother as well.
�Get rid of this,� Mistress Catriona said absently, handing me the sealskin, not taking her eyes from her son.
�Yes, my lady,� I replied, thinking to return it to the waves. But as I walked to where the tide washed over my feet, I could see them out there, several black heads bobbing on the horizon. The selkies. One swam forward, ahead of the rest.
My head whipped around, but Mistress Catriona was already on her way to her cottage. So, I slowly walked toward the seal, then stopped just before reaching the water. She did not approach me, but stayed in the surf, regarding me with her deep, soulful black eyes. She loves him, too, I thought. I dipped the edge of the sealskin into the sea, preparing to release it, when the selkie started acting strangely. She prodded the sea foam with her nose over and over again, as if shooing me back up the path. When I pulled the skin out, her nudging ceased. I clutched the sealskin close to me, making a quick decision.
�What are you doing, Trinket?� Thomas called as I ran off. I could hear his breath behind me as he raced to catch up.
�Why should I tell you? I am not the one who completely disappeared on the selkies� isle last night.� I had not realized how angry I was at him until now.
�Aw, Trinket, you can�t blame me for trying to find adventure. I was bored sitting around on the beach.�
�So, did you find it? Your adventure?�
�No. I got lost. Would have stayed lost, too, I suppose, if I hadn�t heard your harp.�
I humphed and went faster, but it was hard to stay mad at Thomas.
I ran with the sealskin as fast as I could, all the way to Mister Fergus�s home. I reached the door first, but only by a hair.
�Got the babe back, I see,� Mister Fergus grunted. �Twas obvious he�d been watching out the window.
�Aye, we did.�
�Well, �twould seem we were wrong. The babe is alive.�
�Aye, he is.�
�What are ye hiding behind yer back?�
I pulled the sealskin out. �I was supposed to get rid of this, but then I thought, maybe someday, the child might want� a choice.� He looked at the sealskin and nodded once, then took it and hid it beneath a large stone on his hearth.
The air in the cottage smelled of fresh bread and butter. I thought Thomas would either faint from the scent or jump over the table like a hungry bear. Luckily, Mister Fergus cut us each a chunk of the bread and slathered it with butter. We ate greedily.
�I�ll keep the secret, till the time be right.�
We ate more bread and butter than had ever been eaten in the history of time and slept without dreams on the floor of the cottage.
* * *
��Tis time to go,� I said to Thomas the next morning, packing the beautiful harp of bone and hair in my sack. Mistress Catriona had offered me the flute as well, but I told her to save it for the babe. �Mayhap he�ll be a bard someday.�
�Nay, he�ll be a fisherman, just like his da,� she had said. Then she hugged me and whispered, �But you, Trinket, you strum with the touch of an angel. And what an angel you were to find my son for me! May the ground be soft and the wind gentle on your journey.�
For the first time, my dream of becoming a teller seemed within my grasp. I had a harp. And if I was closer to becoming a bard, maybe I was also closer to finding the truth I sought.
After we bid farewell to the folks of Conelmara, Thomas asked, �Trinket, what really happened to the selkies when you played that song? Was it magic, do you suppose?�
�Well, that is a story best told as we walk.�
Every storyteller needs to practice.

THE SECOND SONG
The Selkie�s Lullaby

These are the words that came to me when I sat on the rock on the isle of the selkies with my harp. If you feel your eyes tiring and your mind drifting away during the course of this song, �tis possible that at least a drop of selkie blood runs through your veins.
Come lay your heid,
Come lay thee down
Upon my knee
Of woolen brown.

A song I shall sing
Of salt and sea,
Of waves and foam,
Lad, come with me.

Thy flippers are tired,
Thy skin is cold.
Slumber awaits,
Thy dreams to hold.

A song I shall sing
Of salt and sea,
Of waves and foam,
Lad, dream with me.

The spray is soft,
The moon so bright,
Come lay your heid,
And rest tonight.



THE THIRD TALE
The Wee Banshee of Crossmaglin
[image: ]


A LOVELY LITTLE TOWN

We�d heard rumors of tellers on our travels. Bald Fergal. The Old Burned Man. Stephen of the Swift Tongue. But no word of James the Bard.
Sometimes, I feared that we would not find him, but I did not say so to Thomas. However, if I could not learn how to be a teller from my own father, then �twould be good to hear stories told by a true bard, not just by the local folk. Mayhap one would even allow me to apprentice. So we followed the road, hoping to meet a teller.
Crossmaglin was a lovely little village, surrounded by green and rolling hills. On the top of one of these hills sat the ruins of a castle older than time itself. Only the white tower remained intact, and that was quite surprising for the stones were placed together with no mortar, looking as if even the most delicate of breezes could knock them down. But the tower did not fall. It remained tall and strong, a watchtower, perhaps, over the small village.
When Thomas saw the tower looming over the village as we approached, he was ill at ease instantly.
�No good can come of this,� he said. He reached for the map I�d been holding and pointed with his grubby finger. �Look at the map, Trinket. Says right here �tis called the Banshee�s Tower.�
�So what?�
�So what? I�ll tell you what. I do not want to go to a town inhabited by banshees. Banshees! Cross, ghostly old women who moan and wail when death is near?�
�I know what a banshee is,� I said. And I did. They were the messengers of death. There were lots of legends about banshees. I�d heard bits and pieces of tales about them, how they�d once lived in clans and ruled the night.
But those were tales from long ago. No one believed such things anymore.
�I heard the banshees, you know, on the night your mum died,� Thomas said quietly.
I was silent for a moment. We did not yet talk about her. There was an unspoken agreement between us that we did not speak about our mothers. Thomas most likely missed his mum more than he wanted to say. As for me, the loss was still too fresh, too painful to think about. So, I tried to make light.
�Nay, �twas only the wind that blew the night she passed. And a peaceful, gentle wind it was.� But I remembered the way it whispered through the cracks in the shutters as if it knew my secrets, then burst into the room in her last moments.
However, I did not believe in banshees, though I thought a good tale about one would be a nice thing for a bard to have. And a town with a Banshee�s Tower simply had to have a banshee tale.
�Are you not hungry? I�m famished,� I said, changing the subject.
�Aye, Trinket, you know I am. Never was a lad born with as fierce a beast in his belly as myself.� It had been many days since we left the village by the coast, and we had eaten all of our supplies. The few folks we met along the road could spare a crust or two, but no tales. And since Thomas hungered for food, and I hungered for stories, did it not make sense to venture to Crossmaglin? It would have both, I was certain.
�Looks like a place that should be at the bottom of a lake where kelpies lie in wait to steal your soul� until a priest throws holy water on the lot of them and they get burned to a crisp.�
I had not expected Thomas to be so superstitious.
�Thomas, I don�t think��
�Would you rather be carried away by a kelpie or burned to a crisp, do you think?� he interrupted.
�Neither. Come on, Thomas, I think I smell chickens roasting over a fire.� I sniffed the air dramatically.
�Tis the truth when they say that the way to a man�s heart is through his stomach. Thomas begrudgingly agreed to come with me. �But do not say that I didn�t warn you.�
We raced to the village, my lovely harp jostling gently against my side as I ran. I was glad it fit inside my bag, for I did not want anyone with thieving intentions to see it. We followed our noses to the most heavenly scent we could imagine: roasted fowl, rich stewed vegetables, and fresh bread and butter.
We peeked through the window of the public house to see a white-haired woman serving plates of deliciousness to the folks sitting at the tables. Thomas and I exchanged a look, messed up our hair even more than it already was, and tried to look as pathetic as possible. We entered as two pitiful waifs in search of a meal. The pub mistress rolled her eyes and sighed, then directed us to two stools over by the fire.
�Just because I feed you today doesn�t mean I�ll feed you every day,� she said as she placed small plates of meat and bread before us. �Folks earn their keep here in Crossmaglin. That goes for food as well.� Had I nothing else but bread and butter for the rest of my days, I would be happy, so long as the bread was as crusty and tender as the bread of Crossmaglin. I gave Thomas my share of chicken, so I could fill my belly with more bread. The only thing that could have made the meal better was a story.
�Is there a teller here?� I asked the pub mistress between bites. �We heard that perhaps there might be one��
�Nay,� said a man at a nearby table between slurps of soup. �But one might come next month.� I tried to hide my disappointment.
The man who spoke to us was named Mister Quinn. His voice was gruff and his manner as well, but he was not unkind. He offered a place for Thomas and me to stay, in his barn with the animals, so long as we helped to care for them. Thomas was thrilled, of course. I was not. Goats chew on too many things, including fingers, not to mention they smell. However, the only way to get myself inside a nice warm house for a night�s rest, like a real bard, was to trade a story for the comforts of a bed. And I was not ready to do so. Yet.
So, in the barn at night, after the animals had dozed off and Thomas had doused the lantern, I practiced my harp and my singing. Softly, of course. It would not be bragging, though, to say that I was truly getting better.
I was singing the second song I had created, a song of loss and death, for bards must be known for their tragedies as well as their tales of good fortune, when it happened.
By it, I mean the fierce storm that whipped up from nowhere. The air felt heavy, like before a rain, yet there was no lightning, no thunder. Only wind. Rough wind, the kind that howls and moans and causes the hairs on the back of your neck to stand on end. The kind of wind that does not go around you, but through you.

STORM

�What is that?� cried Thomas as the door to the barn was ripped open, waking all the goats and the various other animals.
�I don�t know!� I yelled, trying to be heard over the howling.
�Storm?�
I shrugged. It most certainly seemed like a storm. And the animals were certainly agitated enough.
�Oof,� Thomas groaned, as a goat kicked him.
It was difficult to see in the barn with the lantern out, and too dangerous to remain there amidst wild beasts, so Thomas and I decided to brave the wind. We battled the door, attempting to get through the opening without getting thrashed. The door scraped against the side of my face and whacked Thomas on the knee, but we managed to escape the dangerous building.
The gusts became harder and harder, nearly blowing us over. We held hands and proceeded, heads ducked down, across the road and to a nearby house. With the whitewashed wall acting as a windbreak, we paused to catch our breath.
�Thomas!� I called out tentatively over the sound of the wind.
�I know, Trinket, I am scared, too,� he yelled, still clutching my hand. I could feel my nails digging into his flesh, but I could not make myself loosen my grasp. The howling became screaming, then shrieking. Goose bumps spread across my body and probably through my hand to Thomas�s grubby palm and up his spine as well.
Then, as suddenly as it began, the storm ceased. One moment the noise was so loud there was no room in our brains for even the smallest of thoughts. The next moment, �twas silent.
The air was still. I brushed the hair from my eyes and looked at Thomas.
We were too afraid to speak and still breathing hard from fright. We expected to hear stirrings throughout the village, the noises of people trying to get themselves back to sleep, perhaps the sounds of babes crying or dogs barking. But the silence continued. We walked, hand in hand, down the streets of the village, searching for, well, we were not quite certain what. I wanted to call out, Hark, is anyone awake? but Thomas put his finger against his lips and looked hard at me.
We were followed only by the sound of our own feet crunching against the gravel as we made our way back to the barn. Thomas tried to pull the heavy door open, but it was stuck standing slightly ajar. Something was wrong with the top hinge, as if it had been stretched and bent. Thomas pulled again, but it would not budge, so we squeezed between the door and the wall.
I could hold my tongue no longer. ��Tis strange, Thomas. Very, very strange.�
Thomas only nodded and walked over to the pile of straw he�d fashioned into a bed.
�How can you sleep?� I whispered fiercely.
Thomas simply shrugged and closed his eyes. �I am tired, Trinket. We walked quite far. And �tis only wind after all.�
But I heard him moving restlessly in the straw. He could pretend to be brave all he wanted, but I knew he was scared, too.

THE BROKEN DOOR

Early in the morning, Thomas and I examined the barn door, but it was still stuck. Deciding to leave well enough alone, we squeezed out of the barn and went up to the house of Mister Quinn. We found him coming down the gravel path, and he divided up the tasks for the day. I was given the chore of milking the goats and Thomas had to muck out the sheep pens outside the barn. I was not certain which of us had the more unpleasant job. I�d only watched milking in the past and had been in no hurry to learn how, but the sooner I started my chore, the sooner I could talk to someone about the events of the night before.
�Quite a storm last night,� I said.
Mister Quinn grunted. He handed me a pail and a stool. We approached the stuck barn door; then he paused, taking in its awkward angle.
�I had never heard wind so fierce. It nearly blew the barn door off,� I explained.
�Are ye telling me ye broke the door?� he grumbled as he pulled on the handle with no luck. The door did not move.
�Nay. I�m telling you that the wind near blew the door off.�
�Ye�ll have to pay for the repair if the hinges are shot.� He touched the rusty metal of the pin of the hinge and shook his head.
�But we didn�t break the door. The wind did. �Twas most fierce!�
He didn�t look at me but managed to shimmy his spare form in between the door and the wall and gave a huge shove. The hinge fell with a clink to the ground, warped and twisted, as the now-lopsided door swung open wildly.
�Coin for the hinge,� he muttered.
I stood with my hands on my hips and gaped at him. He did not notice, or chose not to look. How could he expect us to pay when we�d done nothing wrong? Nothing at all! However, he was a grown man, and we were but children. It would not do for us to be thought of as vandals. Who would invite a bard who destroyed things to their town?
So, the hinge would have to be paid for. I supposed I could sell the small silver mirror in my sack, but �twould be better if we found another way.
And I would not sell the harp.
* * *
Being only thrice kicked by the goats, I was assured by Thomas, was a good thing. Truly it could have been worse. But perhaps Thomas was right and it was a bad idea to come here. Leaving the ill-tempered goats behind would be a relief.
�Excuse me,� I said, handing the pail of fresh goat milk to Mister Quinn, who was squatting by an old wagon, repairing a wheel. �Here it is.� He looked at the pail disapprovingly. He must have expected more milk; however, not a sound escaped his lips.
Thomas was still mucking out pens, so I went to the village square to offer myself as a chore girl. I listened carefully as I walked through the town for the sounds of conversation. Surely people would be talking about the horrible storm. And if I could gather a tale while I worked and paid for the hinge, well, that would be grand. Asking a question or two about a bard named James was also in my plans. What a busy day I had before me! The public house loomed ahead, bustling with business. I entered slowly and quietly. All speaking stopped.
�Good morrow.� I bobbed a curtsy to the pub mistress, whose head popped up as I entered. In the light of day, I could see that her white hair was kissed with a touch of old fire. Some curls escaped from her bun and tickled her cheeks, which were plump and wrinkled. �I am Trinket, do you remember me from the meal last evening? This morning I milked the goats for Mister Quinn.�
She nodded briskly, but said nothing.
�I thought perhaps you might need help? I could wipe tables.�
She looked me up and down, then handed me a broom. I began to sweep as she said, �I can give ye a meal, but not coin, if that�s what yer after.� Though I was disappointed, I continued sweeping. Perhaps if I swept well enough, I could earn a meal for both Thomas and me.
�I am surprised to see all the roofs still on the buildings, what with that horrible windstorm last night.�
The woman glanced at me as if hoping I would just be quiet. Most likely she had bread to bake or vegetables to stew. Then she sighed and asked, �What storm?�
�The one last night, the one that near blew the door off the barn. The storm that shrieked so loud it sent chills through my very soul.� The woman cocked her head to the side, looking at me as if I had claimed I�d seen a fox flying through the air wearing a king�s crown.
�Last night, you say?�
�Yes, Thomas the Pig Boy and I barely got out of the barn alive.�
Both eyebrows rose.
�Well, perhaps I exaggerated. But the goats began kicking and the barn door knocked into Thomas�s knee and scratched my face.� I pointed to my scrape. �When we left the barn for the safety of the open path, the wind bowled us over. And the sound�� I felt like I was explaining something to a child who had never even heard of wind, or perhaps to a person who did not speak my language.
�What did it sound like?� she asked, trying not to appear too interested. But I could tell she was, for her cheeks were flushed. And her eyes no longer showed boredom. �Tis something a storyteller learns to look for.
�Like screaming. Or maybe shrieking. I could not tell really.� I laughed nervously. �But it was horrible.�
She turned brusquely away. �Quite a story, lass. But I heard not a thing.�
I did not know why she would lie, but I did not believe her.
�It was not a story, but the truth,� I said. But if she did not want to talk about the storm, there were other questions I could ask. �But I do like stories, you see,� I said, sweeping the floor in front of her to keep her attention. �I am collecting them to tell. My father was a teller. James the Bard was his name. Perhaps he came here once?�
�Might have,� she replied. �Might have come years ago. But I�d remember if he were one of the good ones. Bald Fergal, now he tells a good tale. Plays the bodhran well, too. Does your da tap the wee drum like Bald Fergal?�
�I don�t think so. I think he played the harp,� I said.
I worked for a while, making certain to get every crumb and bit of dust. �A most amazing tower that is, at the top of yon hill,� I said as I finished sweeping under the last table.
�I would not be so curious, if I were you, to find out about the Banshee�s Tower. There have been those who have ventured there and never returned,� the woman whispered.
�If it is so fearsome, then why do you not move your village to a place more pleasing than the shadow of the Banshee�s Tower?� I asked.
The pub mistress threw her head back and laughed. The white curls that dangled in front of each of her ears swung merrily. �Move a village? Indeed! You are not as smart as you look, child. Folks just cannot up and move a town, you know. And besides, the land here is good for grazing and the crops grow bountifully.� Then, suddenly serious, she leaned down and whispered to me, �We have learned how to live in the shadow of the tower. We ask no questions, we tell no tales.� Moving her mouth even closer to my ear, she urged, �Do not go there, child. You might not find your way back. �Tis foolish to go to the Banshee�s Tower.�
* * *
When I returned to the barn with bread and cheese to share with Thomas, I mentioned my strange conversation with the pub mistress.
�Same thing happened when I asked the neighbor boy about the storm last night. Claimed I must�ve imagined it. But he didn�t say anything about the old tower,� Thomas said with his mouth full of bread.
�We didn�t imagine it, though, did we?�
Thomas shook his head. �I�ll never forget how that sound rattled through my bones, like it could have pulled them apart if it wanted to.�
�Thomas, you talk about the wind like it was a person or a monster or something,� I teased.
He did not laugh, nor would he return my gaze. I knew he thought it was a banshee, but if he wasn�t going to say so, then neither was I.
* * *
We slept little that night due to the howling winds and the agitation of the barn animals. Thomas�s face held a cranky scowl, so I left quickly in the morning to do my chores. After milking the goats, I returned to the public house. I would sweep, scrub, wipe, wash, or do whatever was required to learn the story of the tower.
The pub mistress sighed when I asked for the third time. �Fine, I�ll tell you the tale, if you�ve the stomach for it.�
We sat at a table in the kitchen, our heads close together. The pub mistress began, �Once, the tower was the stronghold of a clan of banshees that watched over Crossmaglin. Perhaps watched over is not the right way to say it, but in the tower above the town, the banshees dwelt, shrieking and crying when death was coming to one of the folks in the village, for banshees call a wailing wind when death is near.�
I nodded, encouraging her to go on.
�There was once a young banshee who was so full of trouble and mischief that she was cast out of the banshee clan,� she continued. �They say she grew bored with hair combing and clothes washing, which is what the banshees do when death is far away. Whatever the reason, the wee banshee started wailing in the wind for no purpose at all, except to annoy the folks of the town and the other banshees. Every night, the wee banshee wailed and moaned until the other banshees got so tired of it, they disappeared into the mist, not telling the wee thing where they were going.�
My heart went out to the little banshee, just a bit. I knew what it felt like to be abandoned.
�But did that stop the banshee? No. She kept on hollering, shrieking, and creating terrible winds. At first, the villagers tried to stop her. A few brave men went up to the tower at night, but they were cocky, thinking how easy it would be to dispatch a wee banshee. They did not bring the proper protection.� The pub mistress tapped the small dish of salt on the table. �The wee banshee must have led them to their doom, for they never returned.�
I gasped.
�One of those men was my grandfather. I was but a girl at the time. I remember traipsing up the hill the very next day searching for him.� The pub mistress was silent for a moment, then dabbed at her eye with the end of her apron and continued. �Oh, the hill that day was so lovely, the grass so green, and the tower itself so white against the blue sky. But not a trace of my grandfather or the other men did we find. Since then, no one in the town pays attention to the wails of the wee banshee. No one is brave enough, nor foolish enough, to try to banish her away. We mind our business and she minds her own.�

TRIP TO THE TOWER

��Tis a bad place, Trinket. We should leave. I care not for that stupid door. We did not even break it. The wind did,� Thomas said the next morning as he moved an old wagon back to the other side of the barn. He had placed it between the goats and us each evening since the first. Though there were not many goats in the barn, they kicked at us, bleated, and tried to chew our fingers whenever the wind blew wildly, which was turning out to be every night. And then there was the smell. Even though the wagon did nothing to block the odor, it did keep the goats away. And the farther away the goats were, the less it stank.
The morning air held its chill as Thomas and I picked bits of straw from our clothes. Purplish circles resided under his eyes and probably mine as well. Neither of us had slept much, but for moments between gusts, wails, and the bleating of the goats. Thomas must be truly terrified to want to leave a place where the food was so plentiful and tasty. I, too, was frightened. But we had a door to repair, and there was the fact that I had hoped to find a story in this strange little town underneath an ancient tower. The pub mistress had told me some of it, but I knew there had to be more. How far was I willing to go to capture my tale?
Mister Quinn was waiting as we left the barn. He examined the door hinges again, though we all knew they were still broken. ��Tis your fault,� he said, pointing at us. �The wind�s been a-wailing more than ever since the two of you came to Crossmaglin.�
�I thought you did not notice the wind,� I said.
Mister Quinn�s right eye twitched. �Either go up to the tower and have her done with you, or hurry and earn the price of the hinges before she blows the whole barn down.�
�She? Who is she?� I asked, but he stormed away and disappeared into his house, slamming the door behind him.
I had a fair idea who she was: the wee banshee.
�Told you so,� Thomas muttered.
I milked the goats whilst Thomas tended the other animals. When I was kicked for the second time, I gave up and felt in my pocket for the few copper coins I�d been given by Feather. It would have to be enough.
�You win, Thomas. We�ll leave. But before we go, would you come and explore the ruins with me? I should like to go up this afternoon and have a look around. Nobody will answer my questions about it except for the pub mistress.�
�And what did she say?�
�Just small specks of a story. You probably wouldn�t believe it,� I said, hoping that would be enough to make him curious.
�Try me.�
�She said that once there was a young banshee who was so full of trouble and mischief that she was cast out from the banshee clan.�
�Banshees! Did I not tell you?� he interrupted.
I threw a handful of straw at him.
Thomas pulled a pretend key from his pocket and proceeded to lock his lips.
I told him all that I knew. Thomas�s eyes got wide, the way a person�s eyes get when they want to hear more. His mouth was no longer shut tight, but gaped.
�The pub mistress didn�t say much more,� I said. Thomas�s face dropped in disappointment. A breeze came by at that exact moment and ruffled the hairs on our heads.
�The wee banshee is there still, or so the pub mistress says.�
Outlandish was the word my mother would use about a tale such as this. And she would have laughed and said that scary things like banshees didn�t exist. But Thomas was more fanciful.
�Do you suppose she makes the wind every night?� he asked.
I shrugged, for I did not even think I believed in banshees. But had I not met a seer? Had I not met seals who could change into people?
�Will you come with me?� I asked.
Thomas paused. I could see his indecision flopping around in his mind, like a fish on land. I let him take his time, for I would not force him if he was too frightened.
I did not have to wait long before he nodded.
He would come.
* * *
We climbed the hill in the early afternoon. When we began, it appeared we would reach the tower quickly. However, the hill and the old ruin were both massive. We walked up the trail for an eternity until we finally came to the peak of the hill and the tower itself.
Like a giant from a lad�s tale, the tower loomed over us. Thomas�s excitement grew. Thoughts of banshees must have flown out of his mind.
�Look, Trinket, its tip touches the very clouds! How did folks build such a tower? How many years do you suppose it took? More than a hundred, I think.�
But I was not looking up at the clouds. I was watching the sun, which was beginning its descent. We would have only a little while here before it became dark. I dreaded the walk back down the hill in the blackness of the night. We had not thought to bring a torch.
�Thomas?� I called, for I could no longer see him. �Thomas!� I shouted, my voice echoing against the silence of the hill.
No birds sang. The air was still. I could hear my own breathing and my pounding heart, but that was all.
�Thomaaaaaassss!� I yelled, from the very bottoms of my feet.
�Trinket! Up here!� There was Thomas, hanging halfway out a window and waving wildly.
�There are stairs!� he called, as if I would not be able to determine how he got up there.
I entered the tower and easily found the stairs, which looked horribly unstable but felt strong and sturdy as I stepped. Up and up again. The stairs wound around the edges of the tower, creating a spiral that made my head spin. I had never before feared heights, but I had no desire to climb all the way up.
�Thomas! �Twill be dark soon!�
�I�ve almost made it to the top!�
�If we don�t leave now, we will miss our dinner!� Again, Thomas�s stomach would probably be my greatest ally.
�Trinket, I am almost there!�
�Fine! Go on, then! I�ll meet you below.� I was put out, and angry with myself for feeling so. Had Thomas not come with me whilst I dealt with the selkies? I walked back down the steps and out of the tower to an ancient stone bench. I pulled my harp from my bag, glad that I�d brought it along. �Twould be good to practice. I plucked the strings, trying some new tunes, then played once more the old lullaby. How I wished I could remember my father�s words.
The ruins that surrounded the old tower created fascinating shadows on the ground as the sun set. A broken wall to the north. A crumbling gateway to the west. Only the tower stood untouched by time. I imagined the people that might have built it. Were they fierce warriors? Were they gentle scholars whose castle had been destroyed by invaders? That would have been before the banshees came, of course. If the banshees had even come at all. Inspired by these imaginings, I plucked new melodies that bounced from wall to wall, then drifted off into the sky above.
I did not notice when the breeze began, only that one moment I was contemplating old rocks, and the next I was wishing my mother�s cloak was thicker.
�Thomas!� I shouted. �You are taking too long!� I placed the harp gently back in my bag and rose.
I doubted that he heard me, as my voice was carried away by the wind. I looked for shelter from the strengthening gusts and found it behind the stones of the gateway. I peered around the edge frequently, hoping to see when Thomas came out from the tower. The shadows cast by the ruins grew longer and longer until there was more shadow than light.
�Thomas!� I called, more in frustration than in hope that he heard me. I cursed the idea that had led us up the hill in the first place. My own idea, of course.
The sound was small at first, so small that I almost didn�t notice it.
�Trinnnnnkkkketttttt,� the wind called. And then a second time, louder.
�Triiinnnnkkkkkeeeetttttt.�
�Thomas, is that you?� I yelled, knowing that it was not Thomas, could not be Thomas.

THE WEE BANSHEE

Fear finally caught up with me.
�Twas the wail of a banshee, I was certain.
I peered around the stone once more, but I caught no glimpse of the pig boy. Naturally.
Perhaps knowing that death is close makes you strong. For, indeed, if death is coming for you, what do you really have to lose by being brave? Things could hardly get worse.
So, I stepped from behind the stone, faced the wind, and cried, �Who calls me?�
A girl appeared before me, but she was not really a girl. She was a wee banshee, crying most mournfully as her white hair whipped around her head. I had never believed in the stories of banshees, but what do you do when one is looking you in the face? And this child was not human. She was combing her hair with a silver comb, although the instant she smoothed a lock, it was tangled by the wind once again. Her gown was also white, paler even than her face. Glistening in the early evening light like diamonds on her cheeks were perfectly formed tears. She was beautiful and terrifying at the same time.
�Did you call me?� I asked bravely.
�Aaaaaaayyyyye,� she wailed.
I swallowed and looked at my hands for a moment. Did I want to know why? I remembered my time with the Gypsy King�s daughter. Back then, I had not wanted to know my future. Now, with a small banshee calling my name, was I strong enough to know if I was meant to die now?
�Am I going to die?�
She said nothing for a moment, then the wind became softer, as did her voice.
�I have a message for you, Trinket the Bard�s Daughter.�
I had thought it impossible to be more scared, yet her words sent a fresh wave of goose bumps down my arms.
�Who is the message from?�
�Your mother.�
An eternity passed before I could form any words of my own. �My mother?�
My mother was dead.
�And the price of this message is a small, small thing. So small,� she said.
At that moment, Thomas came up behind me. I could hear the gravel crunching under his feet, the same rhythm he made when we walked together mile after mile after mile.
�Trinket� do you see what I see� or think I see?�
�Aye, Thomas, I see a banshee girl.�
The wee banshee glared at Thomas, then returned her gaze to me. �Come back on the morrow, as the sun sets.� Her voice floated on the wind.
�Wait!� I called to the mist that now swirled about in the space where she had been.
Thomas grabbed my shoulders and shook me hard. �You are not stupid enough to think of doing what she says, are you?�
�Thomas.� I pulled away from him. �She has a message from my mother.�
�It�s a lie, Trinket. She is tricking you. She will carry you off. �
I scoffed. �She is too small to carry anyone off. �
�She�s a banshee! God above only knows what she can do!� he cried.
�I am not afraid of a tiny little banshee,� I lied. Of course I was afraid. But the chance to hear words from my mother made me courageous.
�You should be. I will not let you come back,� he said simply, and turned to walk down the hill to the village.
You cannot stop me.
We did not speak all of the way back to Crossmaglin.

ALONE

The wind blew more fiercely than ever that night. And I could not be sure, but I thought I heard my name whistling through splintered planks of the old barn walls.
In the morning, I awoke to the sound of Thomas stuffing his meager possessions in his sack. �Trinket, we are leaving.�
My head was still foggy with dreams of a pale ghostly girl calling my name, floating over clouds and stars.
�You are not my master, Thomas.�
Thomas swallowed. He knew he could not force me to do anything. �Please, please, please do not do this, Trinket.�
Until that moment, I had not known what I was going to do. I did not in truth want to face the frightsome child again; yet, she bore a message from my mother. My mother.
How could I not try to find out what she might tell me?
�I have to, Thomas,� I said, laying a hand on his arm. He brushed it off and threw his sack over his shoulder.
��Twill be your funeral, then. I�ll not stay to watch it.�
�I thought you were brave. But you are not. You are nothing but a scared little boy!� I cried.
�I�ll be heading west and� well, I won�t walk too fast.�
And he left.
I was alone in the town of Crossmaglin. Well, not completely alone. There was cranky Mister Quinn and the strange pub mistress. And there were the goats.
It was better the pig boy was gone. He would only distract me from finding my tales. And if he was not brave enough to stay with me, then perhaps he was not the friend I thought he was.
At least this was what I kept telling myself.
I worked that morning, milking the goats one last time. I left my copper coins on the milking stool, but I no longer cared if it was enough to pay for the hinges. I swept the pub in the afternoon and tried to eat a small plate of bread and cheese. Though the food curdled in my stomach, I willed myself to finish it, hoping it would give me strength. �Twas a short distance back to Mister Quinn�s barn, yet I found my feet dragging, and when I slung my bag over my shoulder, it felt heavier than usual with my harp and my map inside. But I had decided. I would go and receive the message from the small banshee. The message from my mother.
I readjusted my bag, thinking how much lighter it would soon be without my precious harp. Didn�t the banshee say my mother�s message would have a price? The harp was the most valuable thing I owned. There was nothing I would give it up for, except this.
The pub mistress blocked my way as I left the barn, startling me. �Thought I�d find you here.� She took in my bag as I edged my way around her. �Leaving are you? I�d not go that way, girlie. Your friend went the other way.�
�I know,� I said, and continued toward the hill.
�You�ve a mind to see the banshee, then?�
I nodded.
She grabbed my hand and placed a small pouch in it. I peeked inside.
�Salt?�
�Protection,� she said. �And turn yer cloak over, inside out. �Tis also a shield against magical creatures, not as strong as salt, but you�ll need all you can get if you�ve a mind to attempt this.�
�Attempt what?�
�To banish the banshee, of course. That is why you are going, isn�t it?� She cocked her head to one side, trying to read my mind. �You�ve been there once already, haven�t you? Even though I warned ye not to go?� she asked knowingly.
I nodded.
She shook her head slowly back and forth. �Tsk-tsk-tsk. You�re lucky to still be alive. Most never return at all. Are ye sure ye want to do this?�
I said nothing.
�If she promised you something, it will have a price. A price you won�t want to pay. Do not fall for her tricks.� Her brow furrowed and she tapped her chin in thought. �It would help if you had a mirror. A banshee cannot abide its own reflection.�
I thought about the mirror still hidden in the bottom of my sack.
It gave me a little feeling of strength, but not much.
* * *
As I walked on the path to the ruins, I made up my mind and dropped the pouch of salt on the hard ground. I did not turn my cloak inside out for I did not want to keep the wee banshee away. I wanted the message from my mother. I remembered her hair, soft brown and gently curling. Her face was shaped like a heart, except that her chin was round, rather than pointed. Her eyes were deep blue, and in summer months the slightest sprinkling of freckles danced across her nose and cheeks. I, too, sprouted a new crop of freckles each spring. Kisses from the angels, my mother called them. Her arms, before they became so thin, had held me softly as I drifted off to sleep. And she told me stories.
Not stories like my father would have told, not bard stories, but stories about when she was a girl like me and the things she discovered as she ventured out into the world.
I missed her so much.
And I missed Thomas, though I wished I didn�t. He had been there with me, caring for my mother, helping me cook vegetable broths and oatcakes in hopes of making her strong. Before the illness, she mothered him as well as me. �Twould be strange to hear her words and not have Thomas there.
But he had made his choice. And so had I.
The late afternoon sun glinted off the Banshee�s Tower. Soon, the sun would disappear, the sky would darken, and I would receive her message.
As I neared the top of the hill, the wind kicked up, as I had known that it would. The low moaning began, rising to a shrill shriek as gloom descended upon the ruins. I found the stone bench and sat on it. I would not be waiting long.
�Trrrriiiiinnkkeetttt,� the wind called.
I did not reply. If the wee banshee was looking for me, she would find me easily out in the open. I tried to sit with my back straight, looking fearless. But there was a bone-deep chill in the wind and I clutched my mother�s cloak tightly, though it was nearly useless against the icy gusts.
I hoped �twould be the spirit of my mother that found me cowering in the wind. She would wrap me in a soft blanket, the one full of colors she had woven for me long ago. I would cry and she would tell me not to weep, that it rarely did anyone much good. And then she would impart her message.
It was, however, the wee banshee who came to me, her pale eyes alive with devilish joy. �Yooooouuuu caaaaaaaame baaaaack.� Her voice sailed on the wind.
�What is the message from my mother?� I asked. I had hoped to leave this place before the sun finished sinking in the sky. Perhaps I could catch up with Thomas in a day or two�if I decided to forgive him for deserting me.
�You have payment?� she whispered.
�Aye.� I placed the bag with the harp on the ground in front of me.
She beckoned with fingers that looked far too long for a child�s. I followed her carefully.
�Where is she? Where is my mother?�
The banshee did not answer, but continued on her path. I could do naught but follow, though the evening light vanished more with each step.
Gravel slipped beneath my shoes as she led me down a steep path on the other side of the hill.
�Wait! I cannot keep up!�
She floated faster and faster along the path and I started to run. Were I brave enough to look down to my left, I would have seen the pebbles skid out from under my shoes and fall hundreds of feet below, for on one edge of the path lay a cliff, on the other a wall of stone.
�Please, slow down!� I called, gasping for breath.
The wee banshee slowed and pointed over the cliff.
Did she want me to jump?
I shook my head, as no words would come. Thomas had been right. This fiendish child only sought my death, the chance to carry my soul off and cry most mournfully about it. Why hadn�t I listened to him?
She pointed again as I clutched the rocky wall. I closed my eyes and bent my head. I would not look where she pointed, nor would I jump. But the wind was so strong, I could move neither forward nor back along the path.
I began to cry.

MESSAGE FROM BEYOND

�Trinket,� a voice called. It was not the whiny cry of the wee banshee. It was a gentle voice, the most beautiful voice I had ever heard in my life.
It was her.
It was my mother.
I was afraid to open my eyes. What if she was not here with me? What if, in my moment of death, I was imagining that she was here? Would not everyone want their mother with them when facing something so frightening?
�Trinket.�
Bravely, though I was sniffling, I opened my eyes and looked into the empty air above the cliff.
�Twas no longer empty.
She was more lovely than I remembered, her skin not as drawn as when I last saw her, although it was paler than the face of the moon. Her hair did not swirl in the wild wind, but hung silkily past her shoulders. She wore the dress they buried her in, the most gorgeous blue I had ever seen. The color of dawn.
I reached out my arms to pull her to me, but she put up her hand.
�Trinket, do not move.�
I looked down. If I had taken but one more step, I would have joined my mother in death.
And when I stopped to think about it, perhaps it would not be so bad.
I could fly through the air in a dress of sky, by the side of my mother. I had no one else now. All it would take was one little step�
�Trinket, stop.�
Her tone was sharp. I knew that tone. When I tried to take more than my share of oatcakes, she used that tone. When I would not go to my bed at night, she used that tone.
I learned early not to ignore it.
�Why?� I asked.
She smiled so sweetly, I thought my heart would break. �This is not your time, Trinket. But you already know that, don�t you?�
I said nothing. The urge to run into my mother�s arms was strong. It was all I could do to keep my feet planted on the ground.
�Trinket, you must listen to me.�
I nodded. I had come to listen to her message. But I wanted so much more.
�There will be a time when you will need these words. I have risked much to see you, Trinket, as have you.�
Her face was fading in the dusk.
�I�ll not be allowed to come again, Trinket, so listen well.�
My eyes filled with tears.
�Your heart, Trinket, keep it safe and strong. It will guide you on the right course.�
I nodded.
�And, Trinket, do not judge by appearances. Evil may lurk in a harmless package. And something pure and good may reside under old, crabbed wrapping.�
Her lips curved delicately and I sniffled. She faded even more, her body but the steam above a boiling kettle.
I wanted to smile in return, but I was confused. If you had one moment with the dead, what questions would you ask? What would you tell them?
�Mother, I love you.�
�I know that, Trinket. Please forgive me for leaving you. Forgive.�
�Mother, what about my father? Is he d-d-dead, too?� I choked out. �Is he with you?�
She was vanishing, and the small banshee drifted in between us, an endearingly innocent look on her face.
�Forgive.�
�Stay� please�� I begged.
�Oh, my little Trinket,� I could hear my mother�s voice echo as she was lost to the mist. �I am with you more than you know.�
I wiped my tears with my sleeve only to find the wee banshee there again in the space my mother had just vanished from. The wee banshee�s long fingers opened and she held out her hand to me. So easy it would be to grasp it, to fall into the abyss and not feel this pain anymore.
I wanted my mother.
The banshee�s outstretched hand slowly came closer.
�The harp,� I said between sobs, pointing back to the tower where I had left the bag on the ground by the bench. �I offer it in exchange�� Paying the price was hard, but I had come prepared.
�I do not require the harp, Trinket,� she said. Her voice was cheerful, almost kind. �I want you. Think of it. We could play all night, in the tower. We could comb our hair. We could fly on the wind.�
Her bony finger beckoned and I watched as my own hand moved stealthily forward.
�You�ll never hurt again,� the banshee said. �You�ll cry for the loss of others, but the pain will not be your own.�
Sweet words. Never to feel my own pain again. The pain from a father who deserted me and a mother who died and abandoned me. Everyone left me. Even Thomas left.
Perhaps I drove them away.
�Yes, Trinket, you drove them away. They never cared for you,� she crooned, her small face filled with compassion. �But I would not leave your side. We would stay young and ride the moon. We�d shriek at the world and watch as foolish mortals are carried off by Death.�
Was I such a terrible person that no one ever wanted to stay with me?
�Your message has been delivered. Now �tis time to pay,� the wee banshee said. �The price is your life.�
My hand was almost touching hers, but I could not reach her unless I took a step. I looked down. That one step would send me so far below that I could not see exactly where my bones would crash and break. Would they join others, there at the bottom of the cliff? Would my body lie next to the pub mistress�s grandfather, and no one would ever know what happened to me?
Would I feel this searing hurt no longer?
�Trinket!� called a voice from the path above.
�Just one more step,� the wee banshee whispered. �One more tiny step� no more pain� come, Trinket�� Her hand stretched out to me, just beyond my grasp.
�TRINKET!� Thomas shouted. �STEP BACK!�
The banshee grabbed at my wrist. Her nails scratched against my skin and I lost my balance.

