
        
            [image: cover]
        

    

 




The Tales of Tanglewood

Book Two: The Curse of Satyr Stump

Scott Michael Kessman

 


All Rights Reserved © 2010

Published by Author, Scott Kessman at
Smashwords

 


 


Smashwords Edition, License Notes

 


This ebook is licensed for your personal
enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to
other people. If you would like to share this book with another
person, please purchase an additional copy for each person. If
you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not
purchased for your use only, then please return to Smashwords.com
and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work
of this author.

 


 


Official Website

www.talesoftanglewood.com

 


 


Many of the words used in
The Tales of Tanglewood are derived from a combination of Gaelic
and Celtic languages, including Irish Gaelic, Manx Gaelic, and
Scottish Gaelic.

 


Much of the Gaelic language
is often spelled drastically different than how it is spoken.
Because of this, the Gaelic words used in Tales of Tanglewood have
been spelled how they should sound, rather than correct spellings,
except in the case of 'Lon Dubh', described below.

 


dru-caint
- tree-speak, the ability to speak to the
trees

 


fey - another name used to describe faery folk

 


ferrish - fairy, elf, naughty child

 


gille - youth, young one

 


kynney deiney
- A Manx Gaelic term used to describe the human
race, humankind.

 


Lon Dubh - pronounced Lon Doov - means "black bird"

 


Sahwen – actually spelled “Samhain”; the Celtic word for “summer’s
end” (Halloween)

 


sheeaghan
- fairy spirit, used in this book as the name for
the watch-birds of Tanglewood, usually blackbirds and mourning
doves

 


sheehogue
- one of many names used to classify all the
faery folk of Tanglewood.

 


shee-feeder
- "shee", meaning fairy spirit, combined with
"feeder", a rough term for spider, used in this book as the name
for a particularly nasty creature.
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A Sahwen moon rides high
this night, The Lon Dubh plays a merry tune,

The sheehogue gather by
fire’s
light

to dance beneath a Sahwen
moon.

 


The woods are dark to all
who seek them; their revelry is not for all.
They’ll bar your
way with thorn and gloom, protected by a Sahwen moon.

 


But if you are of kindred
spirit

The ring of faerie folk
will part

And invite you to the
faerie feast

Held beneath a Sahwen
moon.

 


The faerie cakes are
passed around while tales are told of legends old.

The mead is sweet, the fey
are bold; they dance beneath a Sahwen moon.

 


 



Prologue

The Second
Tale…



Autumn had settled
comfortably over Tanglewood, spreading its colorful fingers wide
and summoning forth a transformation of startling elegance.
Overhead, the luxurious green canopy had thinned rapidly, allowing
beams of bright sunlight to pierce the widening gaps and gently
kiss the earth below. The trees and foliage that once painted the
landscape with many hues of rich greens had added additional colors
to their palate. The leaves that still remained on the trees were
splashed with a marvelous spectrum of reds, yellows, and oranges, a
few pinks and purples, and everything in between.

In the early hours of the
day, the forest glistened under a delicate coating of morning dew,
and the leaves sparkled when they caught the sunlight, adorning the
branches like dangling jewels. The many that had already fallen
decorated the pathways, creating a patchwork of vibrant colors
along the forest floor.

I enjoyed the warming site
as I strolled casually along the path, crunching the leaves beneath
my heavy feet. I grasped a tall walking stick in my left hand, and
a soothing flask of hot blackberry tea in my right, which helped
banish the sleep from my eyes. It had become somewhat of a morning
ritual to step outside and embark upon a brief walk before settling
down to begin another day of writing.

It was a peaceful morning,
as it often is in Tanglewood. Last night, a gentle rain had fallen,
and some areas of the pathway were still slippery with mud. Had I
not been occasionally looking down in an effort to avoid the deeper
mud, I might not have seen the footprints.

To be more precise, they
were hoof prints, and quite large, almost equal to those of a
horse. But upon closer inspection, I could easily tell that no
horse had made these tracks. For one thing, the imprints were
cloven, and judging their placement, the creature that made these
tracks walked on two legs, not four.

Such an oddity did not
surprise me; this was Tanglewood, after all, and the fey were many
and varied. But never before had I known one to come so close to
this area, which was somewhat of a sanctuary. I believe Monohan had
placed some sort of enchantment over his home and the surrounding
area to ward off curious sheehogue that may not be as friendly as
others. But the druid was gone, and I had to admit that I was
rather nervous.

The strange tracks
disappeared completely before I could completely discern whether
the fey that had made them had left the area or not. Either it had
stepped more lightly, or the ground had been too solid to allow any
more impressions to be made.

I decided to return back to
the clearing and the safety of Monohan’s home. I had not wandered
far, and I would feel better with a sturdy door set firmly betwixt
myself and whatever else might be roaming the ‘wood this
morning.

Stepping lightly but
quickly, I made my way back along the path. As I did so, I sensed
movement within the woods to my left. I stopped in my tracks and
looked about, scanning the perimeter with as much scrutiny as my
old eyes could muster, and listened intently to the surrounding
noises of the ‘wood.

Several moments passed, and
I could detect nothing hiding within the undergrowth, and no noise
reached my ears other than the many birdcalls overhead. The birds
themselves did not seem to share my concern. That did not
necessarily mean there was nothing there, however. The sheehogue
were quite adept at hiding, and the morning mist had not completely
dissipated, further obscuring my vision and providing suitable
cover for anything that might be seeking to remain
concealed.

Whatever it was, I hoped it
would remain there, and pay me no mind as I returned to the
clearing, and the immense beech tree in which Monohan had made his
home.

I made no effort to stay
quiet. If one of the fey was lurking about within the ‘wood, then
it surely knew I was here.

Ahead, a cluster of juniper
trees lined the pathway, and heavy branches laden across each
other, forming a small tunnel of sorts. Just beyond was the
clearing.

A sudden rush of movement
directly to my left startled me. I barely had time to turn in an
attempt to defend myself from the large form that towered
menacingly over me.

Had I been more experienced
in the ‘wood, I might have been better able to ward off the
oncoming attack. But alas, I was just the Scribe, and possessed no
other skills that would serve me better at the moment.

I managed only to hold out
my walking stick as a meager defense. A strong blow knocked it from
my hand and cracked it in two as though it were as brittle as the
dried leaves I stood upon.

A heavy weight drove me to
the ground and held me there. I struggled only a moment before
realizing that any attempt to move was pointless.

I dared open my eyes, and
found a set staring back at me. They were tinged yellow, with
reddish-brown pupils, and their forbidding coldness quickly stole
the warmth away from my body.

The creature spoke softly,
but there was no denying the intimidating strength in its
words.

“Who are you? How do you
come to be in these woods?”

Surprisingly, I found the
courage to answer.

“I came through the
Gateway. The birch trees.”

It’s eyes narrowed as its
lips curled into a sneer. “Did you?”

I nodded.

The beast atop me closed
its eyes and sniffed my breath. A moment passed, and when it opened
its eyes again, they were no less bitter.

“There is nothing of the
fey about you.”

I nodded again. “If you
mean my blood, you are correct. But I am told by Monohan the druid
that I possess a Soul of the ‘Wood.”

At this, I saw its eyes
relax but a little.

Another moment passed, and
it said, “Perhaps you do.”

It released its hold on me
and stood. It made no offer to help me to my own feet. As I pushed
myself off the ground, trying to quell my wavering legs, I saw at
last what had stalked me and knocked me down.

Two muscular legs, covered
in coarse fur, supported an equally muscular torso. The creature’s
face was slightly hidden in shadow, but the sunlight highlighted
two horns protruding from its forehead, and the telltale hooves in
place of feet.

There was no questioning
what manner of fey stood before me. It was a satyr, and its stern
expression was one of stone as it studied me.

I tried my best to compose
myself. There was obviously no point in trying to run, as the satyr
could probably take me down again effortlessly. But I also somehow
understood that the satyr would not attempt to harm me
again.

As I brushed away the bits
of leaves and dirt that still clung to my clothing, the satyr spied
my flask lying on the ground nearby, and retrieved it.

The remainder of the tea
had spilled, but the scent of it was still strong.

The satyr inhaled deeply
from the opening of the flask.

“Blackberry tea,” it said.
“It has been a very long time since I have tasted it.”

“I can make you some,” I
replied. Apparently, common sense had missed its cue. Did I really
dare to invite this beast into my home?

The satyr offered me the
slightest of smiles. At least, I hoped it was a smile.

“I’m looking for the one
they call the Scribe,” the satyr said, handing me the flask. “If
you know of Monohan, then perhaps you know of the Scribe as
well.”

I had to admit, I was
puzzled, and still more than a bit tense. What the satyr might want
with me, I could not fathom. But it would do me no good to lie. I
had a feeling it could smell deception as easily as it had
recognized the odor of the tea.

“I am the
Scribe.”

If the satyr was surprised,
he did not reveal it. He remained expressionless, but
nodded.

“I would hear a tale,” he
said.

Now I was surprised, and I
did not hide it as easily as the satyr did. But at least now I knew
the reason for the satyr’s appearance, and I was able to calm my
heart, which I realized had been steadily pounding against my
chest.

“I would be happy to tell
you one,” I said, “but I only know what the trees have told
me.”

The satyr ignored me. “I
would hear a tale of Colin, Blood of the Fey.”

There was no mistaking the
satyr’s tone. It was clearly more of a demand than a request. I
shuddered to think what the satyr’s reaction might be were I to
refuse.

Still, I would be more than
willing to grant the satyr’s request, as I was always ready to hear
more of Colin, the boy with the Blood of the Fey.

Unfortunately, my
conversations with the ‘wood were usually purely one-sided. I could
listen to the weird and wonderful voices of the trees, but as I was
unable to talk back to them, I found myself at their mercy as to
what they wished to reveal.

“Sometimes,” I told the
satyr, “the trees will tell me what I wish to know. More often than
not, they speak of Colin.”

The satyr seemed satisfied
with this, but I quickly added, “But not always.”

This did not concern the
satyr. “I think they will oblige you this time,” he
stated.

I wondered how he might
have known that, but somehow knew I would not receive an answer
should I deign to ask him the question.

I managed a small sigh.
Such mysteries, though somewhat irritating
at times, were no longer unusual.

During my time in the
‘wood, residing in the comforting shelter of Monohan’s tree, I’d
gotten used to the druid’s cryptic ramblings and riddles. He had a
penchant for disclosing as little information as
possible.

I think he took particular
amusement in toying with me, answering my questions with more
questions, or worse yet, riddles that seemed to make no sense. I
think he did it on purpose just to watch my expression change. I
knew it was lighthearted fun on his part; he meant no harm by it. I
often caught him suppressing a few chuckles as I pestered him for
more information about Tanglewood. Still, it frustrated me that he
kept his knowledge of the ‘wood guarded, like the squirrels
hoarding their nuts for the coming winter.

Listen to the trees, he
would always eventually say, and then I knew I would gather no more
answers from him. And so, with little choice as to do otherwise, I
would listen to the trees, to their low rumbling tones that
reverberated within my bones and made images rise to the surface of
mind. I’d gotten used to this method of receiving information as
well.

I have to admit, I was a
mite jealous of Colin, who possessed the dru-cainnt; the ability to
communicate with the trees on a deeper level than I. It was a
talent he was just beginning to learn during my First Tale, but it
was bound to grow stronger in time.

I was also jealous of his
youth, and of the fact that he had found Tanglewood so easily, when
I had searched for evidence of the fey for so very, very long, and
in fact had given up hope. I was old now, and even though my time
in Tanglewood and the continued sustenance of the tea had chased
away the weariness from my bones, I would likely never be able to
romp through the ‘wood as exuberantly as young Colin.

But I at least had my own
important part to play in the history of the ‘wood, and it was
nothing to frown upon.

If you remember my first
tale, then you’ll also remember that Monahan had sought me out
specifically, drawn me to Tanglewood, and appointed me The Scribe.
I was given the task of hearing the tales of Tanglewood, and
putting them to paper, so that a proper history might be recorded
and instilled within the Well of Knowledge, a sacred place deep
within the heart of the ‘wood.

You might think this a
boring, tedious task; sitting within the confines of the tree,
remarkable as it is, and spending countless hours writing about
other’s experiences in Tanglewood instead of living my
own.

However, through my
communication with the trees of the ‘wood, I was able to live
Colin’s adventures as though I had walked beside him through them
all. I saw all the wonderful sites glimpsed by his own eyes,
feeling his elation and his wonderment as much as my own. I also
felt his fear as well when he was captured by Ailil, the king of
the sprites, and his frightening ordeal in the Below. And I
breathed a heavy sigh of relief as the trees regaled me with the
story of Colin’s magical performance with the Lon Dubh whistle in
Thorn Grove, in which peace was renewed between Ailil and Cox, the
king of the brownies.

I longed to hear more, and
apparently the satyr also yearned to hear a tale of
Colin.

“Well then, friend satyr,
let us go to the tree, and I shall tell of Colin, should the trees
oblige me, as you say they will.”

The satyr nodded, and we
began walking back along the remainder of the path. The satyr
paused for a moment, and then reached into the undergrowth. He
pulled forth a long, stout branch that must have fallen from one of
the trees. “Allow me to offer you a new walking stick,” he said,
handing it to me.

“Thank you,” I replied,
humbly accepting the stick.

We returned to the clearing
a moment later, and I found that the door set within the immense
trunk of the old beech tree remained open, as I had left it. All
else within the clearing appeared much the same as well, but
something still troubled my mind.

Despite the bright sun, the
morning was a chilly one, and the smoldering remains of last
night’s kindling would not keep the interior of the tree warm for
very long. The iron teakettle on the pivoting arm beside the hearth
had likely already cooled, and I certainly couldn’t serve the satyr
cold tea! I’d have to fetch more wood soon. Or perhaps today I
would use some peat instead.

The peat was made of
compressed vegetation, gathered from a bog and formed into crude
bricks. Monohan had cautioned me to use it sparingly, or I would
find myself having to gather wood daily in the middle of winter.
The peat was meant to be kept in reserve, used in the winter when
the regular firewood ran low.

Still, there was nothing
quite like the smell of a peat-fire. When burning, the small bars
of dark turf illuminated the hearth with glowing embers, and
released a rich, earthy aroma, the scent of nature and the oldest
of fey that were at home deep in the ‘wood. And when coupled with a
warm mug of blackberry tea, well, there simply was no
comparison.

The very thought of such
delights chased away my lingering concerns and I easily convinced
myself that one or two bars of peat would not deplete Monohan’s
stock too much.

“Where is Monohan the
druid,” the satyr asked as we approached the tree.

“He departed the area some
time ago,” I answered, “on a matter of some urgency. He may not be
back for several weeks, at least. I wish I could tell you where he
might be going and what he might be up to, but he told me very
little as he left, (as he often does), and only remarked that there
were things he must attend to.”

The satyr nodded, but if he
possessed any more knowledge on the subject, he did not offer
it.

Instead, he asked me more
about Colin, and what had transpired after the boy had played the
Lon Dubh and mended the rift between Cox and Ailil.

“You know of that tale?” I
asked, surprised.

“I know some of it. But I
wish to know more.”

“Well, after that, things
in Tanglewood were rather uneventful. Colin returned to the ‘wood
often that summer, spending many days fishing and exploring parts
of the ‘wood with Ailfrid, or talking with Bairtlemead Muffingrow.
The druid had become not just a friend, but somewhat of a teacher
as well.

“Sometimes, the elfin girl
Deidre would join them, but she was also often quite busy, seeing
to the affairs of her father and the elders, as she had recently
been initiated into a higher order among their kind. As you might
know, the elves are a secretive lot, keeping mainly to themselves
in Primrose Valley, but using the sheeaghan to keep watch over much
of what transpires in Tanglewood.”

The satyr grunted, but I
could not tell if it was a grunt of acknowledgement or
distaste.

I bade the satyr to enter
the tree, and then followed behind. I left the door open so that
the bright sunlight would find itself welcome in Monohan’s home as
well.

As I walked through the
doorway, a subtle wind caressed the branches of the surrounding
trees. A faint tickle brushed up against the soft edge of my
thoughts, urging me to return to the table and take up my quill
once again.

It was then that I knew for
certain I was to be told another tale of Colin. I was thankful that
I would be able to satisfy the satyr’s subtle command.

Before doing so, I made
sure to tend to the fire. As I did that, the satyr took a seat at
the sturdy table in the center of the tree, which was formed from
the substance of the inner tree itself.

“Do you reside nearby?” I
inquired, daring a bit of small talk.

The satyr obliged me. “I
did once, long ago. But I have been away for a very long time.
Tanglewood is…different than I remember it. I am hoping your tale
will make me feel…connected once more with the ‘wood.”

I nodded, also hoping it
would be so. After the teakettle had been suitably reheated, I
quickly refilled my mug and offered another to the satyr. It seemed
rather small in his large hands, but he accepted it graciously, and
I found myself more at ease.

I sat myself down at the
table across from the satyr and wasted no more time. Opening up my
senses to the old voices, I welcomed them into my mind; the low,
rumbling chant of the earth, and the soft winds that eased gently
through the waving foliage, foreign whispers in my head that I was
easily able to interpret.

Just as fall was steadily
encroaching upon Tanglewood now, it had of course done so many
times before, and it was the beginning of this crisp season in
which Colin had found great adventure and serious danger in
Tanglewood once more…

 



Chapter One

Back to
Tanglewood!



It was the third Friday of
October. Colin had already finished his dinner and bid his parents
goodbye. Stepping onto a light path that led from his yard into the
large expanse of woods behind his house, a smile spread slowly
across his face.

He was never happier than
he was when he was on his way to Tanglewood.

Colin’s weekdays were spent
at school, where although his body was held captive behind dull
gray walls, his mind was able to escape to a faraway place where
fantasy dispelled reality and homework never existed. He did not
mind being picked last for teams in gym class, he did not care when
the other boys teased him because he was too quiet, and he did not
respond when his father asked him why he never brought home any
friends to play with.

He did have friends. He
longed to tell his parents about Ailfrid, the ferrish, a boy like
himself, only with eyes the color of pure silver, and two small
horns atop his head, peeking through sandy hair. And there was
Deidre, the raven-haired elfin girl who had helped Colin and
Ailfrid on their quest to retrieve the Lon Dubh whistle from the
small-in-size but large-in-energy brownies. And of course, there
was Bairtlemead Muffingrow, the friendly druid who had promised to
show Colin how to better use his newfound magical ability, the
dru-cainnt. Bairtlemead had also hinted that there may be
additional magics lurking within Colin’s blood, but they had yet to
be discovered.

And then there was the
mystery of Colin’s blood itself, the Blood of the Fey. How Colin
had come to have fey blood mingled with his own was still a tale
waiting to be told. It was bound to be a tale much more interesting
than what seemed like another endless history lesson, at the very
least.

“Colin? Colin, are you
paying attention?” The teacher’s words often intruded upon his
thoughts, chasing away his daydreams and bringing the classroom
back into focus. The confines of the school seemed muted and
lifeless when compared with the savored memories of Tanglewood. The
only enjoyable sight ever to be found within the classroom was a
cloud of floating dust motes, glistening in the sunlight that
streamed through the windows. They reminded Colin of dandelion
spores, being pushed lazily through the air by calming breezes
blowing softly along the banks of Copper Stream.

Secretly longing for the
strength (or perhaps a bit of fey magic) to knock down the
surrounding walls and escape into the wild trees of Tanglewood,
Colin would always sigh and mumble an apology to the teacher.
Returning to his schoolwork, he tried to avoid continually looking
at the clock.

Mondays at school were like
a slow-moving line of cars, in which Colin found himself seated in
the very last vehicle, afraid he would never reach his destination.
Tuesdays were substantially the same, with little ground gained.
Wednesday offered a glimmer of hope, Colin’s destination barely in
sight, just peeking over the horizon. Thursday found him coasting
down a hill, gathering speed, and Friday was at last a short, swift
ride until he reached his destination; the weekend!

Whereas Colin had spent
many of his summer days in Tanglewood with Ailfrid and Doc
Muffingrow, once school had begun, his frequent visits to the ‘wood
had diminished to barely three days a week. He would leave home
after dinner on Friday evening, and return to his home Sunday
evening just before dark. Waiting for each successive weekend was
often torturous.

Colin longed for recent
days in which he could wander off into Tanglewood at a whim, but
the next summer was awfully far away. Additionally, his parents had
already been summoned to a conference with his teacher, in which
they were told that Colin often lacked concentration in
class.

This information of course
did not sit well with his parents. They subsequently warned him
that unless he began to show improvement in school, they would no
longer allow him to go ‘camping’ in the woods each
weekend.

Of course, should that
situation arise, Colin could simply give his parents more of the
enchanted muffins he had stashed away, grown by Doc Muffingrow
especially for just such an occasion. Once the muffins were
consumed, his parents would be magically charmed, and easily
compelled into allowing Colin to do whatever he desired at the
slightest hint of suggestion. However, Colin had also come to
realize that to place his parents under such a spell would be
terribly wrong.

In fact, he found it to be
difficult enough lying to his parents about going camping each
weekend. Well, technically, he was camping in the woods to some
degree, but he could never tell his parents that he was actually
entering a secret part of the woods normally protected by fey
magic. For one thing, they would never believe such a story. The
only way to prove the validity of his claim would be to actually to
show them Tanglewood. Unfortunately, that would also mean betraying
the sheehogue, all the fey creatures whose magic had kept the ’wood
safe from the outside world populated by kynney deiney –
humankind.