THE BLUEBIRD

Falling was not as peaceful as I thought it would be. It felt hard and rough and was over much too fast.
That is because I did not fall from the cliff.
Thomas had thrown himself at me and knocked me out of the banshee�s grasp. She roared and wailed in despair. He landed on me and squashed me uncomfortably, but I would thank him later for it. Thomas had kept me alive.
He pulled on my arm, dragging my body upward, and forced me along the path. �Do not look back, whatever you do, do not look back.� But I could not help it. Her eyes were fiery, like a demon�s, and her face grimaced like a gargoyle. Thomas opened a small pouch of salt and flung it over his shoulder. Luckily, the wind did not blow the grains back at us, but carried them through the night, blasting the tiny specks against the thrashing, wailing form of the wee banshee. I could hear a hiss as the salt touched her skin.
Thomas pulled from his pocket my small silver mirror and flashed it at the wee banshee. Her moans and screams pierced the night.
My cloak whipped around and between us. Thomas batted it out of the way and clutched my hand, not letting go until we were far away from the top of the hill and the Banshee�s Tower. All the way down the path, the wind did not let up, nor did the howling cease. We ran and ran as if Death itself was at our heels.
And it may have been.
When we got to the road that led back to Crossmaglin, Thomas took us in the other direction.
�Thomas, my things�� I sobbed, but my words were covered by the sound of feet on gravel. �Twere the first words I had spoken in all the time it took us to reach the fork in the road. Nay, I had not spoken, but I was not silent. I cried all of the way, until there were no tears, only dry coughing sounds, and still I did not stop. Thomas said nothing but held my hand as we traveled, helping me along when the going became difficult.
There is a time to talk and a time to hold your tongue. Thankfully, Thomas knew the difference between the two.
At last we were so far away it seemed safe to stop and catch our breaths. I sat on a log and buried my face in my hands. �My harp,� I said softly, thinking only I could hear. �Twas selfish to be thinking of a mere instrument when my very life had just been saved. I knew it, but I could not help it.
�It�s here. It�s all here,� Thomas said simply, patting the bag on his shoulder that I�d been too shaken to notice. �I found this inside, see?� He pulled the mirror from his pocket and placed it gently in the sack. �When I went back, the pub mistress told me you�d gone. She gave me some salt and asked if I had a mirror. I didn�t, but I knew you did. And when I got to the ruin, I saw your bag on the ground by the bench.�
I noticed then that all of Thomas�s garments, every last one, were on backward and inside out.
�Do you suppose we banished her away from the tower?� he asked.
I shrugged. The wind around us was gentle now, like the breeze in the room after my mother had died.
As long as the wee banshee was nowhere near us, I did not care where she was.
�Thank you for coming back,� I whispered, my voice hoarse from the tears.
�Ah, Trinket. You�d have done the same for me.� He smiled a bit, grateful, perhaps, that I wasn�t crying for the first time in a few hours.
* * *
Later, when we were miles from Crossmaglin and could no longer see the Banshee�s Tower, I asked the question that had been rattling around in my brain.
�Thomas, how did you arrive at just the perfect moment? Had you been an instant later��
�You know, Trinket, �twas the strangest thing. I was already on my way along the path leading away from Crossmaglin, when a bird appeared. A beautiful bluebird. Well, I�d never seen such a bird before, and I�ve seen lots and lots of birds, and so I went to get a better look. Was flying all strange, it was, darting all around as if it were trying to get my attention. And I was afeared the poor thing was injured. So I ran to keep up, thinking maybe I could help it. �Twas approaching twilight already, yet this bird fairly glowed. Never seen anything like it. I had to chase it. It stayed always just ahead of me. So there I was, running to catch a better look at the bluebird, and the next thing I knew, I nearly stumbled over the pub mistress. She handed me a bag of salt and� well��
He did not go on with the story.
I did not blame him. But a warmth and a tingle went through me.
�Thomas, what color of blue was the bird?�
�The color of the sky at dawn.�

THE THIRD SONG
The Bluebird Song

To fly in the sky
With thee, dear bird,
Betwixt the clouds
Of white.

A-floating, a-darting
Up high, dear bird,
From morn
Until twilight.

What wouldn�t I give?
A treasure? A tune?
To fly with feathers
�Neath the cold, pale moon.

Like a mother who watches
Over her nest
And teaches the young
To fly.

Against the blanket
Of sparkling stars
�Neath the Mistress
Of the Night.

What wouldn�t I give?
A treasure? A tune?
To fly with feathers
�Neath the cold, pale moon.



THE FOURTH TALE
The Faerie Queen and the Gold Coin
[image: ]


ORLA

Each village has its own way about it. Some have a tragic sense to them and some can only be described as sleepy. Thomas and I like the happy villages the best, the ones where music can be found in the very sounds of bees buzzing or the mooing of cattle. The ones where laughter trickles from under the cottage doors like water over smooth rocks. Such a village was Ringford, where we met a girl who was born to dance. Perhaps the moon and stars twinkled in harmony the night she was born, or the ocean waves beat against the shore in the same rhythm as her little beating heart. Whatever the reason, the lass was born with dancing in her soul and she could do naught but move about, this way and that, every single minute of every single day.
Now, everyone knows how the faerie folk like their dancing. It�s one of their favorite things, next to cake and revelry. And possibly romancing. But this tale is not about faerie romance. Or cake. �Tis about dancing. And a bargain. And the girl who was born with the rhythm of the twinkling stars in her feet.
* * *
Thomas and I came upon the dancing girl�s town after many days of walking. We were at the end of our rations and here was the fine-looking village of Ringford. We watched the townsfolk from behind a hedge, making sure the folks were friendly before revealing ourselves. Thomas and I had found that some people were kind and some were not, and the easiest way to tell was to watch how they treated their children. Villages where children were beaten were not places we stayed long, for where there was little tolerance for children, there was less for a young storyteller and her pig boy.
Instead of yelling at the dancing girl to be more helpful, her family encouraged her, making the cutting of the turf a celebration.
�Dance, Orla, dance!�
Joyful voices frolicked through the breeze and to our ears, married with the sound of clapping. And then we saw Orla, dancing deftly in the peat bogs alongside her family as they worked. Tall and graceful, swift and strong, she was the best dancer Thomas and I had ever seen.
* * *
�If I were a true bard, I�d stay a whole week in a village just like this,� I whispered to Thomas. It was impossible to say the word bard and not think of my father, but finding James the Bard became more of a foggy dream each day.
�I bet the Old Burned Man�s been here. Maybe he�s even here now.� Thomas nudged me with his elbow. The more we searched for my father, the more we realized how difficult our task was. By this time, we were happy when we found any bard.
�Perhaps,� I said, though I secretly doubted it. It seemed luck was never with us as we sought the Old Burned Man. We had been fortunate enough to hear Bald Fergal tell tales the week before. His stories were mostly jolly and we�d giggled about them for days on the road. But when I had asked him about my father, he had supplied no information.
Thomas was about to laugh out loud at the scene the family created as they whooped and jigged on the turf when I poked him into silence. (Poking has its benefits.) Could he not see how amazing Orla was? Never before had I seen anyone dance so elegantly, yet with such power. Orla was a fine name for her, too. Her hair shone like gold and she carried herself like royalty. A golden princess, indeed.
We watched, spellbound, for a while. Then the bushes became too itchy and the family seemed kind enough, so Thomas and I came out and introduced ourselves. Orla�s family, the McGills, offered us shelter and food, if we helped with the turf cutting. Naturally, we agreed. Thomas, of course, would rather have worked with the animals than alongside people, but he was learning to carry on a conversation quite well, as I made him practice when we traveled between towns. He�d developed a fine love of questions.
�Do you suppose �twould be better to be a goat or a toad?� he might ask.
Or, �Why do we have five fingers and not seven? Then you could count the days of the week on one hand.�
Or, �What if people got younger instead of older? Then I�d be bigger than you� somehow��
That was what it was like to converse with Thomas. Though I hated to remind him, he already was growing bigger than me. His britches were no longer as saggy and his sleeves scarcely covered his wrists. If he kept up at this rate, we�d have to get him new clothing soon.
Perhaps if I worked more on my stories and songs, they�d be worthy of trade before long.
* * *
I practiced my harp that night by the fire as the McGill family sat around the old wooden table in their kitchen. Though I still got nervous when playing for folks, I found my fingers growing more sure of themselves each day.
�Do you play songs other than lullabies, though that is a lovely one,� Orla asked as I strummed my father�s lullaby, for I played it every day. I had indeed picked up a few other tunes along the road. I nodded and Orla leaped from her chair with joy. �Will you play for me? I�ve never danced to harp music before.�
��Twould be an honor, Miss Orla,� I replied.
�Been a long time since we�ve seen a harper in these parts,� said Orla�s father. He was a tall man with a reddish beard and an easy smile.
�Long time, indeed,� said Orla�s mother. �Oh, but he could play. Long fingers he had,� she said as she took one of my hands in her own. �Like yours.�
�Was he called James the Bard?� I asked, hoping with all my heart to hear yes for once instead of sorry, no or I don�t remember.
�Oh yes, lass. That was him. Not heard a harp like that for years. But your hands, child. Yes, I�ve seen hands like that strum a harp before.�
I could not help but feel warmth travel from my heart to my fingertips. He might have once sat where I was now sitting. His blood made my fingers play more beautifully.
Orla�s father nodded to me that it would be acceptable to play a dancing song, so I played a lilting jig I had practiced in the evenings when Thomas and I camped. And though Orla was but a child, she danced more fair than any woman I had ever seen.

THE FAERIE QUEEN

�Twas my own fault that word of Orla�s dancing skill made its way down to the faerie kingdom, for there was a faerie mound nearby. If you�ve not seen a faerie mound, I should tell you that �tis not a sight you�ll soon forget. Imagine a perfectly round hill, covered in grass that is both brighter and deeper green than any of the other grass around. And not a bush nor tree grows on this mound. Once a year, in the spring, a ring of flowers may sprout. Or it may not. Depending on the Faerie Queen�s whim.
�If you see such a ring on the mound, do not attempt to pass through. Few have ever made it to the other side,� Orla�s mother told me as we sat around her table on our second morning there, eating fresh berries, cream, and bread. Her green eyes twinkled and her voice fairly sang. I liked how she spoke with her face as well as her voice and I told her so.
Her cheeks turned the color of strawberries and she said, �Well, I�m not so good as a proper teller.�
�Have there been many tellers in these parts?� I asked, trying to summon enough bravery to bring the conversation around to my father once more.
She patted my hand as if she sensed the importance of my question. �If you are asking about that James the Bard, I�ve not heard of him being about for years. But the Old Burned Man comes from time to time. Ye�ll have heard of him, no doubt.�
Aye. I had.
Thomas�s eyes lit up. �Did I not tell you, Trinket? I told you he came here.� He smiled smugly.
He was becoming good at collecting gossip; his eavesdropping skills improved with each town we came upon.
�And Bald Fergal will be coming soon,� Orla�s mum said.
Aye. Bald Fergal. We had already heard his tales.
* * *
Thomas and I ate our midday meal by the faerie mound. He thought it would be exciting. I hoped there might be a story nearby. Instead, we both found it rather dull. No faerie ring to be seen.
We laid my cloak upon the ground and ate in silence, listening for faeries inside of the mound. I chewed my cheese slowly and frowned at Thomas as he made noise whilst peeling his egg. He dropped a bit of shell on the fine fabric my mother had woven and I glared at him until he picked it up and flicked it away. Finally, deciding there was nothing to hear, not even the buzzing of bees, we began to talk, though we should have known better.
�The girl, she can dance, no?� Thomas asked with his mouth full. Regardless of how many times I reminded him to chew and swallow before he spoke, he uttered whatever thought crossed his mind, the moment it crossed.
�Thomas, village folk would not want to see your food once it is inside of your mouth.� Especially boiled egg.
�The way her feet move. Never have I seen a person move their feet so fast.� He stuffed the rest of the egg in his mouth, followed by a chunk of brown bread. �And she leaps so high, it�s as if the sky holds its breath until she lands.�
�Twas true. And the girl had rhythm in everything she did. The way she walked. The way she drew water from the well.
There was the crisp sound of a branch snapping, unusual because there were neither bushes nor trees nearby. Unfortunately, we kept up our conversation, going on and on about Orla, never suspecting that we had been overheard by curious faeries from the mound.
* * *
At first, we only noticed a few things going amiss. Like Orla�s shoes being misplaced, or the fact that it took much too long to run a comb through her hair, so matted and knotted it was each morning. Or how the milk in Orla�s cup would spoil before midday.
None of these minor catastrophes, however, had any effect on Orla�s dancing.
�Twas Orla�s duty to gather small, dry branches for kindling the fire. I accompanied her one day, for turf cutting was hard work and I preferred a good walk to a sore back. And with Thomas off investigating the sheep, I felt a bit lonely. Orla didn�t talk much, but she twirled and leaped with her empty kindling basket, her feet barely touching the ground. I had to run to keep up.
�Which one of ye is Orla the Dancing Girl?� said a mysterious voice.
As if it wasn�t obvious.
Orla turned around and found herself not a hand�s length away from a most unusual creature. At first small of stature, the creature rose until she was tall enough to look the girl in the eye. Her hair was almost as fair as her skin but her eyes were of the black of a moonless night. Her clothing was sewn with a fine hand; I could tell as much, what with my mother being such a skilled weaver. The dress, of deepest rose, swirled delicately to the ground. Her cape was a rich emerald green. Afraid we were, but smart enough not to show it. Fear makes itself large if you let it out.
�I am,� said Orla.
�I am the Faerie Queen, and I�ve come to make a wager with ye.� She ignored me as if I weren�t there at all.
�Nay, I�ll not wager. Wagering brings nothing but shame to a family.� Orla was bold to speak in such a way to a queen. �My great-grandfather warned me against making gambles from the day I could first take a step.� And wise, too, for a girl so young. �Wealthy he once was, till he gambled it all away.�
�Would this change your mind?� The Faerie Queen pointed to the ground at Orla�s feet. Each pebble changed into a coin of gold. We gasped in unison as the path sparkled before us.
�Ahhhh,� said Orla, bending to pick up one of the golden discs.
�Not so fast,� laughed the queen, her voice echoing through the trees, the clouds, and the sky. ��Tis simple, you see, we will have a little competition between the two of us. A dancing competition.�
Orla could not help but smile, for she knew no one could dance as fine as she.
I, on the other hand, felt frozen in place. I could not speak the words that formed on my tongue: Orla, do not trust the Faerie Queen! I had learned from my experiences with the wee banshee and the selkies that humans and magical beings often see things differently.
�Whoever wins gets the gold,� the Faerie Queen continued. �Whoever loses never dances again.�
Orla stopped smiling. �Never?�
�Never.�
Orla, no! �Twill break your own heart in two if you can never dance again. But I was frozen in my tracks. I could not even catch her eye. It was as if I wasn�t even there at all.
Obviously, I had been bewitched.
The thought of being able to help her family and restore their wealth was too much for Orla. She balanced her weight from one leg to the other, back and forth, more and more quickly until�
��Tis a bargain!� cried the girl, and she held out her hand to clasp that of the Faerie Queen. As they shook, the sky clouded over and a crack of thunder filled the air. Then the Faerie Queen and the gold coins on the ground vanished in a blink.
�Orla, what have you done?� I whispered to the morning breeze when my voice finally returned to me. But Orla was no longer there. She was skipping and dancing merrily down the path, dreaming of the gold she would win for her family.

THE DANGERS OF GAMBLING

News of the contest spread quickly, through both the village and the faerie kingdom, like green over the hillside in the spring. The challenge would be danced at midnight under the full moon in five days� time. Orla practiced from sunup to sundown. Her family did not know what to think, but what was done was done. The best they could do was help Orla prepare for her challenge.
�We�ll stay, then, to see it through?� Thomas asked me as I paused to adjust the tightness of the strings on my harp, then started plucking again.
I nodded. I hoped he did not mind too much, for we could not leave the family in their time of need. My harp playing was necessary for Orla�s practicing. Since daybreak I�d been working hard to keep up with her feet as she created more and more intricate steps. My fingers flew over the strings until small blisters appeared under the skin. But if the blisters on her feet did not stop Orla from dancing (and I was certain her feet must be sore and swollen), then the small eruptions on my hand would not slow my strumming.
Thomas placed his hand next to mine, then turned it over, front to back. �Look here, Trinket, not a blister nor a cut.� He took in the red bumps on my fingers. �Mayhap I�ve got the easier job this time!� He whistled as he trotted off to join the men for an easy day of work.
The day before the competition, Orla�s great-grandfather called her to his bedside.
�Trinket, please come with me. Great-grandfather often frightens me. He never leaves his room nor gets out of bed,� she said.
I had been most curious about the closed door at the back of the house. But this was not something you asked about in polite company. I was learning that hunting for stories required patience.
Usually, when a story lurked, it revealed itself in time.
* * *
His hair was white and sparse and even his wrinkles had wrinkles.
�It�s been fifty years, fifty years, I tell ye,� he croaked, �since I, myself, struck an ill-made bet with the faerie folk.�
Orla gasped. �Is that how you lost all of your��
�Aye. That was the gamble that ruined me.�
�What was your wager?� asked Orla.
�Same as yours.� Great-grandfather�s voice was like slow steps on a gravel path. �Oh, aye. These feet that can no longer walk��he lifted a threadbare blanket to reveal a pale, shriveled foot��once danced the sharpest steps. The Faerie Queen challenged me. She cannot abide there being a better dancer than herself. Oh, it should have been easy for me to win. I was the most fleet of foot there was, but she was tricky. Faeries always are. She changed the rules at the last minute.�
He sat up higher in his bed, leaning toward us, beckoning us closer with his finger. He looked to the left and to the right before he continued.
�You there, harp girl, make sure there�s no eavesdropping faeries under the window. Orla, look ye well under the bed.�
When we assured him that no one was listening in, he went on.
�She changed the rules. I was made to dance upon a gold coin and not fall off.�
Orla�s eyes were as large as goose eggs. �What?�
�Foolish and full of myself, I was. I took the wager, and increased it, betting all of my wealth, my family�s wealth, against hers.�
We held our breaths, though we knew how it turned out. We knew that he had not triumphed, for Orla�s family was the poorest in Ringford. But still, it was painful to hear him say it.
�I lost. We became poor because of it. In shame, I left my village a pauper. I came to Ringford to better my lot, but��
He reached his gnarled hand under his pillow and drew out a beautiful golden coin. �This is the coin from the bargain, the last gold this family has known. I was saving it for my burial so it wouldn�t be a burden to the family.� He grabbed Orla�s hand and pressed the coin into her palm.
�I want ye to take it.�
�I cannot.� Orla shook her head as she tried to pull away from the old man.
�Ye must!� he commanded. �Worse than losing the family money was losing my dancing.� His voice caught and I looked out the window awkwardly. I would have left altogether, but Orla was between me and the door. �Money is just for buying things.� He sniffed. �Dancing is life itself. I�ll not have ye meet the same fate.�
I could hear Orla swallow. Her eyes glassed over, but she did not cry. The full weight of her bargain landed upon us both as we stood in her great-grandfather�s bedroom. I felt the cold finger of fear tracing circles on my spine. I wondered if she felt it, too.
�Do not be afraid, child,� the old man said gently. �You, harp girl, take her out to practice.� He waved us off.
�That is what ye must do,� he called after us. �Practice, practice, practice!�

A COIN AND A HOLE

Outside, Orla tried without luck to balance her steps on the small circle of gold. Good as she was, she was not good enough to land each leap on the coin. Not only that, she practiced so hard that she wore holes in the soles of both of her shoes.
�These will need mending,� she sighed as she unlaced the ghillies from her feet. �Have you a hand for sewing, Trinket?�
As if I could sew with my fingers so bruised and blistered from playing the harp hour after hour!
I shook my head. �I�ve no skill. And stitching through leather is no easy task. Have you a needle strong enough?�
�Nay,� sighed Orla. �If I were to break one of mother�s bone needles on my shoe, she�d be more angry with me than if I lost this match.�
�Perhaps the cobbler?�
��Tis worth a try,� said Orla. �Mayhap he can help me.�
The cobbler was not at his shop. As a matter of fact, the shops were all closed. The streets were deserted and our voices echoed in the emptiness. The excitement of the competition that night must have caused everyone to go home and rest up for the big event.
�I bet the Faerie Queen herself wears enchanted shoes made by leprechauns,� Orla complained as we walked through the empty streets of the village. �And here I am, the afternoon of the match with nothing but ruined ghillies and a gold coin.�
Orla was beginning to lose hope. I could not let that happen. There had to be a way to repair the shoes.
And there had to be a way to thwart the Faerie Queen.
If she was planning on changing the rules, we must plan as well.
* * *
Our steps echoed through the streets of the small village. The only torch still burning was at the blacksmith�s shop. We had nothing to lose, so in we went.
The blacksmith�s apprentice was a friendly young man with hair as dark as a crow�s wing and eyes to match.
�Can you help me?� Orla asked as she slowly pulled the gold coin from her pocket. �I�ve holes in both of my shoes and this is all I have. I�ve been practicing my dancing on this coin, for that is what the Faerie Queen will ask of me. If I cannot do it, I must never dance again.�
�Orla, ye wee fool,� said the apprentice. �Why did ye go and do a crazy thing like that?� He looked at me accusingly, as if it had been my idea.
�The fault is my own,� said Orla. �I was too proud of my dancing. And now I�ll never get to dance�� A small sob escaped her.
�Now, don�t despair.� He took the gold coin from her and flipped it into the air. ��Tis about time someone beat the faerie folk at their own game.� He winked at us both. �Give me the shoes.�
Orla untied the laces and handed the ghillies over. The smith began to measure the tips of the soles. Was he planning on patching her shoes with iron?
�Will it cost all of the gold?� Orla whispered. �My great-grandfather wanted me to practice dancing on the coin��
�Nay, I�ll not charge ye at all, Orla. �Twould be accursed money if I did.�
He flipped the coin back to Orla, who caught it with one hand. The sight of the coin twirling through the air gave me an idea.
�Orla, may I see the coin?� I asked.
It was not very large, but it was thick. If the fire was still hot enough, it just might work.

THE CHALLENGE

At supper, Orla hummed a reel quietly to herself as she sipped her soup and chewed her bread.
�Are ye not nervous, dearie?� asked her mother.
Orla simply smiled, tapping her feet under the table. Her mother moved her gaze in my direction.
�Trinket, has she been practicing too hard? She looks soft in the head this evening.�
�Nay, she�s been practicing a great deal, but not over much. She�ll be ready.�
I winked at Orla and she winked at me. We looked down at our bowls so as not to giggle. Was this what it was like to have a sister?
I heard a snort from Thomas. He gave me a what have you gotten yourself into this time, Trinket? look.
Orla�s mother sighed and glanced up to the heavens, muttering something under her breath.
* * *
When the sun went down, people began to gather on the hillside. And by moonrise, the crowd covered all of the green. The faeries were in attendance as well. Oh yes, they can be invisible when they choose, but when they gather in such a great number, well, they sparkle and shimmer most visibly. The queen wanted them there, of course, to witness her victory over the mortal girl who was fool enough to bargain with the fey.
Thomas and Mr. McGill carried Great-grandfather, bed and all, out to witness the contest. He smiled, but his old eyes held the worry we all felt.
Just as the moon found its place in the center of the sky, the Faerie Queen arrived in a carriage drawn by six tiny white ponies. The wagon stopped in front of Orla and the queen stepped out. She pulled herself up to her full height and asked, �Are ye ready for the challenge?�
�Aye,� Orla said, bending down to adjust a lace on her ghillie.
�And ye agree that the loser of the battle shall never dance again?�
Orla�s father made a move as if to protest the terms, but though his lips formed words, no sound came out. Bewitched most likely, as I had been when we last met the Faerie Queen.
�Aye,� said Orla, �and the winner shall have your gold?�
�Aye,� laughed the Faerie Queen, and she clapped three times. Musicians appeared on either side of her, one with a flute and one with a fiddle. �You have your own musician, do ye not?� She pointed disdainfully at me, though I saw her look at my harp with envy. �Twas, after all, a most unique harp.
�Trinket is the finest harper in the land,� Orla bragged. I stood tall as those around, human and fey alike, whispered and mumbled.
�Indeed?� said the Faerie Queen. �Then �tis only fair that she play for me as well as for you. I would not want anyone to say that the contest is not a fair one.�
I swallowed hard.
�Of course, the harper must have some stake in this as well.� She turned her beautiful face. �The harp, of course, should you make a mistake in playing, will be forfeit,� she said.
A boy�s voice piped up from the crowd. �What does she get, then, if she plays without error?�
Thomas.
The queen glared at him, but quickly replaced her nasty look with a sweet smile. �She can have her choice of reward, of course.�
I only nodded. I had no idea what I might ask for because I did not expect to be able to play without a slip. My hands shook, causing my harp to quiver, as the queen motioned for me to sit on the chair the McGills had brought for me from their house.
�So, we begin.� The queen stood on one side of the wooden plank floor Orla�s father had laid for the competition. Orla took her place opposite the queen. My fingers were poised over the harp strings.
�Oh wait, I forgot one small detail.� Ah, here it was. She pulled from the pocket in her cape a gold coin. �All dancing must take place upon a gold coin. Each step, each leap, each twirl must land upon the gold!�
Orla�s mother gasped and I thought she might faint, but Orla�s father and Thomas fanned her with large leaves and held her upright. Murmurs, mumbles, and grumbles wove through the crowd, laced with the occasional cries of �Unfair!� and �Cheat!�
The queen might have expected to see Orla crumple in disappointment. If so, then she herself was the disappointed one.
�You first.� There was the slightest bit of cheek in Orla�s request. But perhaps I was the only one to notice.
The queen rose as Orla stepped back from the floor. The coin flipped into the air and landed smack in the middle of the planks. She snapped her fingers and I played.
The Faerie Queen began her dance. The village folk could not help but ooh and aah as she leaped gracefully about, the tip of her toe never touching anything but gold. My fingers raced along the strings, desperately trying to keep up with the queen�s wickedly fast feet. My hands started to sweat, but never once did the queen look tired. Never once did she look anything but fresh and strong. And amazing. The villagers clapped as she finished her dance, pointed her toes one final time, and bowed. She nodded her head the slightest bit in my direction. I had made no mistakes.
�Your turn.� She looked Orla up and down, her mouth smiling, her eyes not. �I hope you enjoy your last dance ever.� As Orla took her place on the dance floor, her eyes twinkled mischievously. She motioned for me to begin. The queen caught the glimmer. �Remember, you must dance upon a gold coin! Every step!�

ORLA�S GAMBLE

My fingers sprang to life again and I played. �Twas harder this time, for I could feel fatigue rolling in like the fog on a fall evening. I�d no doubt the queen would count a fault against me even if I botched Orla�s tunes instead of her own.
Not too fast, at first. Give Orla time to ease in.
Orla danced in a way that no one had ever seen before. Instead of leaping and prancing, as a lady should when she dances a reel, Orla�s feet rallied and trebled, creating an intricate, pulsating beat. If you listened, you could hear her shoes click slightly each time she touched the wood. But the queen was too busy savoring her soon-to-be victory to listen. �Look how her feet do not even touch the gold!� she jeered. �She has lost the bargain already.�
Orla�s mother began to weep. She hid her head in her husband�s red beard. �Never even had a chance,� she sobbed. Orla heard nothing but the music and continued to create the most amazing dance ever danced. My fingers, inspired by her feet, leaped over the strings, never missing a note. The villagers clapped in time with the tune.
�You�re not following the rules!� the Faerie Queen shrieked.
Orla�s feet hammered out a crisp rhythm, more musical, more graceful, and more entrancing than the Faerie Queen�s performance. When she clicked her heels together for the last time, both faerie folk and townsfolk stood, clapping and yelling wildly. Orla pointed her toes and bowed regally.
�You lost! You lost!� cried the queen. �Now you�ll never dance again! You stupid, foolish girl! You did not even try! It doesn�t matter that your dancing was the finest, for even the fey cannot deny it.� She gestured to the faeries on the hill, who were all leaping about and clicking their heels, imitating Orla�s spectacular performance. �But your foot never touched the gold!� she roared.
All were silent then.
Orla was out of breath and still smiling. She nodded at me to rise, which I did. �If you�ll permit me, your highness.� I bowed to the queen, then bent down and unlaced Orla�s ghillie. I flipped the shoe over, revealing its sole. �You never said she had to dance on that particular coin.� Nailed to the bottom of Orla�s shoe with horseshoe nails was half of her great-grandfather�s coin, pounded flat and covering the hole that had been there. The other half was nailed neatly to the shoe�s mate.
�As you can see��I held the shoes high, visible to all��Orla completed all of her steps upon a coin of gold.�
The queen was furious. Some even said they saw lightning behind her eyes, and many of the villagers, fearing her wrath, escaped down the hillside. Angry words in a language I did not understand spewed from her lips.
But she did not combust there, under the moon that night. Nay. She simply took in a deep breath and disregarded Orla altogether.
Instead, she turned to face me.
She tried to hide her ire, but faeries are of a passionate nature. I knew I would have to watch my step, and my words, very carefully.
�Come forward,� she said, pointing to me. �Bring your harp.�
I picked up my harp and held it close to me, lest she try to grab it away. I walked two paces forward, then stood my ground. If that was not close enough, then she could come to me.
��Tis exquisite,� she said. �Perhaps you would let me try?�
I knew I was foolish to refuse, but I could not bring myself to allow it. I wrapped my arms tighter around my harp and shook my head slightly.
�Very well,� she said. �I did not expect that you would. We have other matters to discuss, do we not? Your payment. Have you thought about what you might ask of me? I could come back another day, when you have had time to consider your options.�
I could see Orla�s great-grandfather out in the crowd, shaking his head. Yes, indeed she might come back� in a hundred years or so!
�I would prefer my reward now.�
�Would you really?� Her voice, the quietest of whispers, was still so fierce that gooseflesh rose on my arm.
�Aye.�

REWARD

Before you think too hard about what you might have wished for yourself, consider my situation. I was but a young storytelling lass accompanied by a pig boy, traveling through the land, attempting to find my father and learn enough stories so I could make a living for myself one day.
�Twas a hard enough path I had chosen for myself.
I did not need an enemy.
�I would like�� My voice was small, even to my own ears. I cleared my throat and started again. �I demand as my reward��
The heat from the queen�s glare was burning my own eyes. I felt them water and blinked twice. Oh, she was angry, but smart as well. I was certain that, at this moment, she was in her mind thinking of the things I might ask for and finding a way to turn my request into a curse.
�Tis the way of the fey. They�ll not be bested.
I turned from the queen and looked into the remaining audience. The faces lit by torchlight under the midnight sky were scary to behold. Too much shadow around the eyes, and the grins all appeared evil, villager and faerie alike.
�I demand that the Faerie Queen be released from her punishment of never dancing again.�
There were a few gasps and shocked murmurs. I was not facing the queen now, for I was too frightened, but I could hear her sharp intake of breath, followed by a slow exhale.
�Turn around, harp girl.�
Slowly I turned.
�Why?� Her black eyes narrowed as if trying to search inside my mind. Perhaps she gained entry, for in the next instant, she smiled softly. Her face was so luminous in that moment, outshining even the stars and the moon.
�I�ll not be outdone, girl. Faeries do not like being in the debt of humans.� She spoke so softly I was not certain if anyone heard but me. �For your troubles,� she said as she raised her hand and flipped a gold coin in the air toward me. I was too shocked to catch it, and it clattered on the wooden dance floor at my feet. I reached down to retrieve it. �Twas larger than a regular coin, with strange shapes on it, perhaps serpents, all interwoven with each other, with no beginning and no end. Faerie gold.
By the time I looked up again, the Faerie Queen, her carriage, the ponies, and all of the faeries in the audience had vanished in the night, leaving behind Orla�s newly won gold in several sacks of fine, heavy brown velvet.
The people whooped and hollered, raising Orla over their heads and lugging her fortune back to the McGills� cottage.
As I watched the villagers disperse, a hand clamped around my hand that held the coin. �Twas sweaty.
Thomas.
�My palms were wetter than a crying babe�s cheek.� He laughed, and I hugged him. Neither mother nor father had I, but I had Thomas. And I was glad for it.
* * *
A traveling bard cannot remain in one place forever. Though I liked Ringford well, �twas time to journey on and find new yarns to spin and eager new ears to hear them. And I could not forget what had led me here in the first place�the search for my father.
The farewells the next morning were both sweet and sad. Orla hugged me like a sister and the McGills thanked me over and over again. And Orla�s great-grandfather clutched my hand tightly as a tear rolled down his withered face. �She would have lost it all without you,� he said. I decided not to mention that �twas probably my own conversation with Thomas by the faerie mound that caused the challenge to be issued in the first place. Some tales are best left untold.
�Why did you not ask for riches?� Thomas asked as we left the town of Ringford. �Or food. This sack will not last forever.�
The sack in question bulged at the seams. Orla�s mum had loaded us up with more food than four fat men could eat in a month. A heavy bag, indeed. But Thomas did not mind carrying the extra weight. It was worth it.
�You could have asked for a magic sack that would have filled with food whenever it was empty.�
�And take the chance that the food would be cursed? Take the chance that if you ate it, you�d be under an enchantment?�
I knew Thomas would have chanced such a thing, were he hungry enough. But now, on a full belly, he nodded. �Didn�t think of that.�
�But what about riches?� he continued. �Come on, Trink, did ye not think of wealth?�
�Probably cursed as well. And if not a curse from the Faerie Queen, than the curse of greed. Yes, Orla�s family has wealth, but they must now be on guard for someone who might want to take it from them.�
�You sound like a know-it-all, you do know that, do ye not?�
We walked in silence then, but for the sound of our steps as we traveled farther and farther from the village. Sure steps, strong steps. Steps that said with each crunch of gravel that there were more important things than wealth and food.
�You�re not going to tell me why, are you?� Thomas was getting annoyed, which would make for a cranky next few hours.
I sighed. �Thomas, with my reward, I bought us freedom. Freedom from the faerie folk chasing us down to reclaim whatever it was I�d asked for. And the freedom to continue on our quest for stories.�
He said nothing for a long time.
�Your quest, you know.�
�Hmmm?�
�It�s your quest for stories. I am only along for the food.�

THE FOURTH SONG
The Faerie�s Reel

These are the words I sang in my head when Orla and the Faerie Queen danced their reels. I found if I concentrated on the words, I worried less about my fingers slipping.
Oh, she is fair and fleet of foot
When she spins,
When she spins.
Oh, she leaps o�er the dust and soot
And makes the laddies happy.

And nae mistakes does Lady make
When she twirls,
When she twirls.
She dances on a golden stake
And makes the laddies happy.



THE FIFTH TALE
A Pig Boy, a Ghost, and a Pooka
[image: ]


IN THE BUSHES

�Twas late in the afternoon and the wind crackled between the trees, coaxing dead leaves to swirl devilishly through the air, into our eyes and our hair. It seemed like only days since we had danced under the late summer moon. But in truth, it had been weeks.
We wanted to reach the next village before nightfall. �Twas rumored that the Old Burned Man had visited villages to the south. We still held out hopes of meeting up with him and hearing him weave tales, though he was proving to be more elusive than a butterfly on a winter�s day.
We unrolled the map in the light of the dying sun. I wished, not for the first time, that we had been more orderly in our travels. I wished we had followed a more sensible trail. Instead, we had visited a hodgepodge collection of places. Up to the hills. Down to the coast. Back up the coast. Over to yon valley. Wherever we thought we might have a lead on a bard or a story of any kind, that is where we went. Or rather, that is where we attempted to go. Our latest stop had been the village of Moreglin, a tiny town with neither a teller nor tales. However, there were cows that needed tending, so Thomas and I lent a hand in exchange for food and shelter, as usual. How I wished I was brave enough to do my own telling and charge a fair price, instead of forever just practicing bits of songs and tales on folks. Oh, to sleep far away from the smell of cattle! Perhaps in the next village� except the next village was not there.
�Maybe they were wrong. Maybe the next village was more than three days away,� I said.
�Then why did they not just say that? The village is four days away. How hard is that? If they�d told us right, we�d have the proper amount of food still.� Thomas�s complaint was punctuated with a loud growl from his stomach.
�Twas always food with Thomas.
�Perhaps we walked too slowly. They could have marked the days it would take a grown man, not a girl and a pig boy.�
�Nay and nay again,� Thomas argued. �If so, then why not just say, It takes a grown man three days, but it will take you lot four?
�And,� he continued, �we�ve not been walking too slow. We�ve kept a steady pace.� He kicked a rock, which traveled halfway up the hill we were approaching, then rolled back down to him. �If we cannot see the village of Agadhoe when we get to the top of this rise�� he said.
And yet, when we reached the top of the hill and looked down into the valley, no village lights greeted us in the twilight. Not a single torch.
I glanced at the map again, but it was no help at all.
We had not taken the wrong road. At least, I was fairly positive we had not.
Thomas muttered a word under his breath that I was certain his mother would have punished him for. I should have scolded him, �twas my duty, being a year older and all, but I, too, was bothered by the lack of a town.
�I suppose we should make camp. I�ve still some bread left.�
�Stale bread,� Thomas said.
�And a few berries��
�Mashed berries, probably rotting,� Thomas said.
I gave him a look and began searching for a place to camp.
�Twas always a bit tricky, finding a camping spot. Not too close to the road, for there were stories of highwaymen that robbed and terrorized travelers at night. But close enough so that we could hear anyone approaching on the road and determine if they were friendly or not. Of course, there were times we traveled when there was no road at all� but those stories are not in this tale.
There we were at the top of the hill, out in the open. The nearest patch of trees and bushes was back behind us, still visible in the dusk, but it would take us several minutes to get to it.
�Those bushes are too far from the road.�
�Thomas, just exactly what do you propose? It is near dark. It is getting colder by the minute. Unless you want to sleep right here in the middle of the hill, I suggest we start walking to yon bushes.�
He gave a humph and followed me there.
Thomas whacked at the bushes with a big stick to make certain no small creatures already sheltered there.
��Tis safe,� he proclaimed. So there we slept.

IN WHICH OUR POSSESSIONS ARE STOLEN

I heard hooves clopping down the path. I was dreaming of a man whose face I could not see, riding a horse against the moonlit sky. The sound grew louder and I could feel the ground vibrating against my back.
Thomas felt it, too, for he was shaking me awake. It was not a dream.
We scrambled to pull loose branches over us.
The clip-clopping slowed.
We held our breaths. I could see a horse-shaped shadow with a rider atop whose cape billowed in the wind.
�Stand and deliver,� commanded a deep voice that echoed against the leaves and made them rustle.
We remained frozen.
He saw us, or heard us, or perhaps felt our presence. He called out again, �Stand and deliver!�
Thomas squeezed my arm and slowly released it, willing me to stay under the branches. He rose awkwardly, his hands in the air. �Sir, I have nothing but a stale piece of bread and some mashed berries,� he said, sounding like a pitiful runaway boy.
Quite convincing. I was proud.
�Have it and welcome,� Thomas continued, bending to reach for the crust of bread in his bag.
�Do not move, lad, not an inch nor a muscle.� The outlaw�s voice was harsh. I could see now that he had a large sword pointed right at Thomas, close enough to run him through. �And do not lie.�
I could hear Thomas gulp as the blade moved closer to his throat.
�I�ll have the bag. The one next to the lassie.�
How he could have seen me, I know not, for I was completely hidden in the shadows of the bushes. At least, I thought I was.
�The bag, missy. Ye�ll hand it to me, now.�
Slowly I rose and stepped out from behind a branch, brushing leaves from my hair. The horse stood massive and mountainlike, and the rider�s head reached the moon. A black mask covered most of his face, but peering out through two holes were a pair of eyes so dark and so cold they sent a new wave of shivers down my spine.
�I want the bag with the silver mirror, the harp, and the faerie coin.�
The coin I did not care about, despite its obvious value. I had thought we might need it, or the mirror for that matter, to bargain with at some point. I had not expected the price to be our lives. But my harp. I did not want to lose my harp. With it, I was beginning to feel like a true bard. How could I be a bard without it? Perhaps if I fought. Or ran.
Thomas made the decision for me, choosing our lives over our possessions. He grabbed the bag from my hands and threw it up to the man.
�Sorry, Trinket,� he said.
I said nothing.
I swallowed my anger and bit back my tears.
�Much obliged,� the outlaw said, tipping his hat with a flourish. Then he looked at me, cocking his head to one side, then the other. �Well, well, well.� He chuckled. �How lucky I am to have stumbled upon you.� I thought he would look the harp over, or make certain the coin was inside the bag, but he did neither. He continued to stare at me. Then, he reared his stallion and galloped off into the night.
He was gone faster than seemed possible.

THE GRAVEDIGGER

�How did he know what was in the bag?� I asked between sniffles as we waited for the sun to rise. I had tried not to cry too much, but being robbed was very frightening. And I knew it made Thomas feel better that he was not the only one to shed a tear. We�d found neither dreams nor sleep for the rest of the night.
�Followed us?�
�How could we not have seen? The countryside for the past few days has been open. There was nowhere to hide.�
�Mayhap someone in the last town spoke of your harp. Ye did play it, after all.�
�Mayhap� but I do not think�� My thoughts stopped as the sun finally burst over the horizon, so bright it made the insides of my eyelids turn red when I blinked.
�We�d best start looking for the village. Who knows how many days away it is,� he said. I nodded, remembering that since my father�s map was in my bag, the robber had that as well. I hoped we�d find a town soon.
Thomas led us to the top of the hill where, in the distance, we saw a most unusual sight.
The village of Agadhoe.
�Twas not there the night before, but now stood plain as day. Small thatched cottages sat clustered and golden in the morning light.
So confused we were, I did not even have time to cry about my harp or the map, not that there were many tears left.
We saw no people as we walked down the hill and into the town, which was unusual. In most places, many of the folks rise with the sun or before. There is always more work to do than there is daylight to do it in. But the streets were more silent than the inside of an egg before it hatches.
We went from house to house, knocking on doors, but nobody ever answered. How utterly bizarre for a village to be completely deserted. Slowly and carefully, lest the highwayman be lurking, we continued on through the town. We saw not a soul.
At the far end there was a graveyard. Most villages that have a church also have a graveyard somewhere close by so that those who die can rest in holy ground. Near the gate to the graveyard was a small cottage with a sign on the door that read: Gravedigger.
I�d never met a gravedigger before.
I moved my hand to knock on the weathered door.
�What are ye doing?� Thomas grabbed my wrist.
�Knocking on the door, perchance it looks like something else?� We�d tried every other cottage in town without any luck. And this was the last in the village. Why not give it a knock?
Before Thomas could tell me why we should not knock on this door, it creaked open and an old man stood there, no taller than myself.
His head resembled a round, mossy stone, and he had a twitch in one eye. He looked us up and down. �Aye, ye�ll do,� he said. �Come on.� And he grabbed the shovel that was leaning next to the door and motioned for Thomas and me to follow.
Thomas shook his head most emphatically. I grabbed his arm and yanked him along. I wanted to see what would happen. Would we be digging graves? I wondered.
�Excuse me, sir,� I asked, struggling to keep up. For an old man, he was quite spry. �But if I may ask, where is everyone in the town?�
He stopped short and looked at us with his twitchy eye. Then he croaked, �Who wants to know?�
�I am Trinket,� I said. �This is Thomas. We have traveled many days to find your village. We were set upon by a robber last night and have neither food nor money.�
At the word robber, the eyebrow above the twitchy eye raised. The gravedigger looked around to the right, then the left, and asked me to describe the thief.
�Tall, on a horse bigger than a house. He wore a cape and�� Thomas had finally decided to enter the conversation. Unfortunately, we both realized that it had been too dark for any further description.
�But his eyes,� I remembered. �When I looked him in the eye, it nearly froze my blood and bones.�
�Humph,� said the gravedigger. Then he turned and continued down the path through the headstones.
�Sir,� I persisted, following. �We will gladly work in exchange for food.�
�Will ye, then?� he asked, stopping in an open spot and handing the shovel to Thomas. �Dig then, boy. You, girl, you can clear the large rocks out of the way. It makes the digging go faster if the large rocks are gone.�
He turned to leave us there to dig what could only be a grave. I tried once more. �Sir, where is everyone in the town of Agadhoe?�
�Do ye not know the day, girl? �Tis Samhain. They�ll be a-hiding in their houses, too afraid to walk the streets, too afraid to light a lamp, until the dead rest again. Tomorrow, most likely, or the next day.�
Samhain. I�d heard of it, of course. The night when the dead visit the living. That was why there were no lights in the town below so it appeared as if there was no town at all. The townsfolk wanted to hide. They feared the return of their dead.
I wondered for a moment if all those who have passed return on Samhain, though I held little hope for seeing my mother again. Lucky I�d been able to receive her message in Crossmaglin. Had she more to tell me, she would have done so then.
She would not call upon me tonight.
Nay, if the entire town were concealing themselves, the spirits who walked tonight would not likely be gentle mothers paying loving visits to their children.