Likewise, using the muffins
to magically charm his parents against their will would be
betraying their trust in him. He had done so only once before,
somewhat out of necessity, in order to be able to return to the
‘wood for a few days without causing his parents to needlessly
worry about him.

Had his parents known what
had befallen Colin shortly thereafter, they would have been very
worried indeed!

In his overzealousness to
return to the ‘wood, Colin had fallen victim to a trap laid by the
sprites, and for some time, it seemed as if there would be no
escape from their underground lair. Worse still, Colin’s own spirit
had been in severe danger, nearly enslaved forever by the sprite
king Ailil and his flock. Luckily, with the help of Ailfrid and
Deidre, things had been set right. However, Colin had come to
believe that such events might have never occurred in the first
place if he had not used the muffins to charm his parents, an act
that now seemed undeniably wrong.

And so he resisted making
use of the muffins again, and forced himself to attempt to pay
attention as best he could in school during the day, and complete
his homework at night to the best of his ability. He certainly
didn’t enjoy it, and at times he even hated it. However, he was
also smart enough to know that school was important, and doing well
in school made him feel a bit better about continually lying to his
parents.

Strangely enough, for the
most part his mother and father had done little else to dissuade
Colin from his disappearances into the woods each weekend. Colin
puzzled over this for a while, for it seemed odd indeed that his
parents would remain content to allow him to journey into the woods
unsupervised each weekend. He supposed it may be a few lingering
effects of the muffins, even after having been consumed months ago.
Or perhaps they simply trusted him enough to be careful and safe.
As far as they knew, the woods were not dangerous, and they also
believed he was not wandering very far (another small
lie).

Regardless, Colin was not
going to waste time fretting over his unusually accommodating
parents. He was happy enough in the knowledge that after each week
of schoolwork drudgery, he could return to the ‘wood for a few days
worth of adventure and excitement.

 


*****

 


As usual, Colin carried a
small sleeping bag, a lantern, and a few other items necessary to
maintain the illusion that he was simply camping in the woods. He
normally stashed the sleeping bag and the remainder of the camping
gear near the Gateway, so that he could easily retrieve it on the
way back home. The only items he found necessary to keep with him
upon entering the ‘wood was a small pocketknife, some snacks, a
change of clothes, and the wooden mask given to him by Ailfrid,
which allowed him to see in the dark when worn. He carried these
items in a small backpack worn over his shoulders.

He soon strolled deeper
into the woods. The sun had not yet set, but the foliage overhead
kept the interior of the forest somewhat dark, allowing only a few
brilliant rays of sunlight to strike the ground below. Warmer
weather and a fair bit of rain had kept the woods green and lush
longer than usual.

Colin had been looking
forward to the onset of fall, his favorite time of year, but it
seemed as though it had not fully arrived yet.

After walking for some
time, having stepped off the path a short while ago, Colin began
the familiar approach to the Gateway, the entrance to
Tanglewood.

Colin had walked this route
several times since his first visit to the ‘wood, and likely could
have done it now with his eyes closed. After placing the sleeping
bag and the other items he didn’t need within a small grouping of
trees, safely hidden within the undergrowth, he continued
on.

He soon spied the trail of
white rocks whose glow was only visible to someone with blood of
the fey, and then the copse of rune-inscribed birch trees. The
branches of the birch trees leaned over one another to form an
archway, which acted as the entrance to the ‘wood.

Colin passed beneath the
Gateway, took a few steps, and then gasped in surprise. He blinked
a few times to ensure that his surroundings were real, and to be
certain that he had not been transported to some unknown
destination. The ‘wood looked remarkably different than when he
last visited only a week ago.

Apparently, the cusp of
fall had already arrived in Tanglewood, not content in waiting for
the area outside the Gateway to catch up to it. The sudden changing
of the seasons had cast the ‘wood in an entirely new light. Colin
stared about in wonderment at the breathtaking transformation,
marveling at the beauty of the woods as he slowly took in the
scene.

The trees were a
kaleidoscope of vibrant colors, and the slowly sinking sun cast a
fiery glow across the whole of the ‘wood, weaving golden highlights
throughout the bushes and brambles.

A brief whisper of wind
waved the branches of the surrounding trees. It was as though they
were welcoming Colin back to the ‘wood, and the boy smiled to
himself.

Upon entering Tanglewood,
all thoughts of parents and school and homework were dispelled from
Colin’s mind, and he was instantly comforted by the myriad scents
of the earth and the air.

Colin set out for the home
of Bairtlemead Muffingrow. A thick carpet of multicolored leaves
crunched gently underfoot as he began the walk toward Root Path.
After a few moments, he stopped and removed his shoes and socks,
placing them into his backpack. He then smiled as the soles of his
feet met the cool forest floor.

Colin now walked quietly,
his steps barely making a sound even as they pressed upon dried
leaves and fallen twigs. He had become quite light-footed
throughout his time in the ‘wood, and more skilled at moving
stealthily when he concentrated but a little. He attributed this to
his fey blood, as most of the fey possessed an inherent capacity
for hiding and moving silently through Tanglewood.

Colin also preferred to
walk barefoot over the ground, as Ailfrid and many of the sheehogue
did. Shoes or sneakers had come to feel clumsy and heavy. Walking
barefoot felt more natural to Colin, and feeling the earth beneath
the soles of his feet made him feel as though he shared a deeper
connection with the ‘wood.

When the woods began to
thicken, he knew he was getting closer to his destination. Sure
enough, the beginning of Root Path came into view a few moments
later. The base of the path was a tangled mass of thick roots
stretched across the ground, spreading forth from the surrounding
trees that grew tall and wide on either side of the passage,
barring entry into the denser portion of the forest.

Colin paused to put his
socks and sneakers back on. While he was able to walk barefoot
comfortably over smooth, flat terrain, the irregular surface of
Root Path was much too rough for the soles of his feet.

Colin picked his way along
the path carefully, as many of the protruding roots were obscured
by the masses of fallen leaves, and he did not want to trip. He
also remembered the sprite hole that lay somewhere along the path,
and even though he had since made peace with Ailil, he could not
suppress a shudder as the memory of his entrapment in the Below
rose to the surface of his mind.

It was an unwelcome memory,
but such dark thoughts were easily banished when the sparkling
waters of the lake that bordered the west edge of Root Path began
to make itself known. The trees to Colin’s left thinned, and he
beheld the wonderful vista of the lake glistening under the setting
autumn sun.

The lake was further framed
by the trees across the shoreline that displayed their foliage
splendidly in rich colors. Vivid reds, yellows and oranges mingled
with a few surviving greens that were reluctant to change, and the
branches waved idly in the soft wind.

Colin spied the bridge that
crossed Copper Stream a short distance ahead. The small winding
river that branched off the lake and quietly meandered east was yet
another spectacle. The sinking sun glanced off the bright,
copper-colored water of the stream like a brilliant flame. Indeed,
the light was so intense, Colin had to squint his eyes or avoid
looking directly at it.

But as Colin came to the
end of Root Path, and the forest opened up again along the banks of
the lake and Copper Stream, he savored a moment to stop and look
around, as he had upon each return to the ‘wood. It was always all
so beautiful to behold.

Colin spread his arms wide
and shut his eyes against the sun, feeling the warmth on his face,
and the briskness of the wind as it moved through his fingers.
Opening his eyes again to the scene before him, he was rewarded
with a vivid painting of stunning clarity. He sighed, happily
content to be back once more.

 


*****

 


As usual, Doc Muffingrow
was waiting for Colin on the opposite bank of Copper Stream.
Bairtlemead’s home was modest in appearance, seemingly just a small
hut of wood and stone set up against the tall rock face that
bordered the north side of the stream. But the inside of the
dwelling was much larger, as additional rooms had been carved into
the earth and stone. With the door behind Bairtlemead standing
open, Colin could already smell the heavy aromas of dried herbs
hanging from the rafters, the enticing perfume of blackberry tea
warming in a pot suspended over the fire, and of course, the
warming scent of freshly grown muffins.

Bairtlemead spotted Colin
and smiled and laughed, clapping his pudgy hands together. His
round-rim glasses bounced on his nose, and the squat man rocked
back and forth on his feet, which were obscured by layers of heavy
brown robes.

Colin laughed as well. The
sight of the comical yet highly resilient man always managed to
produce a smile from the boy’s lips, at the very least. He ran the
remainder of the way, kicking up copper-hued water as he crossed
the shallow portion of the stream to the other side where
Bairtlemead waited.

“Colin! Welcome
back!”

“Thanks! Look at this
place,” Colin said, gesturing at the trees. “Fall came so
fast!”

“It often does in
Tanglewood. As Sahwen approaches, the ‘wood changes
accordingly.”

“Sahwen? What’s
that?”

“It is the ending of one
season, and the beginning of the next. It is normally a time of
great festivity in the ‘wood. The kynney deiney have a word for it
as well. I believe you are more familiar with it as All Hallow’s
Eve, or Halloween.”

“I didn’t know you had
Halloween here!”

“We don’t celebrate
Halloween here in Tanglewood like the kynney deiney do. They have
changed the meaning of Sahwen over time. You won’t find the ‘wood
full of sheehogue children running around knocking on trees,
looking for treats and such. But many of the fey do have a
celebration, with a grand feast and a roaring bonfire!”

Colin grinned at the
prospect.

“But you should know,” the
druid continued, “in Tanglewood, Sahwen is much more than a night
of celebration. It is a powerful essence, affecting the whole of
the ‘wood and everything in it. In fact, Tanglewood has
already changed. But
never mind that now, I’m sure you will see soon enough! Come
inside, come inside!”

Bairtlemead turned and
ambled his way into the hut, and Colin eagerly followed.

Shutting the door behind
him, Colin sat at the sturdy wooden table, and Bairtlemead promptly
served him a mug of blackberry tea and a plate of
muffins.

“Just grown,” the druid
said, with a wink and a smile.

Colin smiled back, and
began stuffing his face with the moist cake. He was sorry to have
missed the spectacle of the muffin growing. He had seen it several
times, but he could still scarcely believe that Bairtlemead was
able to grow muffins from the very earth itself, rather than bake
them.

Using a handful of various
spices, the druid would sprinkle the ingredients onto the earth
inside a hollow carved into the wall of the home, which somewhat
resembled a makeshift, crude oven. Then, after a few moments, the
tops of the muffins would begin to sprout from the earth like large
mushroom caps, and proceed to rapidly grow to full-size.

The scent of baking muffins
would fill the room. Coupled with the other mingling scents of
herbs, spices, and aromatic tea, Muffingrow’s home was truly a
feast for the nose.

But it was Colin’s mouth
and stomach that were reveling in enjoyment at the moment. His
taste buds savored the delectable muffins and his stomach warmed as
it received a healthy dose of invigorating, flavorful
tea.

The druid sat down at the
table across from Colin, casually sipping at his own mug of
tea.

“So, tell me, any news of
interest outside the ‘wood since last you were here?”

“Not really,” Colin mumbled
between mouthfuls.

“Come now, surely there
must be something. You’ve been going to school for two fortnights
now, you must be learning of good things, yes?”

Colin groaned. He didn’t
want to think about school. “Math. History. Writing and grammar.
Boring stuff.”

Bairtlemead frowned.
“Boring? Perhaps some of it is. But it is necessary Colin.
Especially if you are to learn more of Tanglewood, and of how to
better focus your magical abilities. There is more inside you than
dru-cainnt, I’m sure of it.”

Colin beamed at the
prospect. But he was also confused. “How can my schoolwork out
there help me here?”

“Oh, quite easily! What
most of the deiney fail to see is that science is not necessarily a
separate entity from magic, as the deiney have been taught to
think. Long ago, there were some who were able to utilize both the
powers of science and of fey magic. Such a person can be quite
powerful.”

Colin was skeptical.
“Really?” he asked.

“Oh yes! You have a great
opportunity, you see. You are both deiney and fey, and if you were
able to learn to effectively wield the magic of both, you too could
grow to be a powerful druid indeed. After all, the true magic lies
within you. It merely needs to be shaped and molded. Learning all
you can of the science of deiney and the magic of the fey can do
this.”

“I think I understand. But
school still seems boring.”

The old druid laughed. “Ha,
I’m sure it is at times, and it will likely grow even more tiresome
as you grow older, but nonetheless, you’ll be glad you know what
you know. If you can understand the basic concepts of math and
science, you can use it to produce wonderful results and discover
amazing things! You’ll forget all about boring! Now, lets see if
you can tell me why history is so important.”

Colin had been growing more
intrigued, but his attention quickly began to falter again, as it
often does when young boys are asked to talk about
school.

“Well, it just seems as if
we’re learning about dates and wars and explorers. I do like the
explorer part of it though, because I’m like an explorer myself,
aren’t I? I’ve been exploring Tanglewood with Ailfrid.”

“That is true! But what
about the rest? What do you think would be the benefit of learning
about wars and dates of important events?”

“Well, I guess we need to
know about these things because it’s how we got to the world we
live in today.”

Bairtlemead smiled wide.
“Excellent! And by following past events like a pathway that leads
us to the present, a smart person can see what worked, and what
didn’t, what went right, what went wrong, and what may need to be
done in the future. The world doesn’t just change all on its own,
you see. We all have a hand in shaping it. And by studying events
in the past, we can best see how we can make our future a better
one.”

“How is that
magic?”

Bairtlemead tapped a finger
to the side of his head. “It is the magic of foresight. The magic
of visiting the past, and possibly predicting, and changing the
future.”

“And war? How does war make
anything better?”

“It doesn’t. War will
always have consequences. And we must learn from them, just as we
must learn from anything else.”

“I guess,” Colin said
glumly. “We never get to learn about real magic, or about elves and
sprites or druids. That’s the type of stuff I really want to learn
more about.”

“Why Colin, you have the
‘wood to teach you everything you need to know about that!
Experience is always the best teacher. Anyone can look into a book
and read about something, but if you can experience it for
yourself, then that knowledge will last you a lifetime.”

“So what about spelling and
grammar? How is that magical?”

Bairtlemead smiled again.
“Words, written and spoken, are very magical indeed. Words have
power; the power to hurt, the power to heal, to make you laugh or
cry, to instill confidence, or to spread fear. Words can be very
powerful, but if used incorrectly or for the wrong purpose, they
can also produce disastrous results.

“The written word is also
very powerful magic. It can be used to teach us many things, but it
can be used falsely as well. It can also be used to tell wonderful
stories, and someday, someone might be writing about your own
adventures here in Tanglewood! We have a long history here in the
‘wood, and it must be kept, so that nothing need ever be lost or
forgotten.”

“So if I learn spelling and
grammar, maybe I can write about Tanglewood too!”

“You could, but for obvious
reasons, Tanglewood is a secret best kept amongst the sheehogue.
But were you to want to write about anything else, then yes, you
must learn to do so properly. And if you can learn it well, then
you will wield great magic!”

“Really? How?”

“Because
writing is an art. It is a creative
journey that begins in the mind, an impulse inspired by thoughts,
pictures, feelings, and sounds. A writer takes those impulses and
composes them into a format by which others can experience those
same visions and ideas. A writer can transport you from your
current surroundings to a mystical place of faraway legend. A
writer can teach you about things you never knew before. Or a
writer can lift one’s spirits toward the heavens and the stars,
toward Alastar himself, and make someone else feel good and
powerful. That, Colin, is great magic.”

“Wow! When you put it that
way, school seems a lot different!”

“Indeed! But enough about
school, yes? Time enough for that when you go back. You are here in
the ‘wood now, and it’s getting late. I’m sure you’ll be wanting to
get some rest. Ailfrid will be here in the morning, and then you’ll
have all day to explore.”

Colin smiled, already
anticipating another exciting weekend.

 



Chapter Two

The Satyr's
Call



Morning brought the
familiar call of the mourning dove, and the enticing scent of eggs
and bacon sizzling away on a pan over the fire. His stomach already
rumbling, Colin tossed the heavy woolen blankets aside and quickly
leapt from his bed, running barefoot across the cool stone floor of
the hut. Pulling aside the thick drape that separated the smaller
chamber from the main room, he grinned wide.

It was not just the
breakfast that had him so excited, however. It was also the sight
of his good friend Ailfrid, who was already sitting at the large
table, enjoying a thick slice of fresh-baked brown bread slathered
with sweet apple butter.

“Ailfrid!”

The ferrish beamed, his
purely silver eyes sparkling brightly. A broad smile revealed a
mouthful of crumbs stuck in his teeth.

Colin laughed hard.
“Gross!”

Ailfrid laughed too,
sputtering crumbs across the table. This encouraged a frown from
Bairtlemead, who had just turned away from the hearth oven to
witness the spectacle. The druid’s eyes were smiling, however, so
the boys knew they were in no serious trouble.

“Morning, Colin,” Doc
Muffingrow said. “Sit, breakfast will be ready in a moment. Have
some warm bread in the meantime.”

Colin pulled a wooden chair
away from the table and sat across from Ailfrid. He helped himself
to the brown bread that resided in a large cloth-lined wicker
basket. Next to the basket sat a jar of jam and a ceramic crock of
apple butter, and the iron teakettle, no doubt full of steaming
blackberry tea, the perfect thing to warm up the boys on a chilly
fall morning.

“Colin, good to see you,”
Ailfrid said, after swallowing his mouthful.

“You too,” replied Colin,
as he spread a healthy amount of butter and jam across his
bread.

“Cox has invited us to a
feast this evening, to celebrate Sahwen. There’ll be lots of
treats!”

“Sounds great! Oh, but
Chestnut Grove is so far from here. How would we get there in time,
and how would I get back home in time tomorrow?”

“Don’t worry about it,” the
ferrish replied. “Me and Bairtlemead have already figured out a
solution to that little problem. Right, Bairtlemead?”

The druid remained silent,
but smiled knowingly.

“Is it the muffins again?”
Colin asked, remembering the muffins Bairtlemead had once fed to
Ailfrid, Deidre & Colin, which had magically enhanced their
energy and increased their speed.

The druid shook his head.
“No, and never mind about that now. Enjoy your
breakfast.”

Doc Muffingrow set a plate
each in front of Colin and Ailfrid, upon which sat a grand
breakfast feast. There was a mound of scrambled eggs, light and
fluffy and dusted with pepper and thyme, fresh sausages that
practically melted on the tongue like a savory butter, half a
tomato, browned at the edges from lying in the pan, and a few
sautéed mushrooms thrown in as well.

There was also something
called black pudding, which didn’t resemble any sort of pudding
Colin had ever seen. The small round slices were sizzled crisp on
the surface, and soft and moist beneath. Competing for dominance on
the plate along with the sausages was yet another delectable meat
that tasted very much like bacon. Ailfrid called this
rashers, and though it
somewhat resembled thicker slices of bacon, it was not as fatty as
what Colin’s mother usually brought home from the supermarket. The
taste, however, was just as salty-delicious, if not even more
superior.

Colin had once asked Doc
Muffingrow where all the fresh food came from. He knew the druid
kept a large herb garden on the top of the riverbank, where various
herbs, vegetables, and other plants were bathed by sunlight all
day. But Bairtlemead owned no livestock, and Colin was certain that
there were no farms nearby, and certainly no grocery
store!

Bairtlemead had laughed at
that, and explained that while the surrounding woods often provided
him with all the sustenance he required, he sometimes had fresh
food delivered by elfin runners. He had also showed Colin a small
chamber hollowed out of the rock face within the hut. Using his
druidic magic, Bairtlemead had managed to form a small network of
vents leading from the outside to this chamber, which enabled cool
air to be channeled into the enclosure, keeping the food inside
fresh for a time.

Additionally, the
surrounding shelves and a cluttered pantry were always well stocked
with all manner of foodstuffs and ingredients, herbs and spices,
and today, a basket of eggs and a jug of milk. Often, the druid
would also have various fruits, nuts and cheeses for the boys to
snack on.

The boys feasted on their
breakfast happily and quickly, while Doc Muffingrow sat at the end
of the table, consuming his own morning meal a bit more
leisurely.

“You wont take him too far
today,” the druid said to Ailfrid.

“No, not too far. I though
we might go as far as Fallen Tree.”

Bairtlemead shook his head.
“Fallen Tree is too far, and too close to the Stump. It’s not safe
during Sahwen.”

Ailfrid frowned, but the
normally upstart ferrish held his tongue. He knew there would be no
arguing with Doc Muffingrow.

Colin’s curiosity had
already been aroused, however, and like most young boys, being told
he couldn’t do something of course made him want to march right out
and do it.

“I can take care of myself,
Bairtlemead. I escaped from the Below, remember?”

The druid cocked an
eyebrow. “I do remember, and I also remember how you would have
wound up right back there again had it not been for my
intervention. The ‘wood holds much more than a few troublesome
sprites, and some areas are not meant for young boys such as
yourselves to be roaming about freely in. At least, not so close to
Sahwen.”

“He’s right Colin,” Ailfrid
said. “Another time.”

Colin frowned, silenced. He
knew it wasn’t like the ferrish to concede so easily. But he would
not press the issue further with Bairtlemead present. He decided
instead that once he and Ailfrid set out into the ‘wood, he would
try to persuade the ferrish to take him to Fallen Tree. He knew
that Ailfrid enjoyed showing him new parts of the ‘wood just as
much as Colin enjoyed seeing them.

Colin took special delight
in hearing the stories that were attached to certain areas of
Tanglewood, such as the story of Finn the Giant, and the haphazard
destruction he had wrought with his mighty club, creating the area
known as the Land of Dead Trees. He also liked the story of Root
Path, and how Monohan the Druid had asked the trees to create the
distinctive pathway through the ‘wood.