DIGGING

After the man went back to the cottage, Thomas threw the shovel on the ground. �I am not digging a stinking grave.�
�What are we going to do then? I cannot believe you are not hungry.� I did not want to dig a grave either, but we simply had to eat.
�I think the old man knows something about the robber,� I continued. �Mayhap he will tell us what he knows if we ask him during the meal.�
Thomas glared at me. �You�re just trying to find another story, are ye not?�
�Aye, I suppose I shall need even more now that my harp is gone.�
Perhaps it was cruel to use the loss of my harp to get my way. But it worked. Thomas began to dig.
And truly, what choice did we have?
* * *
Digging a grave is hard work. Morbid, too. It made me think about death. I didn�t like to think about� about people I loved being buried in the ground. Better to think of my mother flying like a beautiful bluebird, across the sun, looking down at me from time to time. The grave made me think about my father, too. Was he dead? Or was he still out there, somewhere?
My search had still turned up no clues as to why he disappeared. And I knew he must have existed, because I existed. But there were few along the way who remembered him. I wondered if I would ever find an answer. However, I did not regret this quest. It had led me on many an adventure and given me my own set of stories.
Sometimes, when you search for one thing, you find something else.
I said a silent prayer for James the Bard, wherever he was.
We were starved when we finished digging what we thought was a respectable grave. It was past midday and the sun was getting lower, so we ran to the little cottage by the gate. A mess met us inside, with brown leaves and broken branches strewn about. Obviously, the gravedigger was not the tidiest housekeeper. Had I not known better, I would have thought the only inhabitants of the cottage of late had been mice and squirrels.
Nonetheless, the old man�s stew smelled wonderful. A rich, brown broth with bits of turnip, parsnip, mutton, and the tiniest onions ever glistened in our bowls. And there were slices of apples and pears, warmed by the fire. I could not stop eating the sweet, tart wedges. I wanted to ask the gravedigger about the robber, but my mouth was too full, so the only sound during the meal was the slurping of stew and the clinking of spoons against the pottery.
�Thank you, sir,� I said at last, mopping the remains of the stew with a crust of bread. ��Twas the best meal we have had in many days.�
He nodded, and then looked at Thomas with a wink. �I expect you�ll be needing all your strength tonight,� he said as he ladled another helping in each of our bowls.
Thomas stopped chewing and looked at the man. His mouth was too full of apple to blurt out his question, so I helped him.
�What do you mean, exactly?�
The man sat back in his chair and lit his pipe from the fire. He did not even have to reach far, for the small table was next to the hearth.
�If ye are wanting to catch the Highwayman, it has to be tonight, else you�ll never get your things back from him.�

THE POOKA

Thomas choked on his apple. I patted him on the back and handed him some cider. Neither of us had considered chasing after the outlaw.
�Here�s what ye do,� continued the old man, leaning toward us. �Ye�ve already dug the grave to trick the pooka. Once you�ve caught the pooka, he�ll owe ye a favor. And pookas keep their word, they do. Ye�ll ride the pooka out past the wall between the living and the other side and steal your wealth back from the Highwayman. Simple as pie.� He chuckled to himself.
Thomas was the first to respond. He laughed out loud. �I must tell you, old man, I didn�t understand a word of what you just said. Not one word!�
However, I did understand. I had heard of the pooka, the enormous spirit horse that can speak to humans. There are tales of pookas carrying unsuspecting riders away, never to be seen again. My mother once tried to tell me one such tale (that she learned from my father), but I was too scared and I begged her not to finish. But I remembered that pookas, in addition to being large and terrifying, were surprisingly civil. They were also most easily bent to the will of humans on Samhain. There was, however, something in the gravedigger�s instructions that did not make much sense� unless�
�Sir, the fact that we must cross the wall between the living and the other, does that mean that the outlaw is dead?�
�Nay. It means the Highwayman who robbed you was a ghostie.�
Finally, Thomas stopped laughing.
Food remained in our bowls, but neither Thomas nor I had the stomach to eat it. The meal was finished.
* * *
��Tis too dangerous,� I said to Thomas that night as we walked back to the grave, remembering how close I�d come to following the banshee to the other side. The other side, I was convinced, did not play fair. �Perhaps if we wait��
�Nay, it has to be tonight, or the wall will be too thick to pass through for another year.� Thomas paused, then pressed on. �Do you not want your harp back?�
Of course I wanted my harp back. But if I had to choose between a harp and a pig boy� well, I would choose Thomas.
�You were the one who promised adventure would befall us if I agreed to accompany you on your quest for stories.�
He had a point. But still, this was far too dangerous.
�Look, Trinket, you know the stories about Samhain. You�ve heard them since you were a babe, same as me. And if we get the help of a pooka��
�If we find one,� I interrupted.
�As I was saying, if we get the help of a pooka, I should be able to ride in and ride back out.� He threw a crust of bread down in the grave, as the old gravedigger had instructed. I�d never seen Thomas so excited about anything.
�You�ve grown braver, I think, Thomas.�
He paused, then looked me in the eye and said simply, �I had a good teacher.�
The wind began to rise. We threw more and more crusts of bread down into the hole. �Twas tradition to leave a feast for the pooka in the graveyard on Samhain, else ill luck was to follow for the year. At least that was what the old gravedigger told us. But when we searched again for the gravedigger, hoping he�d help us put together a feast, we could not find him. Perhaps he, too, feared the night of Samhain, like the other residents of Agadhoe, and was hidden inside one of the lifeless little cottages. Thus, our pitiful feast was leftover bread and apple slices.
We hoped it would be enough.
We heard a sound carried on the wind. Perhaps it was a large horse blowing gusts of air from his nostrils. We could not tell, however, if it was the pooka we were expecting, or the Highwayman atop his stallion, so we hid behind the nearest gravestone.
�Weeeeeeellll, what have we here?� said a surprisingly pleasant voice. �Crusts of bread? What kind of a feast for a pooka is that?� The voice changed from kind to perturbed.
�Twas not the outlaw, of course. �Twas the pooka.
I chanced a peek. Deep gray, he was, with a mane the color of midnight and a tail to match. Quite handsome, but comical in the way his mouth moved when he spoke.
�And, putting the crusts down a hole? What way is that for folks to tell ye how much they appreciate ye? No way at all, I tell ye,� he muttered, shaking his head back and forth.
�Mebbe something else is under the bread. Can�t really tell from up here�� He leaned over the grave.
Before I could blink, Thomas jumped up and pushed the pooka from behind.
The horse wriggled and waggled and tried to keep his balance, but fell, as we had planned, into the grave.
�Och, now, why�d ye have to go and do a thing like that?� he whined.
Thomas and I peered down over the edge. The pooka sat with his legs crossed, nibbling on a crust.
�It�s stale, ye know,� he complained.
�Sorry,� I said.
�Now that I�ve captured you, you have to honor me with a favor,� said Thomas in his most commanding tone. Quite impressive for a pig boy, really.
�Perhaps I do not want to,� said the pooka.
�Pardon me, sir pooka, but the custom says that you are to be most civil and agreeable when honored with a feast on Samhain.� My voice sounded like I knew what I was talking about.
�Ye call this a feast?� he moaned. �It�s more like table scraps a dog wouldn�t eat, that�s what it is. Now help me out of here.�
�Very well, you have given us no choice but to leave you here.� We turned our backs and took a few steps away.
�No! Wait!� cried the pooka. We glanced back over our shoulders. �I apologize. If you would assist me in my effort to get out of this� this� this whatever it is, I shall help you.� His voice was most civil, now.
Not wanting to insult him by asking for his word of honor (as the custom says that pookas are most honorable creatures), we helped him out of the grave. �Twas not easy, hefting a horse twice the size of a regular nag out of a hole in the ground. Thomas climbed down and leaned against the horse�s huge rump with all his might.
�I beg your pardon!� the pooka cried.
�Forgive me� er, um, sir. It�s just that if I don�t push against your bum while Trinket pulls on your mane, we might never get you out.� Thomas grunted between pushes.
I was already pulling on his mane, the coarse hairs cutting into my hand fiercely.
�Of all the indignities,� the pooka muttered.
�You could help, sir,� Thomas groaned. �Just place your forelegs on the edge and�there you go�now when I count to three�one, two, THREE!� Thomas cried, and with a final shove, the pooka stumbled up out of the grave. A sweaty Thomas emerged after him, breathing heavily. �I hope I never have to do that again.�
�You are not the only one. I�ve probably got bruises all over me rump,� said the pooka.
I quickly explained to him our situation.
�So,� he began, taking a deep breath, still munching on bread crusts. �Ye want me to take ye through the wall between the living and the other so ye can find the Highwayman and steal back your harp, your mirror, and your gold coin? You�re serious about this?�
We nodded.
�The Highwayman, nasty piece of work, he is. If he catches ye�� His voice trailed off.
Thomas said bravely, �Well, we just won�t let him catch us. Are you fast?�
�Fast enough for you, laddie. Fast enough for you.�
�Fast enough to carry the both of us?� I asked.
The pooka considered the situation before replying, �Aye.�

TO THE OTHER SIDE

�Nay, Trinket, you�re not coming�� Thomas began.
�Aye, Thomas, you�ll not stop me, and we both know it. So we can stand around and argue, however I myself think that it is rude to quarrel in front of company.� I nodded to the pooka, who winked back at me. �Or we can get this over with.�
I handed a jug of water to Thomas. �Remember to drink up before we ride. There might not be time after.�
Thomas glared but took several swigs from the jug. This was the part I was glad Thomas was willing to do. �Don�t drink too much, though. It could be a bumpy ride.� He did not laugh at my joke, but the pooka snorted. Bending down, the pooka allowed Thomas and me to climb on his broad back.
�You will not fall, for I will not let you. But hold tightly. I shall gallop faster than you have ever traveled. �Twill feel like flying.� The pooka seemed to be enjoying this. �And remember not to get down from my back while we are on the other side.�
�Why not?� I asked.
�How can you not know this?� the pooka scolded. �If your feet touch the ground, you�ll stay on the other side until next Samhain, plus one day more.�
A year and a day with the dead? Perhaps it would not be so bad if I found my mother. She would not come to me, but if I found her�
�Do not think about it, Trinket,� Thomas said. He knew me far too well. �There is a reason there�s a wall between the living and the other, don�t ye think?�
�Aye,� said the pooka, �there�s a reason indeed.� And he left it at that.
* * *
True to his word, the pooka galloped faster than either Thomas or I could have imagined. The trees blurred into one long and eerie shadow that trailed after us. We traveled so fast that even the light of the moon could not catch up. Breathing was difficult, for the air was sucked out of our lungs as we rode faster and faster still. My mother�s fine cloak flew behind me as if it had wings of its own. The pooka did not speak. With his head down, he raced against the night, speeding us toward the wall between the living and the other side.
I thought I would be able to tell when we passed through the wall. Perhaps there would be a sense of utmost despair. Perhaps it would be even darker. Perhaps there would be a tiredness in my bones that would compel me to seek eternal rest. Alas, I noticed no difference. The pooka whispered, �We are here. Do not get off my back.�
He stopped. We listened to the silence, waiting for a clue as to which direction to pursue. I thought there would be the sound of wailing on the other side, like the wee banshee from Crossmaglin. However, there was nothing but the faintest melody.
�Do you hear that?� I whispered in Thomas�s ear. He shook his head. ��Tis my harp a-playing. I�m sure of it.�
He whispered back, �Which way?�
I pointed to the left. Slowly and silently, we trod along. The pooka�s hooves made no sound on the ground, if there was indeed ground under us. I could only see mist.
The tune became louder, proving we were going the right way. But no spirits did I see. Weren�t there countless dead folk? I would have thought the other side quite crowded.
As if reading my mind, the pooka whispered, �The other side is vast. More so than you can imagine. And, of course, �tis Samhain. Many souls have gone frolicking amongst the human folk.�
�But not the Highwayman,� Thomas said with a gulp.
�Nay, the Highwayman is a ghostie. He does not have to wait until Samhain, when the wall is at its thinnest, to travel betwixt the lands of the living and the dead. He can pass back and forth as he pleases.� The pooka was most knowledgeable. I was glad we had him for our guide.
�Why, then, are not all of the dead folk ghosties? Wouldn�t they like traveling back and forth of their own choice? I know I would.� Thomas�s voice was so quiet, only the pooka and I could hear.
�Would ye now? Ghosties are tortured souls who cannot rest. They long to feel blood rush through their veins again, to be alive. But they cannot return to life, nor can they feel comfort in death. �Tis not a fate anyone would choose, lad. Like being more tired than ye can comprehend and not being able to sleep.�
I felt a bit of pity for the Highwayman. Certainly, he had stolen from us, but an eternity of no rest sounded dreadful indeed.
The music was loud enough for me to discern the melody. And I recognized it.
Gooseflesh spread across my shoulders and down my arms. Thomas felt me shake off the chill.
�What is it?� he whispered.
��Tis a song I know� a lullaby�� My father�s lullaby.
And then, through the mist, I saw him.

THE HIGHWAYMAN

The Highwayman sat on a rock, playing my harp. His long fingers moved over the strings deftly. He finished the lullaby and began a sorrowful piece that broke my heart. I longed to get off the pooka and speak to him, but Thomas held my arm tightly.
Now what to do? Should we demand the harp back, or try to get close enough to grab it?
�You�ve come a long way to retrieve such a small treasure,� the Highwayman said, turning slowly and facing us. �And on a pooka! �Twould seem I underestimated you.�
He rose, placing the harp on the rock, and took a step closer to us. Thomas clutched the pooka�s mane even tighter.
The Highwayman smiled cruelly. �Your harp?� He addressed his question to me. �Come and get it.� He stepped out of our way and bowed gallantly.
Ever so slowly, we moved toward the harp.
�Your eyes are familiar, girl.� His voice was between a sneer and a whisper.
�Don�t listen to him,� warned the pooka. �I told you, he is evil.�
�And the point of your chin,� the Highwayman continued. �Aye, girl, I�ve seen it before. I knew when I first looked at you, I�d seen it. Somewhere�� His voice trailed off.
We were almost close enough. If I leaned far over and Thomas held me, I might be able to grasp the harp. If only we did not have to pass the Highwayman first.
�Who is it that you look like, dearie? Your mother? Or your father?�
I froze as the Highwayman chuckled. �Mayhap you do not know.�
We inched forward, just past him, almost even with the harp.
Thomas pinched me hard. I�d have to grab it now, fast, or miss my chance altogether.
I reached out, the tips of my fingers touching the smooth white bone. The pooka moved us closer.
As I clasped the cold side of the harp and pulled it to me, the Highwayman�s hand snaked out and jerked at the creature�s mane. The pooka stumbled, nearly throwing me off. Had Thomas not been holding me so tightly, I would have fallen and I�d have been cursed to live a year and a day on the other side. Thomas dug his heels into the pooka�s flanks and the creature reared back.
�A challenge it is, then!� The Highwayman laughed. He climbed upon his stallion, which had appeared from nowhere.
The pooka galloped hard and fast. I clutched the harp tightly with one hand and Thomas with the other, hoping we were going the right way, but at this point, any direction away from the Highwayman was a good one.
He was but a breath behind us. I could feel the stallion panting on the back of my neck.
�A gentleman of the road, I am,� the Highwayman snickered. �Always willing to offer kindness to a fellow traveler.� He reached out and caught a few strands of my hair and yanked. �Hmm, the father�s hair or the mother�s?�
I screamed, tempted to throw the harp back in his face. But that would not have stopped the Highwayman. He cared not for the harp.
He sought trophies of another kind.
We sped through the other side, the wind so harsh on our faces we were near blinded. I thought once or twice I felt a tug on my hair, but whether it was a strand caught in the branched fingers of a decrepit tree, or the Highwayman closing on us, I could not be sure.
I was far too afraid to look back, for if he were to catch us, I would not have his cold eyes be the last things I ever saw.
We crossed through the wall between the living and the other, but that did not stop the Highwayman. He was not as close to us now, but he didn�t need to be. He could follow at his own pace and never tire. He was dead already.
But we were gasping for breath. Even the pooka was wheezing as we arrived at the gravedigger�s cottage. �Hurry, Thomas, HURRY! You�ve got to do it now!� I cried, hoping he hadn�t sweated off all of the water he�d drunk earlier.

A VISIT FROM THE QUEEN

We got off the pooka and Thomas proceeded to relieve himself on the gatepost of the small house.
�The only way to keep a ghostie out of your house,� the gravedigger had told us, �is to piss on the gatepost. They won�t pass through. They cannot.�
Thank goodness Thomas had no problem. Seemed like, in fact, he�d not relieved himself for days. I wanted to say, That�s quite enough, Thomas, but preferred instead to look off into the distance. I caught the eye of the pooka, who was doing the same.
I did not see the Highwayman approach. But I could hear him circling.
�Ye�ll be safe, if ye stay inside,� the gravedigger had told us. But where was the old man now?
The door to the cottage was just large enough for the pooka to fit through, though Thomas had to push on the horse�s large rump once again.
�Sorry,� Thomas mumbled.
�Well, ye should be. Twice in one night. Now, close the door, will ye?� the pooka ordered. Thomas closed and bolted the door.
* * *
Through the window, we could see movement among the gravestones. Those from the other side, perhaps, paying a visit on Samhain. But nothing came near the house. We sat inside the cluttered, filthy cottage, a girl, a boy, and a pooka, trying to pass the time until daylight came, hoping the sun would keep the Highwayman away.
�They cannot go far, you know, ghosts and such,� said the pooka. �A ghost cannot pass over water. Cross the stream half a day�s walk east of the village and you�ll be safe.�
We heard clip-clopping again, louder, sending new waves of chills down my arms.
�Do you suppose�� Thomas began. �Ah, never mind.�
�Go ahead. Ask me.�
�Well, the Highwayman talked a lot about your folks� do you suppose��
�Are you asking me if he knew my parents?�
�Or, maybe, could he be one of them� like your father, I mean? Think about it, Trinket. No one seems to know much about James the Bard. Mayhap your da became a robber��
A loud growl interrupted us and we flew back to the window. The Highwayman stood at the gate, anger fairly spewing from him. But he was not alone.
I gasped as the familiar, terrifyingly beautiful form of the Faerie Queen emerged from the fog, cracking her whip overhead and driving her miniature ponies across the dry ground of the old graveyard.
�I�ll have the coin,� she said, her voice just as I remembered. She drew herself out of her carriage and up to the Highwayman�s full height. Her pale hand gestured impatiently. �You should know better than to steal what the faerie folk have given, you foolish shade.�
The Highwayman appeared as if he would refuse. But then, all around the graveyard, spirits materialized from behind the headstones. Some young, some old, all as pale as the clouds at night. �Give it back,� they whispered. �Give it back to the girl.�
Whether �twas a trick of the Faerie Queen, or the dead speaking for us, I did not know.
Slowly, Thomas and I walked onto the cottage porch. If the Highwayman had been able to venture past the gatepost, I was certain he would have done it by now.
Shaking with fury, the Highwayman gave the coin to the Faerie Queen. �It does not belong to me.� She flipped it through the air and it clattered on the porch at my feet, just as it had after the contest in Ringford. �It belongs to the girl. Return all that is hers.� She then turned to me. �You would do well not to lose a bargaining coin given by the folk. Prove yourself worthy, girl, for �tis more valuable than you can imagine. I�ll not help you retrieve it should you part ways with it again.�
My sack flew through the air as the Highwayman glared at us one final time. Thomas raced through the doorway and caught the bag before it could fall to the ground and shatter the mirror. The Highwayman�s eyes were no longer cold, but hot with rage, his mouth twisted in a sneer. Was that the face of my father, hidden behind a thief�s mask? Then he turned and galloped off into the new light of dawn. The air was rent with the queen�s laughter.
Naturally, the pooka was gone when we went inside, for �twas daybreak and he was, after all, a creature of the night. And a magical one at that.
We wanted to say goodbye and thank you to the gravedigger, but he was still nowhere to be found and we were too anxious to get past the stream, half a day�s walk from the village. And we�d no desire to bide with the folk in this town, who had cowered in their homes for the past two days and nights. Strangely, though, as we passed the farthest edge of the graveyard, we saw a weathered headstone with a small shovel leaned up against it.
HERE LIE THE BONES
OF OLD MACGREGOR
OF ALL HE WAS
THE BEST GRAVEDIGGER

That night, miles away, I felt for the bargaining coin deep inside the pocket of my britches. �Twas warm from being so near my skin and I rubbed it twice for courage. Was I finally brave enough to speak aloud the thoughts that had crowded my head all day?
�Thomas,� I said carefully, �what if that outlaw, what if he really was my father?� I swallowed, trying to sound like I didn�t care as much as I did.
�What if he was?� asked Thomas. �Doesn�t make you any different, does it? You�re still Trinket no matter what.�
I wanted to bury the bard�s map in the dirt, for I�d follow its trail no longer. What if it had been drawn by the evil hand of the Highwayman? But Thomas would not let me.
�A map�s a map, Trinket. We can still use it even if you don�t like who made it.�
Wise, wise Thomas.
�Still Trinket no matter what.� I said those words over and over to myself for the rest of that night.
And many nights to follow.
If James the Bard was really James the Ghostly Highwayman, then I wanted no part of him. And if he was not, sadly I was no closer to finding him. Though some folks remembered my father, no one had seen him for years. He was as good as dead.
Perhaps some truths are never meant to be uncovered.