Colin hoped that one day,
he would be a powerful druid as well, powerful enough that the
trees would move for him if he asked.

The ‘wood was full of
stories of magic and strange creatures, and Colin had strong
desires to hear of them all.

 


*****

 


Shortly after breakfast,
the boys returned to the nearby lake. Ailfrid then led Colin north
along the moss-covered bank. They kept the sun-speckled water to
their left for a short while, and then followed a leaf-strewn path
that veered northeast, back into thicker woods.

Patches of clover grew
thick along the ground, and gray-green ivy coiled their long
tendrils around the trunks of the oaks, maples, elms and hawthorns.
Purple thistles pushed their way through the bushes on either side
of the path, with patches of small white flowers keeping them
company. Fat bees circulated lazily amongst the flowers, but did
not bother the boys.

Ailfrid hummed a tune as
they walked, a quiet melody that accompanied the surrounding sounds
of the forest.

Colin had never been to
this part of the ’wood before. He marveled at how the nature in
Tanglewood was all-consuming; a powerful, primeval presence that
could never be ignored.

There was ample evidence of
this as the birds overhead whistled a song of their own, lending
further layers of melody to the enchanting song of the
‘wood.

Suddenly feeling extremely
impatient, Colin’s curiosity was also an entity unable to be
ignored any longer. He decided now to ask Ailfrid about the area
known as Fallen Tree, and the reason for Doc Muffingrow’s implicit
instructions not to go there.

“So what’s the big deal
about Fallen Tree during Sahwen?”

“Sahwen is an exciting time
in Tanglewood,” Ailfrid answered. “But it can be a dangerous time
as well.”

“Dangerous?
How?”

“There are other gateways
in Tanglewood than the one you came through. They lie deep in the
heart of Tanglewood, and can only be passed through if you possess
great magic, like Monohan the druid. They lead to places that are
very old and very far away, full of wild magic and wilder
fey.”

“Wow! Can we go
there?”

“Not on our own, but
perhaps one day Bairtlemead will take us. Those gateways are hidden
even from the eyes of many of the sheehogue here in the ‘wood, for
only a special few are allowed to use them. Anyway, those gateways
aren’t really the ones you need to worry about.”

“There are
others?”

“Yes. Once, there were
many, some leading to great cities of sheehogue, living in vast
forests or in huge underground caverns, but now most of these are
forever shut. Over the centuries, the cities emptied, and the magic
in the gateways was drained away, either on its own or because the
druids and elves decided to close them, for whatever reasons they
thought were good at the time. But there are certain times of the
year that the magic returns to some of the gateways, despite the
efforts of those who try to keep them shut. Sahwen is one of those
times.”

“How come?”

“During Sahwen, and in the
days leading to it, the ‘wood is thick with old magic rising from
the earth and leaking through the trees like a thick sap. Can you
not sense it in the air?”

Colin concentrated, and
realized for the first time that the air did have a certain quality
to it he had not immediately noticed before.

Subtly laced within the
myriad scents of the ‘wood were other flavors both unfamiliar yet
seductive. Hiding beneath the gentle sound of the breeze was the
tingling of bells, as though heard from far, far away. And if Colin
tried to focus his eyes on one particular spot, he was able to
discern bright motes of multi-colored lights softly floating
through the air. The tiny lights remained just outside the edges of
his vision, and disappeared when he turned toward them.

Indeed, the ‘wood was heavy
with the presence of old magic.

“This magic seeps into
everything,” Ailfrid continued, “including the old gateways. It
alters the bindings and runes that keep them shut, and things from
the other side find their way into the ‘wood. Things that normally
don’t reside here. Some are friendly. Others are not.”

“So is there a gateway near
Fallen Tree? Is that why we can’t go near there?”

“Not exactly. There is
something else, and the old magic affects this as well. It’s not
wise to be anywhere near it now.”

Ailfrid had finished
talking, but Colin wanted to hear more.

“Well, what is
it?”

Ailfrid shook his head.
“It’s not wise to talk about it either.”

“Why?” Colin asked,
stopping. He put his hands on his hips in a defiant stance. “What
are you scared of?”

Colin had never directly
challenged Ailfrid before now. The look on the ferrish’s face
showed a hint of confusion, while his silver eyes flashed brighter.
The ferrish, despite the fact that he was centuries-old, still
possessed the heart of a boy, with the bravado to match.

“I’m not scared of anything
in these woods!”

Colin crossed his arms.
“Well neither am I.”

It was a lie, and they both
knew it. But neither one wanted to back down before the
other.

Ailfrid, normally equally
as rambunctious as Colin, if not more, was always eager to proceed
head first into adventure, especially now that he had a willing
partner. But a warning from Doc Muffingrow was not something to be
taken lightly, even by an untamed ferrish of the ‘wood. Recalling
the druid’s words was enough to arouse Ailfrid’s common
sense.

“I’m not scared,” he said,
putting his own hands on his hips. “But I’m not stupid either.
There are just some things you don’t do during Sahwen. And just
because you can talk to a few trees doesn’t mean you can just go
marching off wherever you please.”

Colin struggled with a few
replies, some of which were not pleasant. But he managed to remain
calm and settled on words less volatile.

“You were going to take me
there until Bairtlemead said not to.”

“Yes, I was. But that was
before Bairtlemead reminded me of what lies beyond Fallen Tree. I’m
taking you someplace else instead. It’s a meeting ground of
sorts.”

“Really? Are we meeting
anybody?” The prospect of making even more sheehogue friends
excited Colin, and was almost enough to dissuade his
impulsiveness.

“Perhaps,” the ferrish
answered. “The place is called Three Stumps, because of three large
tree stumps, each as large as a table. You could lie down on one
and still have lots of room.”

“What are we going to do
there?”

‘We’re going to have lunch.
It’s also a good place to gather blackberries. And sometimes, if
you sit there for a while, someone will come along to join you. The
stumps can grow jealous of each other if one or two is occupied and
the other isn’t. So they have a way of attracting
visitors.”

“Weird.”

“Nope. That’s just the way
of the ‘wood.”

The boys continued along
the path silently for a time. Colin still mulled over the idea of
convincing the ferrish to lead him to Fallen Tree. He could not
explain his unyielding compulsion to journey in that direction.
Normally, he allowed Ailfrid or Doc Muffingrow to tell him of the
‘wood and lead him wherever they pleased. Today, however, Colin’s
desire for adventure and exploration was a powerful beast that
could not be tamed for long.

But the area called Three
Stumps sounded rather intriguing as well, and so was the prospect
of meeting more of the strange and wondrous inhabitants of the
‘wood.

Ailfrid returned to humming
his tune, and Colin attempted to join him, improvising. Ailfrid
smiled in his direction, seeming pleased that Colin was adding his
own bit of melody to the song.

In truth, Colin was doing
it in an attempt to distract his own mind from continually
returning to thoughts of Fallen Tree and the unmentioned curiosity
that lay nearby.

Soon, the path forked, with
one branch continuing north, and another heading east. The trees
were much larger here, wider around the trunk and towering high
overhead. Powerful elms draped heavy branches across each other,
many of them still thick with leaves, and so the sunlight was not
as penetrable in this older part of Tanglewood. Much of the
surrounding undergrowth was obscured by shadow.

A rabbit or chipmunk
occasionally revealed itself, stepping out onto the path to regard
the two boys, and then scampering back into the safety of the thick
bushes.

“This way, Colin,” Ailfrid
said, gesturing toward the east.

Colin paused at the fork,
glancing toward the north. Shafts of sunlight rained down through
scattered gaps in the trees, causing the alternative path to the
north to appear particularly inviting.

“Where does this path
lead?” he asked the ferrish.

Ailfrid regarded Colin
suspiciously, and frowned. “You know where it leads.”

Colin smiled. “Fallen
Tree?”

“Yes. But we’re going this
way instead.”

“How far is it? We can go
this way for a little bit, can’t we?” Colin started quickly down
the north path, not waiting for an answer from Ailfrid.

“Hey!” The ferrish caught
up to Colin and matched his stride. “C’mon, we can’t.”

“Why not?” Colin asked, not
stopping.

“Because, I told you
before. Besides, Bairtlemead said so. He’ll be really
angry.”

Colin considered that, and
slowed his pace. The desire to continue down the path was an
overwhelming urge that was increasingly difficult to put aside. In
fact, even as he tried to stop his feet, he realized that they
would not obey his commands. It was almost as if he were being
pulled along the path against his will, toward some unseen voice
that called to him.

Yes, he could
hear it now. It was not
in the air about him, but within his own mind. It had been a quiet
whisper all throughout the morning, silently urging him closer. It
had been extremely faint, and Colin had not even detected it
before, though it had obviously been affecting him for some
time.

Now, as he grew closer to
whatever it was that called to him, it resonated more clearly
within him. It closely resembled the voices of the trees, a
language not of words, but of feelings and emotions that Colin was
at times able to understand and translate, such was the power of
dru-cainnt. But this voice was slightly different. The tones were
warped and strained, but possessed a particular strength and
urgency that suddenly frightened Colin.

Curiosity and
adventure-seeking aside, Colin would normally not have disobeyed
the druid that had helped to protect and save his life in the past.
He knew now that it was this voice in his mind that had slowly and
quietly seized hold of him. It was a silent song that had persuaded
the boy to seek out the source of its call, despite Ailfrid’s
continued insistence that they not go this way.

The voice, perhaps sensing
Colin’s newfound awareness, increased in intensity, and the effect
was like invisible hands grabbing at Colin and pulling him farther
long the path.

“Colin, stop!” The ferrish
ran to catch up with his friend, and stepped in front of
him.

Colin simply barreled past,
nearly knocking Ailfrid to the ground.

“Ailfrid! Help!” Colin
found himself struggling to speak. What had been a steady, distant
rumbling in his head was an ocean of crashing waves now, and Colin
wasn’t even sure that his cry for help had managed to escape past
his lips.

But the ferrish did hear,
and he ran after Colin again, grabbing him by the straps of his
backpack and spinning him around.

A bright flash of yellow
sparks erupted in Colin’s face, singeing the edges of his dark hair
and reddening his cheeks with heat.

Colin, temporarily blinded
as well as startled, cried out and covered his face with his
hands.

The strange connection with
the unseen voice was lost, snuffed out by the sudden shock of
Ailfrid’s magical attack.

“Colin, are you okay? I’m
sorry, I had to do it. You were not yourself.”

A few tears streamed from
Colin’s eyes, a reaction to the stinging sensation in his face. His
eyelids were clenched shut, and he rubbed at them softly in an
effort to coax them open again, but the burning pain had not yet
fully subsided.

“Please Colin, tell me
you’re okay?”

Colin felt Ailfrid’s arms
grasping him by the shoulders, and he roughly shook them
off.

“I’m okay,” he said, but
his wavering voice suggested he was still frightened.

He put his hands down and
at last was able to open his eyes, furiously blinking away the
tears. His vision was a bit blurry, but he was rapidly gaining
focus again. His face was still hot, but he was altogether
unharmed, save for a few strands of hair.

“What the bloody hell did
you do to me?” he angrily asked the ferrish.

“I’m sorry,” Ailfrid said,
and his expression of concern truly showed that he meant the words.
“I had to snap you out of it.”

“Out of what?”

“Whatever trance you were
in. You were heading down that path, and it seemed like nothing was
going to stop you.”

Colin looked north, and
suddenly the path seemed dark and cold, in stark contrast to the
inviting scene that had beckoned Colin mere moments ago. The
surrounding trees appeared menacing; long branches loomed overhead,
ready to close their crooked fingers around Colin’s small form and
pluck him from the ground.

Colin realized that his
anger at Ailfrid was misplaced. The ferrish had only been trying to
warn him this whole time, and indeed had been forced to use his
magic to break the strange hold that had propelled Colin along the
path, deeper into the foreboding woods.

Colin was frightened again.
His body grew cold with the realization that something could have
controlled him so easily, without him even being aware of it for a
time.

“You’re right. I was in a
trance. I couldn’t stop myself. Something was calling me the whole
morning. Even as far back as Bairtlemead’s, it was calling, but I
couldn’t really hear it yet. It made me want to go this way more
than anything, no matter what you or Bairtlemead said.”

“I told you, when Sahwen
approaches the magic of the ‘wood is warped. There are dangers. We
musn’t go any farther.”

“Don’t worry, I don’t want
to anymore.”

The two boys hurried back
down the path toward the fork.

“There was a voice,” Colin
said. “In my head, like when I talk to the trees. But this voice
was different. It almost sounded like a tree, but I knew it wasn’t.
I could almost understand words, and I definitely heard it saying
my name. And it got stronger as I got closer to it. It was down
that path.”

Ailfrid agreed. “Not a
tree. Not exactly. I think I know what it was.”

“What was it? I need to
know.”

Ailfrid was silent,
considering it, and then decided there was no need to worry anymore
about Colin’s curious nature. It was obvious his friend would not
be continuing back down that path again anytime soon.

“A short while after
passing beneath Fallen Tree, you’ll find Satyr Stump. It is where
Fionn the satyr was cursed long ago. At any other time of year, we
can cross by safely, but during this time of the season, we need to
keep our distance.”

“How come? What happens at
Satyr Stump during Sahwen?”

“Long ago, Fionn was the
leader of a tribe of satyrs, powerful fey with the upper half of
their bodies like a man, and the lower half has the legs of a
goat.”

“Like a faun?”

“They are sometimes called
that. Fionn and his tribe used to roam the woods in a beautiful
glen beyond Fallen Tree, and mainly kept to themselves. Sometimes
they came to one of the many great feasts to meet with Alastar and
enjoy the merriment. They were also expert whistle and harp
players, and the music they brought to the feasts was always
welcome, and always missed when they went back to their
glen.”

The two arrived back at the
fork and quickly hurried down the east path, striving to put a fair
amount of distance between themselves and Satyr Stump.

“One day, a deiney woman
found her way into the ‘wood. She was a young druidess, but her
magic had not yet matured.”

“How did she get into the
‘wood?”

“Some say she had a Soul of
the ‘Wood, like Monohan the Druid. Others say she had Blood of the
Fey, like you. Uirisg were a bit more common back then.”

Ailfrid continued. “At one
of the great feasts, Fionn met the druidess Grainne, and fell
deeply in love with her, as he had never seen one of such beauty.
He rallied his fellow satyrs and they played a song for Grainne,
who seemed equally enchanted by the satyr chieftain. After the
feast, they were often inseparable. Together, they spent many days
in the glen sitting beneath a great willow tree, which Fionn
believed to be the second most beautiful thing in the ‘wood. Life
for them was bountiful for a time.”

“I have a feeling something
bad happened.”

“It did. It was shortly
after the time when the Lost Fey returned to the ‘wood. Fionn and
Grainne were present outside the home of Alastar when it exploded.
Along with all the other sheehogue who were there to witness it,
they watched what had become of Alastar rise into the sky to settle
among the stars. They saw the imprint of the Lost Fey scorched into
the earth, tainting the ‘wood. And whatever sinister magic infected
the ‘wood that day had not left Fionn and Grainne
untouched.”

Colin had never seen a
satyr, though he had read about them at times in fantasy comics and
books. He imagined they must be a wonderful but scary sight to
behold.

“The first signs that
something was not as it should be appeared not in Fionn or Grainne,
but in the great willow tree, whose leaves had never been shed, not
in hundreds of years. There was deep magic in that glen, and the
tree was the heart of it. The satyr and the druidess both sat
beneath the tree, gazing upon the waters of a babbling stream that
trickled happily by. And then the first leaf fell.”

Colin gazed at the many
trees they passed, most of whom had already shed a healthy amount
of leaves, which littered the forest floor. He imagined the willow
tree was a special tree indeed to stay fresh and full for so many
years, and that something terrible must have been brewing for it to
suddenly change.

“Fionn watched the first
leaf fall with a mixture of emotions, for he knew that the falling
leaf meant things were not right. The satyr leapt to his feet as
more leaves began to fall. It was a strong omen, a warning of
terrible things to come.”

“The tree was
crying?”

“Exactly. It was not really
its leaves it was shedding, but rather tears, for while it knew
something was going to happen soon, it unfortunately had no way to
communicate with Fionn other than this.”

“What did Grainne
do?”

“The druidess had also come
to know of the magic of the willow tree and of the significance of
the falling leaves. The willow tree was shedding tears for them
alone, and they both knew it. But at that moment, neither one knew
why. Grainne and Fionn stared at each other, with seeds of doubt in
their minds and in their hearts that had never been there
before.”

As Colin and Ailfrid
continued down the path, the surrounding trees seemed to dip their
branches, as though carrying a heavy burden. The falling leaves
seemed to increase in frequency, steadily spiraling to the forest
floor with each successive breeze that shook them from their
branches.

Colin did not need to use
the dru-cainnt to understand that the trees were listening to the
sad story and crying tears of their own.

“It was not long before the
willow tree’s mysterious omen came to light. It seemed that over
time, Grainne had fallen in love with another, and her feelings for
Fionn had dwindled. It had been discovered one night, as Fionn
lurked in the shadows, that Grainne had been spending time with
Diarmuid, one of Fionn’s best hunters and also his closest friend.
The satyr chieftain watched them, night after night, and listened
to the lies and deceptions of both of them by day. The treachery of
two he had cared about so much began to drive him mad.”

“What did he do?” Colin
asked. He already suspected that the continuation of Ailfrid’s
story would not be a pleasant one resulting in a happy
ending.

“Fionn was once the purest
of heart, as much as the glen he lived in was beautiful. But he had
begun to change, and the glen had taken notice of this over time.
The leaves on the trees were no longer as green, the birds did not
sing as loudly as they used to, and the willow tree was almost
bare.

“Some part of Fionn must
have tried to overcome his incredibly strong emotions of anger,
distrust, and resentment, but it was too late. The satyr had
pretended to be ignorant of Diarmuid and Grainne’s trysts for some
time, until his wounded heart could bear no more. One night, while
still feigning friendship, Fionn went with Diarmuid into the forest
on a hunt. They soon faced a large wild boar.

“Normally, Fionn and
Diarmuid fought well together, but on this night, the satyr
chieftain purposely held back, allowing the boar to wound Diarmuid
terribly. Only then did he step in and help finish off the
boar.”

“But it was too late,
wasn’t it?” Colin asked.

“It might not have been.
Diarmuid was very badly wounded, and was slowly dying, but Fionn
held a flask. It was filled with water taken from a sacred stream
in the glen, which possessed certain healing qualities. Diarmuid
lay on the ground, reaching for the flask, but Fionn backed away,
not allowing his friend one sip of the water. He waited silently,
watching Diarmuid die. In his last moments, Diarmuid understood
that it was his own treachery at fault for his demise, and he
forgave Fionn for his part in it.”

“Did Fionn kill Grainne as
well?”

“No. If he had intended to,
he never got the chance. When Fionn returned from the hunt alone,
Grainne must have figured out what had happened. She was not as
forgiving as Diarmuid had been.”

“She is the one who cursed
him?”

“Yes. She had grown more
powerful during her time in the ‘wood. The glen she resided in with
Fionn had been like a wellspring of magic, of which she had drunk
deep. She vowed to avenge Diarmuid and destroy Fionn, and all those
who remained loyal to him. Some of the satyrs sought to stop her,
but they underestimated her power. She killed and wounded many, and
sent the rest scattering into the ‘wood. Even Fionn was no longer a
match for her, as he possessed no magic strong enough to counter
her fury.

“But he was quick and
cunning, and he sought to escape into the ‘wood with what remained
of his tribe. Grainne pursued him throughout the night, and
finally, with the aid of her magic, she tracked him down. Fionn
thought his last moments were at hand, but Grainne then decided
that rather than kill her former lover, she would curse him
instead. She cast a spell, rooting him to the very spot where he
stood. Her magic had become twisted and foul to match her emotions,
but it was still of the earth and the ‘wood, and so her curse
reflected that. She turned Fionn into a thing of the ‘wood, a
living tree stump. His mind is thusly forever tormented while his
body is transformed, as still and solid as a tree, and as rough as
its bark.”

Colin shuddered at the
prospect.

“He isn’t truly dead, but
not really alive either. Only during Sahwen is Fionn able to break
the bonds of his curse and roam free, and it is best to avoid him.
He is not a happy sort.”

“And what about Grainne.
What became of her?”

“She is known only as the
Grey Lady now, and still resides in the glen, only it has changed
to match her corrupted spirit. The waters of the streams have
turned brackish, the trees are old and withered, and the once
luxurious meadow is now a festering bog, perilous to those who
don’t know the paths. The Grey Lady still sits under the same
willow tree, but you’d not recognize it as it once was.”

The boys continued on in
silence, and Colin wondered at the powerful voice in his mind that
had been able to persuade him so effortlessly to heed its call. He
understood now why the voice had been similar to that of the trees,
and why he alone had been able to hear it calling.

Fionn, cursed as a living,
yet unmoving tree stump, had been able to communicate with Colin
due to the boy’s ability of dru-cainnt.

For the first time, Colin
thought that having magic in his blood might not be such a good
thing after all. Had he been a normal boy, Fionn would not have
been able to penetrate his mind. Instead, the satyr had been able
to sense Colin’s approach and subjugate the boy to his will using
the dru-cainnt, and Colin had been powerless to resist. If it
hadn’t been for Ailfrid…

Who knows what the cursed
satyr had planned to do once he had drawn Colin close?