THE FIFTH SONG
The Dangers of the Road

To tell the truth, this is not my favorite song, and I cannot play it without getting a chill upon the back of my neck. However, it is the duty of the teller to warn the unsuspecting traveler, I think.
Go not, thou unsuspecting lad,
Oft through the blackened night,
For in the mists
And tree-claw limbs
There lurks a fearsome sight.

Hooves of fire,
Flanks of coal,
Only a moment
To forfeit thy soul.

And there, behind the callous swirls
Of danger and despair,
The clipping, clopping follows thee
Through empty evening air.

Hooves of fire,
Flanks of coal,
Look not upon him
Or forfeit thy soul.



THE SIXTH TALE
The Old Burned Man and the Hound
[image: ]


CASTLE CHORES

Thomas and I were still determined to find and hear the Old Burned Man. Most villages considered it an honor when he paid a visit. No feast was too extravagant, no bed was too soft. He ofttimes visited castles or fine manor houses, and though it would take him a hundred days to tell all of his tales and sing all of his songs, he was not known for remaining long in one place. I could not even imagine what it would take to remember a hundred stories! I was still working on gathering and polishing seven.
I had become more courageous with my harp. Perhaps it was that I was tired of milking, drawing water, thatching roofs, and digging graves. Or perhaps, after being chased by creatures and beasties worse than Death itself, it seemed foolish to fear a quiet fire, shining eyes, and ears ready for the listening. In the last village we�d been to, a woman took one look at my harp and said to me, �Have ye songs to go with your harp? Or mayhap a story, lass?�
Aye. I liked how that sounded. The Story Lass.
* * *
But now we had finally arrived at a true castle, called Castlelow. It had received its name from being situated on a low, grassy meadow. The legend was that another castle, called Castlehigh, once sat at the top of the nearby hills, but now only ruins remained. �Twas a good thing we chanced upon Castlelow, for each night as we camped, the sound of howling wolves grew louder. Never before had we heard such howling. Perhaps it was normal for this time of year, with winter approaching. Neither Thomas nor I were certain, though, for there were never wolves howling near our village on the coast. We were grateful to find the shelter of thick stone walls.
There are all manner of beings that live in a castle. Not just kings and queens and lords and ladies. Not just servants down below or knights in the field. There are animals as well. Pigs, goats, and chickens running free through the castle yard and hounds, lying under the tables, waiting for crumbs to drop.
I�d met hounds before, of course. But a castle hound is a different breed from a village hound or a road hound. You can tell by the way he holds his head and the way he stands close to his master.
The way he�d give his life to protect him.
* * *
I was somewhat nervous, of course. Would Castlelow want to hear the tales of a traveling lass? Mayhap it would be better to do odd chores and such, taking the time to listen to the stories of the castle bard, if they had one.
I decided not to ask about my father here. He was the past.
I had to focus on the future.
The Lord and Lady of Castlelow were kindly. They had a new babe, their first, a boy with sandy hair that stuck out from his head like the down of a newly hatched duck. I was assigned to help look after the child, which would allow me to practice my lullabies and perhaps a story or two. Thomas was assigned to the pigs, his first pigs in a long, long time. He was jubilant.
�Aw, Trinket, mayhap we can stay here a while. The food is plentiful and the straw is clean.� He had a small piglet, pink and quite adorable, tucked under his arm. �And the work is not hard.�
�Not like digging a grave.� I laughed.
�Nay, not like digging a grave at all,� he said.
True, we�d done much hard labor on our journey, slept on the ground, and gone hungry more oft than not. Life at the castle looked to be easy. My task was not difficult, either. I did the things the laddie�s nurse would rather not do, which mostly consisted of dirty jobs like changing soggy clothes, feeding him gruel, and following him wherever he wanted to crawl. Unfortunately, the babe had a hard time getting to sleep and the nurse bade me stay with him in his nursery in the tower until he slumbered. I missed the storytelling for the first four nights we were there. �Twas torturing me to be so close to a true bard and not be able to hear him, even if it wasn�t the Old Burned Man, who was due to arrive any day, or so everyone said. Thomas had been luckier than I, for there was no need for a pig boy to lure the piglets into dreamland.
�They said if we were good and quiet and all, that we could come and listen,� he told me the fifth morning of our stay. I could feel jealousy rising, and Thomas saw it in my face. �He wasn�t near so good as you,� he sputtered.
I only humphed.
�Trinket, they�ve seen your harp. They know you�re a teller. Why do ye not just��
�I am not ready for a castle, Thomas.�
He walked off, but I was sure I heard him mumble, �Of all the things, never thought she was a chicken.�
Thomas was right. I was being ridiculous.
One must be brave to tell stories.
I had met with creatures of unusual magic and lived to tell the tale. I had even escaped a deadly rider atop a phantom stallion and outwitted the powers of darkness.
Was I not brave?

FINN

I practiced, singing soft songs to the young babe each night with the lord�s gigantic hound at my feet. He loved the songs, too. A larger dog I�d never seen in my life. Were he to stand on his hind legs, his head would have risen far above my own. His coat was the color of wheat in autumn. But the most amazing thing about him was that, for all of his enormous stature, he was gentler than the evening breeze. They called him Finn the Great. I thought of him as Finn the Oversized Kitten.
He watched over the babe each night while he slept. As I drifted off to sleep in my small closet of a room next to the nursery, I could see the hound lying still and protective on the floor at the foot of the boy�s crib.
Perhaps I would have a dog of my own one day, I thought as I strummed and sang softly in the early morning before the babe awoke. A dog could watch over Thomas and me while we slept. What an odd family we would be. No parents, just a boy who tends pigs and a girl who tells tales.
There were worse families, I was certain. And yet�
The voice that interrupted my song was gravelly and rough. �I heard music on the stairs and followed it here. �Tis a nice song. Is it yours?��Twas a damaged voice, but there was beauty in the ragged way he spoke.
I wish I could say that I answered, Aye, sir, my own tune as well as my own words. But when I turned to face him, I could not speak. His face was fiercely scarred and he wore a gray hood that covered his head. The scars were white and twisted his smile (I thought it was a smile) into a frightening skull-like grimace. I gasped and nodded stiffly. I could feel heat rush to my face. What horrible manners I possessed.
After all, exactly what had I expected him to look like? The Old Burned Man, for he could be no other, the bard I�d searched for, was standing not halfway across the room. The famed teller had finally arrived at the same place at the same time as Thomas and I. I should have been jumping with excitement. He was here! But all I felt was horror.
The Old Burned Man looked down.
I stammered, �Er, �twas a song I wrote for my mother. She reminds me of a bluebird.�
�She is blessed to have such a song written for her.�
�She�s dead.�
There was silence, but it was not uncomfortable this time. �Twas like he was offering a bit of silence in respect for my mother. That was nice.
�Well.� He cleared his throat, which sounded painful. �The ones we love often leave us, don�t they?�
�Aye.�
�But my guess is they�d prefer not to, if given the choice.�
His ruined eye winked at me, and I found myself smiling slightly at this gruesome-looking man.
�If given the choice,� I repeated.
* * *
�Twas not simple to sneak down the stairs of the castle to hear the storytelling that night, but how could I miss my first chance to hear the Old Burned Man? As if the babe knew I needed him to sleep, and quickly at that, he refused to lie down for a long time. Even when he finally slumbered lightly, the quiet sound of my footsteps roused him and I had to start singing all over again. I found myself making up unpleasant words.
Go to sleep, little piglet,
Lest I roll ye in the mud
And make thee eat on worms and scraps
�Twill be for thy own good.
�Ye�ll have to teach me that one. I might use it sometime,� said Thomas with a snicker.
I carefully placed my harp on the cushion, tiptoed across the room, and whacked him hard in the gut.
�Oof.�
�Shhhhhh.� Most likely I should not have thumped him, but I was in a mood due to missing the very reason we had come this far.
Luck was with me, for the babe did not stir. �I got tired of waiting on the steps for you to come down,� Thomas whispered. �He must be halfway through with the stories.�
�Aw, Thomas, you didn�t go and hear him without me? You waited?� I asked.
�Now, Trinket, how could I leave you with the wakeful babe and go listen to the Old Burned Man and live to tell the tale?� Thomas grabbed my hand and pulled me toward the stairs. Finn the dog opened one eye and watched us leave. Feeling the babe was in good hands, or paws, we continued on our way. I stumbled once on the hem of my dress, which I�d pulled from the bottom of my sack and worn for the evening. Finally hearing the Old Burned Man was worthy of my nice clothes.
�Twas not the Old Burned Man, though, but a string bean of a lad named Berthold.
Thomas rolled his eyes. �Not him again,� he muttered.
�Where is the Old Burned Man?� Thomas whispered to a lady as we squeezed in beside her on the bench.
�Cough or fever,� said the lady. Thomas groaned and was promptly shushed by the woman. �Now quiet down and give proper respect. Berthold is the nephew of��
�Aye, I know. I heard him the other night,� Thomas said, then mouthed the words he�s horrible so that only I could see.
Berthold�s voice quivered like a leaf on a branch. He kept clearing his throat and he forgot important parts of the story, so the ending made no sense. The crowd was beginning to get restless and the lord and lady looked annoyed.
�Is there not someone else who has a tale this night?� asked the lord. �Where is the girl who arrived but a week ago with a harp?�
I was determined to have courage this time. I raised my hand. �I am the Story Lass,� I said.
�Well, go on, lass,� said the lord, �give us a story.�
I took my place on the three-legged bard�s stool as Thomas raced up the stairs to get my harp. I felt in my pocket for the faerie gold, which I now carried with me always, and pulled it out. The coin felt heavy in my hand.
�A-hem.� The lord cleared his throat. �Any time now, lass.�
Whether I rubbed the coin for courage or for luck, I do not know. But I rubbed it thrice and placed it back in my pocket.
Then I began my tale.
My voice was timid at first, and I swallowed a couple of times until I felt the shaking stop. No better than Berthold. I took a deep breath and calmed myself. Though �twas my first castle, I hoped it would not be my last. This is what I had worked so hard for.
�The Story of the Gypsies and the Seer,� I began again, �a tale of a princess with a rare gift and her father, who would stop at nothing to sell it.�
With my words, I painted pictures of the places I had been. The exotic caravans of the Gypsy camp came alive in the great hall, so real, in fact, that I could smell the chicken coop and feel the silk of the tent under my fingers. The words were flowing from my lips now, into the ears and hearts of my audience. Their eyes shone with unshed tears at Feather�s plight and they gasped when Lothar�s men drew their swords. Best was the cheer at Feather�s escape, and then the call from the crowd for another tale.
�Tis one thing to learn a story, word by word, to tell it the right way; �tis another altogether to bring a tale to life, where moments before there was nothing but emptiness.
Thomas had placed my harp at my feet sometime during my tale, so quietly that I hadn�t noticed. A hush filled the hall as I plucked the first note and sang the first song I had ever written myself.
The great hall of a castle is an amazing place to play a tune, for the notes echo and bounce between the old stone walls and out to the folks sitting on their carved benches, hoping to be whisked away to another place and time.
I have had many adventures. But this� this was the most magical.
For five nights they asked me for my stories. I sat on the bard�s stool, rubbed my coin for luck, and told my tales: Gypsies, selkies, banshees, faeries, and pookas danced across my harp. Each yarn I spun was better than the last, each song sweeter.
Then, the Old Burned Man recovered.

IN WHICH I FINALLY HEAR THE OLD BURNED MAN

The great hall was full, for Lord John had planned a hunt and a banquet for the next day and had invited many to the event. The room was overwarm and the air sticky, but I did not care. We wedged ourselves through the crowd until a lady in a dress of fine blue velvet tweaked my braid hard and glared.
The Old Burned Man cleared his throat and spoke.
Perhaps it was because his voice was spoiled and the effort to use it sounded painful, but I felt honored to be the recipient of his words. They sang in my mind, though the back of my throat ached in sympathy. The spell he cast with his story was more wondrous and mystical than I could have imagined, and that says a great deal coming from a lass who spends most of her time imagining.
The bench we sat on was hard and we were quite squished, but I did not care. The legend of a lady who tended swords for only the bravest knights and lived underwater in a lake that never froze over was both lovely and tragic.
I listened.
I dreamed.
Though his voice was ragged, his telling was far smoother and silkier than even Bald Fergal�s. My heart soared at one moment with the magic of the story, then sank the next moment. I felt quite the fraud. My tales could not compare. I was no bard. What had made me think that I was?
And then the Old Burned Man pulled out his flute.
�I�ll only do the one song tonight,� he said, �for my throat�s still a-paining me. �Tis a lullaby I composed myself many years ago.�
�Twas lilting and sadly sweet. But beautiful.
And all too familiar.
My blood stilled.
I knew the song.
And in my heart, I knew the player.
* * *
Thomas gulped, then he looked at me and his eyes grew wide. Did he, too, recognize the tune? His hand touched my sleeve, but I jerked my arm away and ran down the corridor and up the stairs. The tears on my cheeks were hot. I could not sniff them back no matter how hard I tried.
Finn raised his head when I stumbled into the room, saw it was me, and lay back down, his eyes still open. The dog watched me as I sobbed and grabbed my harp, clutching it so hard the strings bit into the flesh of my arms. But I did not care about the pain.
When you cry, your mind is a jumbled mess. Part of your brain is trying to make you stop crying and stop thinking about the things that are making you cry. Hush, hush now, do not cause a scene. The other part of your brain is lashing back, thinking thoughts so numerous and difficult that reason runs and hides for a while, until things die down.
Thomas was a reasonable fellow, and he did the same. I heard his footsteps come up the stairs, pause, then go back down.
The only creature brave enough to offer comfort was Finn. He nuzzled his enormous head under my arm. My throat was too thick to even utter, �Not now, dog, go away.� So I let him stay at my side as I sobbed, watching the tears splash on his golden coat. There was something terribly reassuring about the dog�s presence.
I was glad to have such company.
I cried myself to sleep and the night was filled with dreams.
I dreamed that I saw my father and that he told me stories and kissed me goodbye and never came back.
I dreamed my father rode on a dark stallion, with a cape that flew behind him.
I dreamed my father smiled at me with a scarred and ruined face.
* * *
When I awoke, I was no longer overwhelmed with sadness.
I was confused.
How could a man that old, scarred, and hideous-looking possibly be my handsome father? How could he have been so heartless to have not returned if he was actually still alive? WHY?
And I was angry.

THE HUNT

Even before the sun rose the nurse poked her head into my small closet room. �You�re all red and blotchful. Been ye crying, girl?�
I sniffled and nodded, but quickly looked away. I did not want to speak of my suspicions.
�Never mind about it, girl, whatever it is, ye must get the babe dry and fresh. He needs to say goodbye to the lord. Off to the hunt, he is.� The nurse tugged on my arms and pulled me up. �You�re a weed of a girl, you know. I swear you�ve grown in the days since you have come here.�
I only sniffed.
��Tis a good thing you arrived when you did, what with the wolves in the forest and all. The pack�s been a-howling each night. Had you met them on your journey, ye might not have made it here whole.�
I swallowed, remembering the forlorn howls we had heard as we traveled. Sadly, it was more pleasant to think about being attacked by wolves than about having a father who stole for pleasure and laughed a dark laugh like the Highwayman. Or a hideous father who left you five years past and could have come back but chose not to.
�Seems foolish to go on a hunt for boars with wolves about, do ye not think?� the nurse continued, unaware that I was a poor contributor to the conversation. �I would think the wolves would have eaten the boars or scared them away. Alas.�
�Aye. Alas,� I offered.
�But if the lord says there shall be a hunt, then a hunt there shall be, I s�pose.� She handed me a little gown of white lace with gold trim for the babe. �Dress him. Clean his wee face, too.�
Finn the Great was at my side as I changed the babe from his soggy clothes. The hound looked at the boy with deep, soulful eyes, perhaps thinking him a pup instead of a baby.
The wolves howled in the distance as I took the child down the stairs to see his father, who promptly kissed the boy�s head and led his band of hunters out of the castle. Thomas was with them. �Twas a boar hunt, after all, and a pig boy might be useful, for what were boars but meaner, more dangerous swine?
I was both glad and mad Thomas was gone. Glad, for I didn�t want to speak with him about last night, and mad, for I did not want to spend the day alone with my thoughts.
After feeding the infant down in the kitchens and taking him to visit his lady mother until he became cranky, I sat him in his bed and began to play my harp for him. My fingers started to pluck a familiar tune and then stopped. I would not play my father�s lullaby ever again.
Instead, I played the new tune I had composed for the selkie boy�s song, and his eyes were closed before the last verse.
�You�ve a strong voice,� a voice said, �for one so young.�
The Old Burned Man stood in the doorway. I chanced a look at his scarred face. Were those the eyes of my father behind his gargoyle�s features? I supposed they could be. They were similar to mine in color, but the shape wasn�t right.
Nay. He could not be my father, James the Bard.
But then there was the lullaby.
My thoughts were muddled.
I had sought the Old Burned Man for such a long time, just to hear his stories, not thinking for a moment that he might be my father. He looked far too old, but perhaps he was younger and just horribly disfigured. What happened to him? I wondered, then shook my head. No, I would not pity him. It was his choice not to return.
Would I prefer that my father had died? Would I prefer him to be the Highwayman?
�I thank you, sir,� I said, my voice hard like stone.
�You�re a teller, too, then. I heard you the other night. Held them in your grasp, you did, lass. Where did you learn such skill? You are quite young, as I said.�
Perhaps it is in my blood, I wanted to say, but I did not. I merely shrugged.
The silence was awkward.
I wanted him to leave, but then� perhaps� Was I completely certain?
I cleared my throat. �The song you played on your flute last night. �Twas lovely. It was yours?�
He smiled, but it did not reach his eyes. �Just an old lullaby, written long ago, for a very special child.� He sighed and looked off, his voice quiet. �Some say it has magic.�
He had his secrets, too, then.
He asked to see my harp, so I showed him. �Unusual and fantastical,� he told me.
The conversation continued in such a manner, stilted and uncomfortable. Are you my father? If so, why did you leave us and never return? The words screamed in my head.
But I could not make them come.

TRAGEDY

After the Old Burned Man left me, the nurse reappeared and began tidying the room as the babe continued to doze. She took one look at my face and shooed me off. �We�ll be fine here, lass. The hound can help amuse the boy when he wakes. Go try and shed whatever heavy weight you�re carrying around. You�ll do no one any good brooding about like that.�
I grabbed my mother�s cloak and set off, leaving through an old door at the bottom of the tower held ajar by a heavy rock. ��Tis cleaning day,� I was told by a woman with a broom when I asked about the open door. �Got to sweep out the hall to make things nice for the banquet tonight.� Ah yes. The banquet. In my dark mood, the thought of fine food made my stomach turn. I wandered under trees and down the green paths of the castle grounds, hoping that the farther away I was from the Old Burned Man, the clearer my thoughts would become.
Was I not happy, then, to have found the man I thought was my father? Truly, it was more likely that James the Bard was the Old Burned Man than the Highwayman. After all, the Old Burned Man was a teller. That was a clue right there.
But nay, I was not happy. All I felt was anger. When I set off on my quest for my father, I did not know what I would find. I hoped to hear of my father, of course. Had I expected to hear only of his death? Perhaps tragic, yet heroic. But that at least was an acceptable reason for him never to return.
If he was alive, he would have come back.
Should I tell him that my mother had died with a broken heart? Mayhap yes, if that would hurt him. Although the fact that he�d never returned showed his lack of care. It would not matter to him at all. And if he was not my father� well, those were thoughts I did not want, either. How did the Highwayman know the lullaby? I blocked this question from my mind.
I sat under the trees until the sun was low in the sky.
That was when screaming started.
�Wolves! A pack of wolves!� I heard someone cry. I dashed through the castle gardens toward the keep, bumping into a large figure wrapped in gray.
�Nay, lass,� said the Old Burned Man, ��twill do you no good to run. Best to stay here and safe, until the guards round them up.� He held me by my shoulders, the fine fabric of my mother�s cloak in his scarred hands. I glanced to where his fingers softly touched the threads. Did he remember when she made it? I looked away.
�The wee lad might be afraid. I am going to him and you will not stop me,� I said. ��Twould be sad, would it not, for the child to feel abandoned?�
His hands dropped in an instant, as if I had burned him myself, and I ran, red-faced, to Castlelow.
Had he noticed the cruelty of my words? The angry, beastly part of myself hoped so.
* * *
Up the stairs I climbed, taking two at a time when I could. I could tell he was panting and huffing behind me, but his legs must have been damaged as well, for he was not fast for a grown man.
I arrived in the babe�s room to find the nurse wailing.
�He�s dead! He�s dead! I left him for but a moment alone with the hound. Just a moment! The beast!� she cried. Her arms were flailing and she clutched the hem of her dress against her face. Then she pushed past me and ran down the stairs. Finn was there, by the babe�s bed, blood on his coat, blood on the floor. He looked at me and bared his teeth.
�The hound killed him! The hound killed my master�s son!� The nurse�s voice echoed eerily through the tower.
And truly, that is exactly how it appeared. Why Finn should attack the babe, I could not say. Had the howls of the wolves thrown him into a canine frenzy?
�There,� said the Old Burned Man, �behind his left flank, the babe�s arm� �tis moving.�
I gasped as my eyes followed where the Old Burned Man pointed. The babe�s chubby arm stuck out from behind the dog, and the fingers twitched. Most likely, the arm was still attached to the boy.
�We need to get the dog away from the baby! I think he�s still alive!� I took a hasty step toward the hound and then stopped when he growled.
�Stay back, Trinket!� cried the Old Burned Man, pulling my shoulder.
Trinket? How did he know my name? Everyone except Thomas simply called me girl, or Story Lass.
I jerked away and cried, �The babe needs me!� I took another step forward. �Finn, be calm.� I placed my hand palm up and moved closer.
Finn growled again, showing blood in his teeth. He lay on his side and his breathing was labored, but he glared at me in warning. The hand behind him moved again, followed by a soft cry.
I turned to the Old Burned Man. �See, the babe�s alive. We just have to get to him!� I saw my harp on the bench by the door, the whiteness of the bone fairly glowing in the afternoon light. I slowly tiptoed over to it.
�Stop! Do not do this!� the Old Burned Man warned me. But I would not be stopped. I reached the creaky wooden bench and sat down to play. If my tunes could make selkies sleep and faeries dance, perhaps they would be able to calm a crazed hound.

LULLABY

I don�t know why, but I began to strum the song I had sworn but hours before to never play again. My traitorous fingers were plucking my father�s lullaby, the most soothing, gentle song I knew. After a moment or two, my playing was joined by the sound of a flute, sweet, clear, and strong.
We played together as moment after moment drifted by. Finn stopped baring his teeth. Whether it was the tune that tamed him, or the fact that neither of us was approaching him, I do not know, but he relaxed. The Old Burned Man continued the melody as I put the harp down and rose.
When I got close enough, I could tell that Finn had been hurt, very badly. The blood on his coat was his own. �Twould have been impossible for a small child to inflict such damage upon a dog.
Finn�s eyes softened and his head slumped down. �The hound is bleeding,� I whispered. I knelt by the dog as the lullaby�s final note faded into silence and the Old Burned Man crept around to the other side of Finn. There he found the babe, who was sobbing quietly, like a mewling kitten.
�He�s unharmed.� The Old Burned Man cuddled the child close to his chest. The babe�s eyes were wide and his breathing strong. Placing the boy on the mattress, the bard continued to soothe him. �He�s just scared. But look,� he said, pointing to another furry mass on the far side of the child�s bed.
�Where is the foul hound?� Lord John bellowed as he charged into the room, sword drawn. He pointed his weapon at Finn and cried in anguish, �You will die now, you filthy cur!� And he raised the sword over his head, ready to swipe at the back of Finn�s bloodied neck.
�No!� I screamed with all my might. I stepped between the man and the beast, which was foolish, for Lord John was crazed. He only had eyes for the hound. Too late, I realized he would kill me in order to destroy the dog, if that�s what he had to do. �No!� I cried again, cowering now, in a useless attempt to save myself from the blow.
�My Lord!� The Old Burned Man�s ragged voice ripped through the air, louder than I�d ever heard him. He tried to grab Lord John�s arms from behind.
�I�ll have your head, man!� yelled Lord John. �The horrible beast attacked my son!�
�Nay! He did not attack! Finn did not attack the babe!� Breathlessly, I pointed behind the bed. �Can you not see?� I ran to the bed and held the child up.
The Old Burned Man did not let go of the lord. The two men struggled until finally, Lord John shifted his gaze from Finn to me and the babe.
�Look!� the Old Burned Man said, forcing Lord John�s vision to the floor near the bed.
There, bleeding on the cold stones, was a large black wolf.
�What in�� the lord began, but did not finish as he realized what had happened. The hound had not attacked the child. The wolf had. He�d probably crept in through the open tower door, though he must have been sly indeed to get inside the castle walls in the first place. And Finn had protected the babe from the wolf. The fury faded from the lord�s eyes as his sword clattered to the ground.
He ran to me, gathered the lad in his arms, and sank to the floor, weeping.
Gradually at first, so stealthily that none of us noticed, the black wolf rose slowly, teeth bared, and emitted a low, demonic growl.
We all froze. I glanced at the Old Burned Man, whose intense gaze willed me not to move, not even to breathe.
Thomas skidded into the room. He ran past the lord and the bard, straight toward me, and unknowingly placed himself between Finn and the wolf.
�Trinket! What in the world�?� Thomas gasped, bending down to the wounded dog. A snarl made him turn around.
He stepped back, but it was too late.
The wolf lunged at Thomas.
I screamed.
The wolf sank his claws into Thomas�s shoulder and pulled him roughly to the ground. Thomas cried out as he went down, but when his head slammed against the floor, he fell silent.
Whether �twas the shrieks of the quick battle or the unnatural quiet that followed that roused him, Finn, injured and bleeding though he was, sprang at the wolf. The wolf released his hold on Thomas and growled again, his dark eyes fairly screaming, I have nothing to lose now, hound. My life is forfeit. But I�ll not cross into death without taking a human child with me.
But Finn, brave, strong Finn, could not be taken down. Their fight waged on, hound versus demon-wolf, creating a barrier between poor Thomas and myself.
�Thomas!� I cried.
But he did not answer. I could see naught but his still form on the ground, a puddle of red surrounding him.
I tried to go to him, but the firm hands of the Old Burned Man held me back.
�You can�t help him if the wolf takes you as well.�
The wolf latched onto Finn�s throat, but in that instant, Lord John was there, still holding his babe in one arm and thrusting his sword into the wolf with the other.
�Look away, my son,� Lord John cried. He held the whimpering boy close, shielding his eyes from the grisly scene.
�Thomas!� I yelled, tears making it hard to see in front of me. I stumbled away from where Finn lay breathless beside the dead wolf.
Thomas was still. So still. I put my head down to feel his breath on my cheek.
So very faint. But there nonetheless. He lived.
The useless nurse returned with her lady, both gasping from running up the stairs.
�The babe!� cried the nurse, pointing to where Lord John stood with the child in his arms. Lord John�s lips moved, as if he were praying silently. The lady let out a strangled cry and then dashed across the room to her husband and their babe.
�I�m so sorry, lass. I know he was your friend,� the nurse panted as she approached Thomas and me, wiping her nose on her sleeve. �A pity to lose one so young and strong. Died like a hero, he did, trying to save the lord�s son.�
She reached for my arm.
�Go away!� I screamed, using every bit of my voice. �He�s not dead.�
But she was not to be stopped. �Mayhap not yet, but soon most likely. Wolf gashes are nasty and foul. Do ye not see all the blood on the floor?�
I held firm to Thomas, lest she try to wrestle me away. I would not leave him, and I would not let him leave me.
We had been through too much together.
�If you be so certain he is going to pass, then you best get the priest,� said the Old Burned Man. The nurse nodded, then turned and ran back down the stairs, her footsteps and wheezing fading into nothing.
I cradled Thomas�s body in my arms. He did not move.
�Trinket.�
The voice was even rougher than usual, and right against my ear.
I did not answer.
�The bargaining coin. I know you have one. I saw you rubbing it before you told your tales.� The Old Burned Man�s hand was gentle on my shoulder and he patted my hair as if he were soothing a horse.
�Do ye have it still, the bargaining coin? The faerie gold?� he persisted.
I sniffled against Thomas and nodded.
�Place it on the floor, next to Thomas,� he whispered. �Quickly, there is little time.�
I released Thomas and reached in my pocket for the warm coin. I looked over to where Lord John and his lady were still sobbing over their son, planting kisses on all his fingers and toes. They noticed nothing in the room but the babe. Finn was panting and bleeding. The sword stuck out of the wolf and glinted in the last bits of afternoon sun that streamed through the castle window.
�Quickly, now,� the Old Burned Man said. �Place it next to Thomas.�
And so I looked into the gray eyes of my father, which shone silver with unshed tears, and set the gold coin next to Thomas�s own head.
In a blink, the coin glimmered and was gone.
The blood vanished.
And Thomas�s eyelids fluttered, just like they did in the mornings when he first awoke.
�What happened?� Thomas asked, his voice raspy and tired sounding.
Then he sat up. �The wolf! Finn!� he cried, and rushed over to where the hound lay suffering.
Thomas was just as skilled with dogs as with swine. Finn let him examine his injuries and stroke his bloodied coat. ��Twill be all right, Sir Hound,� Thomas murmured. �Ye�ve done well today. Your sire would be proud.�
He knew not the danger he�d just been in. He did not even know that I had bargained his life back with the use of the coin the Faerie Queen had given me. I watched him tend the hound, as tears of gratefulness trailed down my cheeks.
When I turned around, I found the Old Burned Man staring at me.
He blinked twice, then cleared his throat and said, �You are brave, Story Lass.�
�The coin,� I said, �how did you know?�
�I thought all bards knew the tale of the bargaining coin,� he said quietly.
I should have thanked him. I should have thrown myself at his feet and thanked him a thousand times for saving Thomas.
But I had no words.
In a bluster of robes and legs, the priest and nurse bolted into the room.
�Him!� the nurse cried, pointing to Thomas. Puzzlement filled her eyes as she took in the dead wolf, the injured dog, and the quite lively boy. �He�there was blood�and he�� she sputtered.
The priest, still breathing heavily from the run up the stairway, walked over to Lord John and delivered a blessing to the babe, just as if that was the reason he�d come.
Not to bless and comfort the dying at all.
* * *
I sighed. I did not want to talk with the Old Burned Man about the things between us. I wanted only to leave this room.
Obviously, the Old Burned Man felt the same. He was no longer there.

REMORSE

That night, there was a large banquet in the great hall celebrating the hunt, the safety of Lord John�s son, and the bravery of Finn the Great.
Finn, his body striped by bandages, gnawed happily on an enormous joint of meat. I was presented with a beautiful case for my harp, crafted from the softest leather. Thomas received a pup that Finn had sired, and although it would be one more mouth to feed on the road, the protection he would offer would be quite worth it, we thought. Thomas promptly named him Pig.
The Old Burned Man was absent from the fine banquet table.
�Ah, yes, our storyteller, our Old Burned Man. Where is he? We�ve a token for him as well.� Lord John raised an elegant pillow upon which was a golden cup. Next to him, the puffy-eyed lady held the boy upon her lap. �The life of my son is beyond price,� she began, �however, we ask for the Old Burned Man to come forward and accept��
�He�s gone,� interrupted the nurse. �He�s a-packed and left from the castle.�
I should not have been surprised. But I was. I thought perhaps he would seek me out.
But he did not.
However, �twas not a helpless child who he left this time.
* * *
Thomas, Pig, and I took our leave from Castlelow the next morning. It still amazed me that Thomas bore neither scratch nor bruise nor memory of his encounter with the wolf. But I would spin it into a fine tale for him on the road. He�d be proud.
It would not be hard to catch up to the Old Burned Man, for his pace was never quick. Though I felt like I did not want to see him again, I would know the truth I had sought for so long.
And James the Bard alone could tell me the story.

THE SIXTH SONG
Hound Victorious

This song sounds best if there is a drummer in the audience who agrees to strike the beat, strong and true. If no drum can be found, spoons from the kitchen tapped against the wooden benches work almost as well.
Oh, thee, my hound,
From heaven thou come�st,
Where birds and angels
Sing.

Soft and sweet,
They bring thee down
In honey�ed arms to
Dream.

Valiant and brave,
A babe�s life to save,
Valiant and brave,
Ta-roo.

We honor thee, Finn,
Of the wheaten coat.
Of the lion heart
So true.

A nobler beast
Ne�er did roam,
To fight
The wolven doom.

Valiant and brave,
A babe�s life to save,
Valiant and brave,
Ta-rooo.



THE LAST TALE
The Storyteller and the Truth
[image: ]


THE OLD BURNED MAN SPEAKS

It took us only a day to follow his path and find him. He was sitting by his campfire, silhouetted against the last of the daylight.
�You�ve come for the tale, then, Trinket?� he asked without looking up.
�I�ve come for the truth.�
The Old Burned Man cleared his throat. His voice scattered against the clear evening air like a jar of pebbles that had been dropped.
Stories are like stars. They shine brightly for us in times of darkness. Some of them draw our attention and hold it. Some we forget, but these are no less beautiful simply because our careless minds cannot hold on to them all.
But then there are stories that burn inside of us, waiting for the right moment to be told. My dear Trinket, this story has burned inside of me for a long, long time. Finally, it can be told.

The Old Burned Man cleared his throat once again and continued.
I loved your mother. Of all the things I will tell you, this is the most important. I loved her like the sun loves the moon or a moth loves a flame. She was the best person I ever knew. Lovely Mairi-Blue-Eyes.
And I loved you, too, Trinket, with your sparkling raindrop eyes.
You must believe that I wanted to come back to you. Sometimes I think about how different all of our lives might have been had I not taken to the road to begin with. But that was my calling. �Tis the way of a bard. This is something I think you understand, now.
I left, that early spring day, prepared to travel and tell my stories until the appearance of winter�s first frost. I would have come home, bearing a small bag bursting with gold and perhaps some thread in exquisite colors for your mother to weave into fine things. But, as you know, life does not often go as planned, and the road is fraught with adventure.

The ruined eye winked.
I spent my days away from you doing what I do best, telling tales and playing songs on my harp. Yes, I had a harp once, but my fingers are now too scarred and clumsy to pluck the notes. And my voice too withered to sing the songs. A flute works best for me now.
I met Gypsies along the way and stayed with a caravan many weeks. They offered me beautiful silk, in a lovely shade of blue I thought your mother would like, if I stayed and told my stories. I sang a song to the Gypsy King�s daughter every night to lull her to sleep. She was a smallish girl plagued by bad dreams. The king wanted me to stay forever, until I refused to play for his daughter a special lullaby she�d heard me practice. I�d created that song for only one child. You.
I met all manner of creatures on my journey. I played sleeping songs for the seal people, told ancient tales to a wandering clan of banshees, and strummed jigs and reels for dancing faeries. And though I knew hundreds of tales already, I gathered a hundred more as I traveled. Some from folk in rare and unusual places, some from my own experiences. Yes, there were many of those.
But none of those tales are the one you want to hear, are they? You want the story, the reason I never went back to the small cottage by the sea. Very well. But I warn you, �tis a frightening tale, where all is not as it seems. And in truth, dear Trinket, I did go back to the cottage, not once but several times.


SO PERFECT A DAY

Most accounts of a terrifying nature begin at night. This one does not. This one begins on the most gorgeous day you could imagine. The trees were turning and the air was filled with the scent of dry leaves. The sun was not too hot nor the breeze too cool. �Twas a perfect day.
I was walking between villages, making my way to a castle whose name I cannot remember. �Twas taking longer to get to the next village than I had been told it would. But I had an apple in my pocket and a bit of cheese and a crust of brown bread. And, as I said, the day was beautiful and golden.
Through the forest came the sound of hooves pounding against the soft ground. I could feel the vibrations under my feet, traveling up through my legs. Around the bend galloped the largest horse I�d ever seen. Atop him was a gent in fine clothes and a flowing black cape.
�Good day, good sir,� I said. �Twas not unusual to meet others along the road. I�d found that being friendly to fellow travelers was the best course. However, I was no fool. I kept in my bag a large, heavy rock. Already, the rock was in my hand, hidden behind my own gray cloak.
The stranger swept down from his horse and brandished his sword. ��Twill be a good day, indeed, sir, when you give over your purse.� He smiled with his mouth, but his eyes held menace.
I hurled my rock, but the stone hit the ground behind the man. The rock had gone right through him.
I gasped as he laughed and said, �I should run you through!�
Being a bard, naturally I�d heard tales of those who, though death had visited them, chose not to pass on. I�d even told stories of those who remained in the world of the living as shadows of their former selves. Ghosts. But I�d never met one on the road.
Until now.
Perhaps his sword is but an illusion as well, I thought, though the sound of it slicing through the air above my head was real enough, as was the feel of cold steel when he held it against my throat.
�Your purse, good sir,� he said through closed teeth.
�I have no money.�
�You�d prefer to forfeit your life, then?�
�Nay. I do not wish to die.�
�Then convince me, good sir. What reason have I to let you live?�
What reason, indeed? I swallowed and thought of you and your mother. I would use whatever method I could to stay alive, to see you again. And I had but one weapon. My words.
�Do ye not become bored, sir, from time to time?� I asked.
His dark eyebrows rose in question. �What are you about?�
�I, sir, have a gift worth more than sacks full of gold.� Strangely, my fear made me brave. Perhaps you have felt this along the road as well. �A gift so fine that even the wealthiest lords pay handsomely for it.�
He rolled his eyes in disbelief, but allowed me to continue, which I took as a good sign.
�The chance to experience great adventure.�
�I am a gentleman of the road. I�ve plenty of adventure, sir.�
His voice was mocking, but I was glad for each second I managed to distract him from killing me.
I looked from side to side, as if I was imparting a sacred secret, which indeed I was. �I offer the chance to feel alive again.�
This gave the Highwayman pause.
��Tis not possible to cross back into the living and remain,� he said at last. �I have tried.�
�Nay, I am not offering life, I am but a poor bard. I could not possess a secret so amazing and majestic.�
�Then what do you offer, sir?� The sword lowered slightly, then poised over my heart.
�Feeling. I offer feeling. Would you not like to feel as if your heart were racing, as if your blood were once again thrumming through you?�
�You talk circles, sir, and I grow tired. State your intentions or meet my sword.� The tip of his sword pressed against my chest.
What had I to bargain with but my craft? And truly, I could weave a story like no other in those days. My voice was smoother than the velvet on a king�s robe. With but a whisper, I could send chills up any spine.
Were my stories fascinating enough, and could I tell them well enough, to win my life back from a ghost?
I would find out.