Colin shuddered again, but
kept his worries to himself. He tried to lose himself in his
surroundings in an effort to ward off thoughts of the terrifying
moment. The beauty of the ‘wood was usually becalming, but now the
trees just served as an ominous reminder that his mind was open to
creatures that were all too eager to prey upon him. First it had
been the sprites, which had enslaved Colin’s spirit in song, and
now Fionn the satyr had temporarily taken hold of him as
well.

Ailfrid and Bairtlemead had
not been exaggerating. Sahwen was a dangerous time to be in the
‘wood. Colin was beginning to think he should leave, and come back
only when the season had passed and it was safer for him to wander
the pathways alone.

He did not mention this to
Ailfrid, however, as he knew the ferrish would be dismayed if Colin
chose not to return to Tanglewood for some time. He instead decided
he would broach the subject with Doc Muffingrow upon his return to
the druid’s home. Until then, Colin would trust that Ailfrid would
be there to steer him away from any more dark paths, or save him
from the strong, magical call of the cursed Fionn.

 



Chapter Three

Three
Stumps



Three Stumps was located
within the center of a broad clearing upon which three paths
converged. Each path lead directly to one of the massive stumps for
which the meeting ground was named. The stumps themselves were the
size of large round tables, and sat inside a circular path that
ringed the entire outer edge of the clearing.

Ailfrid and Colin entered
the area from the west, leaving the darker forest behind and
enjoying the expanse of brighter sunlight that showered the
clearing in a warming embrace. The radiance highlighted the short
grass that had begun to turn golden-tan during the changing of the
season.

After Colin paused to
relish the warmth on his face, Ailfrid led him to the closest of
the three stumps. Colin tried to imagine how big the tree must have
once been, for the stump was immense. Powerful roots, each one
nearly twice as thick as Colin’s arms, intertwined one another and
spread forth from the base of the stumps, running along the ground
and disappearing deep into the earth. The bark of the stump was
very smooth, and the surface was extremely flat. Whatever had shorn
the trees had done so cleanly. Hundreds of rings on the surface of
the stump only hinted at the age of the once mighty
tree.

All about the stumps and
much of the clearing, small mushrooms and toadstools pushed their
way up from the soil, and tiny white flowers kept lazy bees happy.
Thick patches of bright green moss, what Ailfrid had called fairy
carpeting, also surrounded the stumps and clung to the surface of
the roots like a fuzzy blanket. It was nature at its most tranquil
solemnity.

Within the center of the
circle formed by the Three Stumps was a depression in the earth in
which the grass grew taller and thicker. Colin spied several
objects sitting within the depression, and began to reach for one
to get a better look.

“Don’t,” Ailfrid said.
“They are offerings, left by other sheehogue.”

“Offerings for who?” Colin
asked.

“For the Stumps, of
course.”

“I don’t understand.
There’s a doll,” Colin said, pointing to a crude-looking doll
formed of twigs, grass, leaves and cloth. “What is a stump going to
do with a doll?”

“Nothing I’m sure, but many
sheehogue come here for comfort, guidance, or just to enjoy a fine
day within the clearing. And most leave a token for the Stumps as a
way of saying thank you for providing the sheehogue with a peaceful
place to sit for a while.”

“Should I leave something?”
Colin began to fiddle around in his pockets, wondering what he
might have that could be considered a suitable offering for the
stumps. He found only a handful of loose change.

Ailfrid shook his head.
“Not yet. We’ll sit a while first. When we are ready to leave, do
what feels right. I’ll be right back.”

The ferrish turned and
began to press into the undergrowth on the east side of the
clearing.

“Where are you going?”
Colin asked, beginning to follow. He wasn’t certain he wanted to be
left alone.

“Don’t worry, I’m not going
far. I’m just going to pick some blackberries. You’ll be fine
here.”

“Okay,” Colin said. I hope
so, he thought to himself.

Watching Ailfrid disappear
into the thick bushes and heavy shadows, Colin then realized that
he preferred to remain behind, favoring the brightness of the
clearing and the sense of safety that enveloped the
area.

Colin strode around the
clearing, examining the stumps, and amusing himself by trying to
catch the yellow and orange leaves that drifted lazily to the
ground every time a soft breeze pushed through the
trees.

All was quiet and peaceful
here, with only the melodious bird songs and the buzzing of passing
bees or dragonflies intruding upon the glamour exuded by Three
Stumps.

This was exactly the sort
of place one would expect the fey to congregate, and Colin recalled
how happy he was to be among them, and of them as well.

As promised, Ailfrid was
not gone long. The ferrish returned to Three Stumps from the east
path, unhappily kicking up leaves as he walked.

“What’s wrong?” Colin
asked.

Ailfrid showed him. Instead
of a clutch of ripe, plump blackberries, the ferrish held a mass of
branches that bore a sickly looking fruit. Upon closer inspection,
Colin saw that they were indeed blackberries, but they were
withered and somewhat slimy, certainly far from appetizing. Some of
them had traces of a white mold growing over them.

Colin wrinkled his face in
disgust. “What happened to those?”

“The blackberries are
spoiled,” Ailfrid replied glumly. “All of them. That can only mean
one thing. There is a pooka loose in the ‘wood.”

Colin looked at Ailfrid
questioningly.

The ferrish tossed the
ruined blackberries to the ground. “A pooka is a shape-shifter. Its
real form is something like a large black cat, but it can be any
animal it wants. A fox, a rabbit, and more often than not a large
black horse.”

“Is it
dangerous?”

“It’s a trickster, and
possibly dangerous, depending on its mood, which can change as
quickly as it changes shape. We’ll have to be on our guard. Have
you any coins?”

Colin nodded, recalling the
small amount of change he had felt moments earlier. It was money
left over from earlier in the week when he had used his allowance
to purchase some candy and comics.

“I have some,” he answered.
“Why?”

“If we are unfortunate
enough to run into the pooka, the coins will keep it at bay for a
little while. Sort of like a distraction. Time enough for you to
get away.”

“What about
you?”

“Don’t worry about me, I’ll
be right behind you. I’ve no coins of my own, but a bit of my magic
will probably startle it enough to stop it in its tracks, at least
for a moment. And then we go right back to Doc Muffingrow. His home
is a safe sanctuary. Understood?”

Colin nodded. “Is the pooka
here because of Sahwen?”

“Yes. There’s always a
pooka loose in the ‘wood at this time. But I was hoping maybe it
hadn’t arrived yet. Bloody hell! I was looking forward to those
blackberries.”

A voice to the north
interrupted the ferrish.

“Why am I not surprised to
find you two here?”

Colin and Ailfrid turned
their heads to face the familiar voice, just as Deidre was stepping
into the clearing.

The elfin girl was wearing
her usual white dress, embroidered with a light floral pattern and
flowing loosely, allowing her to move quickly, as she was apt to
do.

Her dark hair, normally
worn loose and free to her shoulders, was today pulled into a tight
braid and adorned with small jewels in the shapes and colors of
tiny flowers. The sunlight glinted off the accents, creating the
effect of a subtle halo about the top of Deidre’s head.

Colin also noticed silver
bracelets looped around each of the girl’s thin wrists. Each
bracelet was fashioned to look like a series of intertwined ropes,
curling about each other in a complicated pattern.

Colin caught himself
staring at Deidre and quickly looked away, before a blush could
rise to the surface of his cheeks.

“Hi Deidre,” Ailfrid said.
“Just showing Colin around the ‘wood a bit. He’s never been to
Three Stumps.”

“You were right,” Colin
said to Ailfrid. “Someone did come along, and awfully quick,
too.”

“Told you.”

Deidre hopped onto the
stump closest to her and took a seat. She had a beige satchel slung
over her shoulder, which she removed and opened. She took out a
small wooden flask and proceeded to take a small sip.

“Elfin tea,” she explained
to Colin. “It’s very good. Well, maybe not as good as Doc
Muffingrow’s blackberry tea, but I’ve a feeling we’ll not be having
much of that for a while.”

“You saw them too,” the
ferrish stated.

“The spoiled blackberries?
Yes. There is a pooka in the ‘wood.

“I was just telling Colin
about that.”

Deidre looked at Colin and
smiled. “Are you going to the feast tonight in Chestnut
Grove?”

Colin’s face faltered as he
suddenly remembered the feast, which of course was not normally a
reason to be unhappy. It was the realization that he might not be
able to go that had Colin disheartened.

“I want to go, but I don’t
know how there’s going to be enough time for us to get there.
Without Bairtlemead’s muffins, we’d never make it.”

“Speak for yourself,”
Deidre said, and Colin remembered the elfin girl’s natural ability
for speed.

“Don’t worry Colin,”
Ailfrid said. “I already told you, we aren’t going to miss a thing.
You’ll see. When the time is right, we’ll go. But we’ve still got
all afternoon. And don’t listen to Deidre. Even she couldn’t run
all the way to Chestnut Grove in time for tonight.”

“Yes, don’t worry Colin,”
Deidre assured him. “We’ll have a grand time.”

Colin grinned and decided
to trust that Ailfrid had secured a way to get them to the feast,
and then to get Colin back to the Gateway by tomorrow
evening.

He looked up at the sun
high in the sky, anticipating the arrival of nightfall, which now
seemed a long time away. “I can’t wait!”

“It’ll be a big feast
tonight, a celebration of Sahwen.”

“How come the brownies are
celebrating Sahwen tonight? I thought it was next week. At least,
that’s when Halloween is back where I live.”

“It is next week,” Ailfrid said. “Long
ago, when things were different in the ‘wood, all the sheehogue
would gather together outside the cottage of Alastar to dance and
eat and celebrate the night. A great bonfire would be built within
the confines of a massive stove made of stone. But much has
happened in the ‘wood since then, as you know, and Sahwen does
strange things to the ‘wood, as you also now know. The sheehogue
have not gathered in Alastar’s grove in a very long time, not since
Alaster has been gone.”

“But why celebrate
earlier?”

“The magic that resides in
the ‘wood is strongest and strangest on Sahwen night. Many of the
sheehogue no longer wish to travel through the ‘wood that
night.”

“But there will be many
bonfires in the ‘wood this night,” Deidre continued. “And many of
the fey will gather in Chestnut Grove tonight, for the first time
in a long time, thanks to you.” She smiled at him.

Colin blushed, unable to
find a response to the unexpected compliment.

“Do you still have your
mask?” Deidre asked.

Colin nodded, thankful for
the quick change of subject.

The mask was given to him
by Ailfrid, the first night Colin had arrived in the ‘wood and
stumbled upon a gathering of sheehogue dancing around a small
bonfire. When wearing the mask, Colin was granted the ability to
see in the dark, just like most of the sheehogue. The features of
the mask also mimicked those of some of the strange sheehogue, and
when wearing it, Colin felt even more like one of the fey, and less
like a deiney.

“Ailil will be in Chestnut
Grove tonight as well. He and Cox will play the Lon Dubh together.
You’ll want to wear the mask when we dance, so that you’ll be able
to see all the magic in the Grove that night.”