A YEAR AND A DAY

I should have known better. I should have known not to expect one who steals from others to honor his word. And these were his words: �I shall keep you with me, sir, until I feel what you say I will feel.� He flicked at the edge of my cloak with the tip of his sword. �Or until I grow tired of you and kill you.� He laughed without humor.
He pulled me up onto the back of his horse and we rode faster than I could imagine riding to a place I had never seen before. The trees were cold and dead, although winter�s chill had not yet touched the land. There were mists and the sky was neither dark nor light. I got down off of the horse�

The Old Burned Man noted my gasp, but continued.
�and sat upon the large rock. The Highwayman smirked and commanded me to begin.
So I did.
I began with a rollicking tale of betrayal, heroic triumph, and a magical coin. �Twas one of the old tales, from when the land was young. The kind of tale that sings in the veins, for even though parts of it are impossible to believe, every word rings true.
He feigned boredom, at first. But he could not maintain his pretense for long. When a story decides to claim you, it takes both your heart and soul during the listening.
�Too bad you did not possess such a bargaining coin,� he jested. �Mayhap you could have bargained yourself a better deal.�
I remained silent, letting the story have its final moment. Like a song, a story needs that one last note, as it flies off on the wings of the world.
�Or perhaps I could have used a coin such as that� to barter my way back��
He was thoughtful then.
A good tale always makes one thoughtful afterward.
Next he asked me to play my harp, which I did most willingly. I played lullabies guaranteed to calm and relax the fiercest of beasts. Perchance, he would doze� but even I should have known that �tis impossible to lull a ghost to sleep. For those who do not join the dead, those who stay in the shadows in between, never rest.
After that, one story per day was all that I would grant him, thinking each day he would release me.
But he did not.
He could not. I should have remembered from the old tales what happens to those who travel through magical boundaries. When I�d stepped off the horse and touched my foot to the ground, I had committed to spending�

�A year and a day.�
* * *
Yes, a year and a day on the other side.
Truly I had hundreds of stories. And I told one each day, to save myself from being run through� but sometimes�

The withered voice cracked.
Sometimes, when I felt I could go on no more, when the loneliness and longing for you got to be too much, I would tell tales that made you and your mother come alive in my heart.
I told stories of you, Trinket, and of my memories of your sweet face and clear gray eyes. I told tales of your mother�s beauty and the way her laugh made the flowers in my heart bloom.
And in desperation, I played for him the lullaby I had composed for you. Yes, the one I played for you, and only you, when you were a babe. It became his favorite and he demanded it after each tale. And so, to stay alive, I played.
You may ask what else I did on the other side. The truth? I cannot remember. Perhaps time moved differently, for the year passed more quickly than a leaf falls to the ground. I am certain that I met other souls, there on the other side, but I can recall neither their names nor their faces.
I was true to my word. The Highwayman felt for the first time since his foul life had been cut short by the hangman�s noose, years and years before. He laughed at the escapades of a luckless prince. His eyes glistened with unshed tears when the last of the great warriors was betrayed by a friend and killed. The thief, however, was not true to his word.
�The souls here are restless,� I said to him before one telling, for it was not unusual for us to converse before or after the story.
��Tis the eve of Samhain, sir. Only natural they should be excited.�
�Samhain? Already?�
�Aye.� He sat polishing his sword, though it never grew dull, so there was not much point.
�Then�� I began.
�Nay, I have not yet tired of your tales, sir.� He kept polishing. He liked the way the sword flashed with the light of the moon. �You shall stay.�
But I was determined not to.
There were few who were willing to help a mortal soul lost on the other side. Fewer still willing to cross a shade as cunning and ruthless as the Highwayman. However, luck was with me when I met the ghost of a gravedigger the next day.
�Ye don�t belong here,� said he. His hair, what was left of it, was long and white, and he walked stooped over, leaning on an ancient shovel.
�Nay, I don�t. I�d very much like to go back. �Tis Samhain, after all. Isn�t the wall between the living and the dead at its thinnest?� I asked, even though I knew this to be true from the tales I�d told.
He handed me the shovel and said, �Ye�ll do.�

The Old Burned Man nodded as if to say, Aye, �tis true.
And so, a year and a day after the Highwayman captured me, I dug a grave, captured a pooka, and rode him back across to the other side, to the land of the living.


THE WRATH OF THE HIGHWAYMAN

The Highwayman was angry, though, for he had been deprived of his prized entertainment. If I had crossed a stream or lake before he caught up with me, things might have been different.
But I did not.
Soon after the pooka let me off, I was walking through a village, down deserted streets where not a sign of life could be seen or heard. But there was light. On the outside of each house a torch burned fair and bright, perhaps to keep the ghosties away. On a night like Samhain, the torchlight was not enough.
I could hear the clip-clopping of his horse�s hooves, not behind me but as if he was next to me, or on a nearby street.
I tried to hide in a doorway, but I could not flatten myself enough. The clip-clopping echoed between the buildings, louder and louder still. The Highwayman was advancing. I started banging on the door.
�Let me in! Please! I beg you!� I shrieked. I am not proud of the fear I felt nor of the way I screamed. I could hear stirring in the house, and the door opened but a crack. Staring up at me, through the narrowest of slivers, was a clear gray eye.

He paused and stared off, then gazed into a different set of clear gray eyes.
�Mum,� said a tiny voice, �there�s a man here at the door. Sore a-feared he looks. Should we let him in then?�
�Please,� I begged. �He comes for me. The Highwayman comes!�
�That�s exactly the reason we shan�t let you in!� cried a stern voice on the other side of the door, which was being pushed against me hard. �Ye think I�m a fool?�
I gave a shove and tumbled into the house and closed the door behind me. The wood was rough and my hand was filled with splinters from all my banging.
�How dare ye bring the wrath of the other side down upon my wee home!� yelled a woman with her hair stretched back so tight as to pull her eyes apart. �What are ye thinking? Me here with only me daughter.� She probably would have sobbed had she not been so angry with me.
And I didn�t blame her. What had I been thinking, bringing the horrible Highwayman to the doorstep of a mother and her lass? I thought of another mother and lass left home alone.
Another lass with cool gray eyes.
The Highwayman laughed, the sound harsh and cruel. The mother and her child huddled close together, and I crouched behind the door, cursing myself for involving this innocent family in my struggle with the dark side.
We heard a crash, as if something had been thrown upon the roof of the cottage. Then smoke, light at first, but quickly growing thicker and darker, engulfed the room. The thatch on the roof must have been dry, for it erupted in flames like a bonfire. I heard the girl cry and the mother yelling at the girl to stay close, but I couldn�t see anything in the dense black smoke.
There were screams, naturally. And I am certain some of them were mine. I only knew that I had to get the woman and child out of the house before it was too late. I grabbed them to me, though my own cloak was ablaze, and somehow found a way out of the fiery cottage.

He was silent for a long time, and his eyes filled with unshed tears.
The next thing I knew, I was wrapped in bandages, feeling like I was still aflame. I could barely see and my skin was red, blistered, and painful, indeed.
The woman and the girl with gray eyes had been saved from the fire. I had rescued them, though �twas my own fault their cottage was burned by the vengeful Highwayman. Lesser folk would have turned me out, injured or not. But the woman was a healer. And so she practiced her remedies and potions upon my hideous burns.
They looked after me, filling my dry mouth with cool water and restorative broth, keeping my bandages fresh and applying ointment as I would let them. �Twas sore painful, to be true.
My harp was destroyed in the blaze, as were my hopes of seeing you again.
But time heals. If it does nothing else, time does that.
Slowly, the anger I felt at being horribly disfigured, and their anger at me for causing the roof of their cottage to be torched, melted away as a cautious friendship grew. I told them about you, you know. They did not understand why I could not someday go back to you.
But I could not.
I left your mother and you a whole man. A handsome man. How was I to return, a shell of my former self?
Thus, I stayed in the strange village, hidden from view, as the healing ointments and remedies gradually did their work. Until one day the girl woke afrightened in the night and asked me to tell her a nice tale to help her sleep.
And so the stories came to me, again.
I had no harp, but the woman carved me a flute and I told stories and played. Although my body would forever be scarred, my heart was healing.
I no longer possessed the handsome looks of a young man, but instead a destroyed face and ruined white hair. So, I called myself the Old Burned Man and took to the road once more. My fame as a teller grew. Far more fame than I had ever known as my former self. Perhaps folks were intrigued by my scarred face and body. I know not, but with that fame, I gained courage.
Mayhap enough courage to go back.


RETURN

The woman and child begged me not to return to you and your mother. True, once they had encouraged such a reunion, but we had grown fond of each other and they feared losing my company, and quite possibly my purse, for many a lord paid amply for my tales. My guilt would not allow me to keep much for myself, so the woman and child were well cared for. But I had to go back. I had to.
And so I returned to that little cottage by the sea and watched from afar, too self-conscious to show my hideous face. I kept hidden behind my gray cloak and watched.
Oh, your mother was so beautiful!
Mairi-Blue-Eyes tended the sheep and sheared their wool. She carded the wool in the evening whilst sitting on a stool outside the cottage. The sunlight caught the gold in her hair as she smiled. And you, Trinket, you played at her feet, or danced. Or sang. Even then, you had a voice that carried on the wind, true and sure.
As I watched, I felt a tear on my cheek. She no longer needed me. You no longer needed me.

The Old Burned Man put up his hand. He did not wish to be interrupted.
It had been more than three years since I�d seen either of you. Much of a year spent tale-telling, one year spent on the other side, and over a year spent healing from my wounds, for I even had to learn to walk again! And I realized that your lives had gone on during that time. Mayhap you would not even remember�

Again the hand went up.
* * *
Whether it was the wrong decision or not, it was the one I made. I would not be a burden to your mother nor an embarrassment to my child. I had left the village a strapping, handsome man. James the Bard. Now I was so scarred and twisted, folks thought I was aged. And pitiful.
I journeyed from then on. Village to castle. Castle to Gypsy camp. Gypsy camp to manor house, and all sorts of dwellings in between. The stories were my life now, even though I could not help myself from looking in on you, and you�d blush if you knew how I swelled with pride at how you grew. Tall, strong, and filled with such promise.
I left things from time to time, on the back step, small bags of gold and such. Once I left a small silver mirror given to me by a princess who liked my tales. Mayhap you remember it?

An ever-so-slight nod.
Now the story becomes even more tragic, for a chance encounter with the Faerie Queen convinced me of my selfishness.
�Do you really believe,� she said after listening to a story. (For the faerie folk are always around when there is a tale to be told. Watch for the way the light moves in the corners of the room, or the way the trees sway just so. That is them.) �Do you really believe that your wife and child only loved your looks? Are you foolish enough to think they would not care for you? The true you that lurks beneath the damage?�
At least, I think she said these words to me. I�d fallen asleep after telling the tale, near a perfectly round mound, dotted with the most lovely flowers. I awoke after dreaming of you and your mother and hearing the Faerie Queen�s words. I knew then that I would return. However, I was struck ill, which happens often. My throat never healed well and I spend many weeks each year nursing myself through fever. By the time I went to visit you again, your mother had died and you were gone.
If I live to be one hundred, I will never forgive myself for not taking the risk sooner that she would reject me, just to see her alive once more.

* * *
There was silence for a long time. What words could be left? At length, he cleared his throat and continued.
Then I heard of a girl with a white harp, a Story Lass, traveling with a grubby boy, and I thought, Could it be her? Could it be Trinket?

The words were but whispers.
So I began to follow your trail, though illness and my scarred legs made me too slow to catch up to you, until you came to Castlelow.
And now you know, daughter, what became of your father.
Now you know.
Most stories have only one ending, but at this moment, this particular story has two. Two possible endings.

James the Bard stood, bowed slightly, and excused himself.

THE FIRST ENDING

I looked over to where the Old Burned Man was resting. He�d spilled his heart out, that much was true. Admitting to low feelings such as cowardice and vanity was most likely difficult. Cowardice, as he was not brave enough to return to my mother and me in time. Vanity, in assuming that we would reject him based upon his appearance.
It had taken courage, yes, to confess these things.
But perhaps it was a case of far too little, far too late.
Did he not remember my mother had died? Could he have saved her from the illness had he been there?
We would never know.
Therein lay the poison. We would never know.
It no longer bothered me to look at his scars, for they were as much a part of him as his eyes or his nose. No, it was not his physical appearance that bothered me. I could not look at him because he angered me still. Still.
I would not look at him because that would mean forgiving him. Forgiving him for abandoning me.
I motioned to Thomas to gather our things.
�Why, Trinket, we just got��
I silenced him with a glare.
I felt the Old Burned Man�s gaze and eventually returned it. I glanced at him with as little emotion as possible, then looked away, as if he were something insignificant, like an earthworm or a small beetle crawling among the dried grass.
From the corner of my eye, I saw him nod in understanding.
The Old Burned Man bent down and petted Thomas�s pup. Thomas clasped hands with the Old Burned Man, as grown men do, then walked over to stand beside me.
I turned in the direction of the road.
I did not wave.
I did not look back.

THE SECOND ENDING

The second ending, were I to choose it, would be more difficult.
I let the silence settle around me, comforting like the cloak my mother had made for me. Thomas knew better than to disturb my thoughts, and the Old Burned Man, well, he was intelligent in the ways of people.
The question was, could I forgive him?
Could I?
I knew in my heart it was the right thing to do. I knew I should.
But could I?
Would I always, when I looked upon his scars, feel my blood seethe beneath the surface? Would I blame him for the death of my mother? Not that he could have prevented her illness, but perhaps he could have been there. He could have been there for me.
And I would not have been so alone.
Is there anything worse than being alone?
There was a time when I thought not. But now I was uncertain. I had managed fine with just myself and Thomas. Now we even had Pig. We had made our own family. And a person didn�t need much if they had someone as loyal as Thomas by their side.
I did not need a father.
But did I, perhaps, still want a father? Not an imaginary one who lived on pirate ships or lulled dragons to sleep. But a real father. A damaged, disfigured, and remorseful man who somehow still managed to touch my soul with his words and touch my heart with his own.
I could not imagine what it cost him to tell me his tale.
Perhaps, one day, I could tell him mine.
* * *
I readied my sack, but I did not leave.
We had food aplenty that night. The Old Burned Man taught Thomas how to set a snare and he�d captured a fine rabbit, which they roasted on a stick over the fire. �Twas tasty, and it is always easier to think when your belly isn�t growling. I watched the Old Burned Man eat carefully, out of the corner of my eye. He handed little bits of food to Pig and laughed as the pup stood on his hind legs, trying to get the morsels.
�Look, he�s a dancer,� he said.
And then he smiled.
The Old Burned Man�s smile reached all the way to his eyes. Eyes that were silver gray, just like mine. And when he smiled, he didn�t look like a gruesome, scarred man.
He looked like my father.
James the Bard.
In that instant, the tiniest sliver of memory came to me and I saw him kissing my mother goodbye. I felt him pat me on the head.
He could feel that I was staring at him and he turned toward me.
�Where is it you�ll be traveling to, then, Trinket?� he asked quietly.
�I do not know, I�ll have to look at the old map��
His eyes grew wide and he interrupted me.
�The map? You have my map?�
�Aye,� I said. �You left it.� I took the leather canister from my bag and placed it in his hands.
�I always wondered where it was. Thought I�d lost it along the road somewhere. And here you had it.� He unrolled the map with care and pointed to a place east of Castlelow. �We are here.� He paused for a moment, then added, �The question is: Where next?�
There was something in his voice that just might have been hope.
�I am not yet certain,� I said, making up my mind at last. �I have many more stories to learn� Father.�

THE SEVENTH SONG
Of Baubles and Trinkets

My father�s lullaby
A chest of gold,
For thee, my sweet,
A chest of jewels
To lay at thy feet.

For no other lass
In all the land
Can tame the world
With but her hand.

Thy eyes like drops
Of crystal rain,
I know thy heart
But not thy name.

So take my gifts,
But darling dear,
And come with me,
There�s naught to fear.

And I shall give thee,
My one true love,
The blessings of
The morning dove.

And in return,
For days long gone,
The nightingale
Will sing her song.

There is no trinket,
Bauble, nor pearl
Can match the grace
Of thee, sweet girl.



AND SO�

Seasons change.
So must we.
That which we hold on to so tightly eventually withers in our hands, and it is time to let go.
Time to let the winds carry the pieces away. For mayhap the small pieces are seeds. Seeds that will find a new, fertile ground somewhere to take root and sprout.
I took the small handful of seeds I had been clutching and cast them to the winds. Some took to the air; some fell in the nearby grass.
And one fell by my foot.
Only to be spirited away by a small bluebird.
* * *
�Do not judge by appearances,� my mother had told me on the mountain overlooking Crossmaglin, �for something pure and good may reside under old, crabbed wrapping.�
And so I was learning to see past the scars and sadness of my father and into his mending heart.
�Forgive.� Her words drifted around me as she became a part of the evening sky.
And so I would learn to.
* * *
�Come now, Trinket,� said Thomas.
�Aye,� said my father. �Your harp is itching to be played again, and I know of a village not too far, just o�er the hills. They are soon to celebrate the marriage of their lord to a mysterious lass. Some say she�s a Gypsy.�
�Aye,� I said, repeating it in just the way my father had said it. ��Tis time.�
* * *
It took us three days to travel to the wedding of Feather and Lothar. Three days of getting used to a different rhythm on our journeys, for there were three of us now, instead of two, although Thomas would claim there were four. He counted Pig as a person.
Banners of crimson and gold were displayed up and down the narrow streets of Foresthill. This marriage was more a festival than a solemn ceremony.
And when I finally got to see Feather, she looked truly happy.
�Little Trinket, you have grown much,� she said, taking me by the hands and twirling me around.
I stepped back. She was right. I had grown. No longer was I timid Trinket, the girl who searched for a father. Now I was Trinket the Story Lass. I had learned from a Gypsy girl to follow the calling in my blood and make my own future. I had been to the isle of the seal people and earned my harp. I had followed a young banshee to hear words from my dead mother. I had played music for the Faerie Queen and won a reward. I had traveled through the wall between the living and the dead with the help of a pooka. I had saved the lives of a loyal hound and my best friend.
And I had found my father.
�Trinket, will you play your harp for the wedding and tell us a tale?� Feather asked me. I looked at my father, and he nodded.
So I sat and strummed my harp. The notes rose up from my heart, out through the air, and into the coolness of the evening as a smile played upon Feather�s lips.
I smiled back and cleared my throat, for now I did indeed have a tale or two for her.
For that is what I do.
That is who I am:
Trinket the Story Lass.

AUTHOR�S NOTE

I drew heavily from Celtic folklore (Irish, Scottish, and Welsh) when creating Trinket�s stories, attempting to weave in bits of magic from the tales I heard as a child, researched as a grownup, and told to audiences myself as a professional storyteller. A good seanachai (Gaelic for storyteller) always flavors a story upon the retelling with a bit of her own soul.
The Gypsies and the Seer. Often I have wondered about seeing into the future. If I could, would I want to know what my future held? Those born with �the sight� appear often in folklore, and in ancient times, many a king had his own personal fortune-teller. The seventh daughter of a seventh daughter (or the seventh son of a seventh son) is said to be gifted with �the sight� in many cultures.
The Harp of Bone and Hair. Harps made from bones and hair have appeared in folktales all over the world. More often than not, the bones used are human. However, there is an old tale of a babe stolen by faeries and a mother who bargains with a harp made from a sea creature�s bones, which is the basis for this story. Famed storyteller Sorche Nic Leodhas collected a version of this tale, called �The Stolen Bairn and the Sidhe.� Of course, because of my fascination with seals, selkies found their way into the mix in my version. Selkies, the seal people, are common in Irish and Scottish folklore, and are often called roans or silkies.
The Wee Banshee of Crossmaglin. When I first researched banshees (back when I was about Trinket�s age), I remember wondering if they were always ladies, or if there were ever child banshees. I could find no evidence of banshee children, but then, maybe those who know did not survive to tell the tale. I named my village Crossmaglin, which is similar to the real village of Crossmaglen in Ireland, because I love how that name sounds. However, my imaginary village with its Banshee�s Tower bears no resemblance to the real town of Crossmaglen.
The Faerie Queen and the Gold Coin. I knew a former Irish priest who, when my daughters were first learning Irish dance, claimed that the best Irish dancers could complete their steps on the face of a penny, or so his old aunt had told him. I later learned that in truth, dancers would often pound large horse nails into the bottoms of their shoes to create sound when they danced, or even the occasional coin. Perhaps Orla was the first. As for the faerie folk, they have always been known as fine dancers and dangerous competitors. Irish poet and playwright W. B. Yeats collected many stories about the faeries.
A Pig Boy, a Ghost, and a Pooka. Oftentimes stories get jumbled up in the telling, where elements from one tale meld into the next. The term �highwayman� wasn�t really in favor until the eighteenth century, although robbery along the road has been a danger since the creation of roads. There is a famous poem, �The Highwayman� by Alfred Noyes, which is hauntingly lovely, though the highwayman in my story is far less noble. As for the pooka, he is perhaps the most misunderstood creature of Celtic folklore. A shape-shifter who can be a wolf or an eagle, he is most often known as a horse who can talk with humans. Whether his intention be good or foul depends upon the story (and the pooka). In some places, the pooka�s share is still left out for him on Samhain (the ancient name for the holiday we call Halloween). I visited a graveyard in the west of Ireland called Aghadoe, and though no ghosts came out to haunt me, the image of the graveyard with its crumbling headstones still does. So I rearranged the letters a bit and made Agadhoe the name of my town.
The Old Burned Man and the Hound. There is an ancient Welsh tale called �BeddGelert,� about a brave hound that protects a royal babe but is killed by the king, who unfortunately misunderstands the situation. There is even a monument to this dog in Snowdon, Wales. I always hoped they got the story wrong, and that the brave dog lived. The great thing about being a storyteller is you can create a better ending.
The Storyteller and the Truth.A year and a day is a magical unit of time. Some legends hold that marriages can be dissolved after a year and a day or that perhaps the dead can return in special circumstances, but only for this length of time.
As with all tales, the true meaning of each story is for the listener to determine. And though I enjoy researching folktales, I do not claim to be a folklorist. Just a simple storyteller with a desire to pass along the magic of stories, hoping they�ll reside in your hearts and minds for more than just a year and a day.
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