Colin had not seen Ailil,
the King of the Sprites, since handing over the enchanted whistle,
thus breaking the bonds of the curse that had been placed over him.
He found himself a little hesitant to face the small but imposing
fey, even though Ailil had promised Colin that the boy need never
fear the sprites again.

Besides, Colin knew he
would also be amongst other good friends, and so he remained
confident that all would be well.

Deidre offered him a small
cup of tea, and he took a sip. The aromatic steam rose from within
the mug and filled his nose. As promised, it was very good,
smelling and tasting slightly of lavender, honey, and other plants
and flowers.

Upon spending some time
sipping from his cup whilst sitting upon the stump, Colin found
himself instilled with much more than the comforting flavors of the
elfin tea. His overall confidence in himself returned, and he began
to feel assured of his place in the ‘wood. He began to imagine
himself as though he was a young prince, and Tanglewood was in part
his kingdom. After all, it was as much his home now as the one he
shared with his parents outside the ‘wood. The small fantasy caused
his lingering worries to quickly melt away.

He realized that these new
feelings of reassurance were due in part to the peace that was to
be found here among the Three Stumps.

Colin could definitely
sense some sort of protective aura emanating from the stumps, and
it was likely that the entire clearing was rich with the magical
essence.

He dared place a hand on
the surface of the stump and opened his mind just a little, to see
if the stump itself had anything to say. It remained quiet,
however, and Colin smiled, understanding that what he was feeling
at that moment was more important than anything that could have
been said.

He looked up at his
companions, and saw them watching him. Deidre remained
expressionless, but the corners of Ailfrid’s mouth had begun to
form a smile.

“You feel it, don’t you?”
he asked.

Colin nodded. “Yes. There’s
a…peace to be found here. It’s magical.”

“Indeed,” Ailfrid said,
nodding.

“I want to leave something
when we go, as an offering. But I don’t really have anything good
to offer the stumps.”

“Here,” Deidre said,
sliding herself off the stump. She walked over to Colin, while
fiddling with her braids.

“Take this,” she said,
holding out her hand.

Colin saw that she held one
of the small, jeweled flowers that had adorned her hair. It
glittered in the sunlight.

“That looks valuable,”
Colin said, shaking his head. “I wouldn’t feel right taking
it.”

“It’s okay. It looks
pretty, but it isn’t real gemstones. They’re just polished rocks,
see? And a bit of elfin magic gives them their shiny
glow.”

Colin inspected the pendant
closer. “Your father wouldn’t be angry, you giving this to
me?”

“No. He wouldn’t know
anyway.”

“Not unless he’s got his
sheeaghan following you,” Ailfrid mumbled under his breath, but
loud enough so that Colin and Deidre both heard.

“Ailfrid, don’t start,”
Colin said.

Ailfrid crossed his arms.
“Well, he usually does, you know. Up in the trees, I bet there’s
bunches of ‘em.”

“Not anymore, Ailfrid,”
Deidre explained. “You might have been right several months ago,
but ever since I completed my rite, my father trusts that I can
handle myself.”

“Hmmph.” Ailfrid remained
unconvinced.

“Well,” Deidre said,
turning back to Colin. “Are you going to take it or
not?”

“Thanks, Deidre.” Colin
took the pendant from her hand. He smiled meekly, somewhat
embarrassed, though he wasn’t sure why he felt that way.

Deidre returned to her
stump. “Keep it until we are ready to leave. Then it will feel more
like it was yours before you offer it to the stumps.”

Colin nodded.

“Right,” Ailfrid said.
“That’s settled then. Let’s have lunch!”

 


*****

 


The afternoon passed
swiftly, and soon the sun was beginning its slow descent. The
children had enjoyed their lunch and spent the remainder of the
afternoon sitting quietly, reflecting upon their own thoughts, and
making small discussion.

Colin had tried to gather
information about the secretive elves, but Deidre would not offer
much, and Ailfrid seemed to find the subject distasteful. While the
ferrish and Deidre had formed a bond of friendship, it was obvious
that Ailfrid still did not care much for the elders, though he had
never said specifically why. Not wanting to risk a feud of words
between the ferrish and Deidre, Colin decided to drop the
subject.

“I’m going to leave the
offering now. Do I have to say a prayer or make a wish or something
when I do it?”

Both Deidre and Ailfrid
laughed.

“No,” the ferrish answered.
“If you have any thoughts in your mind, feel free to say them to
yourself or to the stumps if you wish, but it’s enough just to
place the offering in the center.”

“Okay.” Colin climbed down
off the stump and walked to the small depression in the earth.
Aside from the doll he spotted there earlier, he also saw a wooden
flask carved with runes, a folded note, a large, white swan
feather, and other items obscured by the taller grass.

He silently thanked the
Three Stumps for the peace and strength of mind they had instilled
within him, and placed the elfin pendant into the depression, where
it was quickly lost amongst a patch of tiny white
flowers.

“Thanks again for the
pendant Deidre.”

“You’re welcome,” she
answered softly.

Colin caught her smiling
before she turned her head away.

“I suppose we should be
going,” Ailfrid said, coming down off his own stump.

Colin thought he detected a
slight tone of annoyance in the ferrish.

“The feast will be starting
soon,” Ailfrid continued. “You don’t want to get there late. You’ve
seen how fast those brownies eat everything. There’ll be nothing
left if we don’t go soon!”

Colin laughed. “Well, how
are we going to get there? You’re the one who supposedly has a
plan.”

Ailfrid smiled. “It was
Bairtlemead’s idea actually. He wants you to use the dru-cainnt.
Ask the trees to send a message to Aghavilla.”

“Aghavilla? Why would I –
oh, I see!” Colin nodded and grinned, suddenly understanding how
they were going to quickly traverse the large forest.

Aghavilla was a dryad, a
tree-walker, and had helped Colin once before. Able to journey from
one tree to another anywhere in the ‘wood as though the trees were
simple doorways, the beautiful tree-spirit could also lead Colin
and others through Tanglewood in the same manner, provided they all
kept in contact with her as she tree-walked.

Colin recalled that while
tree-walking was quite a magical experience, it was also somewhat
unsettling. Traveling from one tree to another was akin to entering
a strange, sometimes disorienting version of the ‘wood, a dreamlike
dimension from the perspective of the trees themselves.

It wasn’t necessarily
Colin’s first preference for travel in the ‘wood, but there was no
denying the effectiveness. He was delighted now that he knew he
would be able to go to the feast speedily, and assumed the dryad
would likely spirit him back to Bairtlemead or the Gateway the
following day.

Colin placed his palm
against the rough surface of a maple tree, which stood just on the
edge of the clearing. He waited patiently, allowing his mind to be
open to communication, and trying to keep it clear of other
thoughts and distractions.

During the summer, Doc
Muffingrow had been helping Colin to gain a better understanding of
the dru-cainnt, and training him to utilize his gift
better.

The ability to speak to the
trees came naturally to Colin, a magical gift of his fey blood. But
understanding how to use it properly was a different matter
entirely. The secret to understanding the language of the trees,
Bairtlemead taught, was in clearing your mind of deiney thoughts,
and allowing those of the trees to take root. Colin wasn’t sure
exactly what that meant, but he had been practicing, and was
steadily getting more proficient.

As Bairtlemead had
instructed, Colin imagined a young sapling sprouting from the
fertile soil of his mind, extending its branches and unfurling its
leaves. This tiny tree was meant to represent himself, or rather,
the part of his mind that was open to a relationship with the
trees.

A connection was
made.

Colin felt the familiar
tones of the tree rumbling softly through his mind, little more
than a faint whisper. The language of the trees was not one of
words, but of varied emotions and fluttering images, and a subdued
resonance that reverberated within his mind.

While Colin was not yet
skilled enough to truly decipher the message properly, he was
nonetheless able to determine that the tree would happily offer to
help.

Colin smiled, feeling
rather proud of himself. He next concentrated upon summoning forth
the image of dryad, and whispered her name in his mind, projecting
his thoughts toward the tree. As he did this, he also imagined that
the sapling in his mind was further extending its branches,
reaching out to the maple tree he communed with.

Aghavilla. It’s Colin.
Please come to The Three Stumps.

Although the maple tree had
not visibly moved, Colin detected a subtle vibration, and knew that
the tree had understood his message. Colin perceived a subtle
flurry of whispers. It was the leaves of the surrounding trees,
wavering ever so slightly as though a soft breeze pushed through
them. Colin guessed that the trees were communicating with each
other. He knew then that they would find the dryad and relay his
request.

“Okay, I did it,” Colin
said, walking back into the clearing towards his friends. “I guess
we wait a bit now.”

“Good job,” Ailfrid said.
“Bairtlemead said you’d be able to do it.”

“Yes, well done, Colin,”
Deidre agreed, smiling. “You are becoming more fey than deiney
every day.”

Colin grinned
back.

“Deidre didn’t think you’d
be able to do it,” Ailfrid stated plainly.

“What?” the elf exclaimed.
Her face grew into an angry scowl. “You take that back, I never
said that.”

“Yes you did.”

“Did not!”

“She did,” Ailfrid said,
turning to Colin.

“Bloody ferrish! You’re
just a liar!” Small yellow sparks began to radiate from the elf’s
clenched fists, and she took a menacing step toward
Ailfrid.

“Hey, don’t you come near
me Deidre, I’m warning you!” The ferrish seemed nervous, but held
his ground.

“Hey!” Colin shouted. “Stop
it!”

Deidre halted, and the
magic emanating from her fists dissipated.

“I don’t really care who
thought what. I was able to do it, and that’s that! And soon
Aghavilla will be here, and we’re supposed to be going to a feast
to have fun, not fighting with each other over stupid
things.”

“But he–,” Deidre started
to say something, but Colin’s angry glare kept her
silent.

“Well,” he said, turning to
Ailfrid, “are you just trying to annoy her, or what?”

Ailfrid appeared
chagrinned. “Yes. It was just a joke.”

“I told you,” Deidre said,
crossing her arms triumphantly.

“Fine. Ailfrid, say you’re
sorry to her.”

The ferrish’s humble
expression turned to one of amused surprise.

“Are you serious? It was
just a joke! I don’t have to apologize.” Ailfrid turned away, and
started walking along the edge of the clearing, pretending that he
was suddenly interested in other things.

“I mean it, Ailfrid. We’re
all supposed to be friends. If you don’t say you’re sorry, then I’m
going to ask Aghavilla to take me to the Gateway instead of the
feast. I’ll go home.”

Ailfrid turned around
quickly, his mouth agape in shock. Even Deidre seemed surprised by
Colin’s defiant stance.

The ferrish saw that Colin
was going to be unmoving in this matter, and his sheepish
expression returned.

“Right,” he said, staring
at the ground. “Sorry, Deidre. I was just having a bit of
fun.”

“Hmmph. Acting the gom is
what you were doing.”

“Well you shouldn’t take
things so seriously.” Then, mumbling under his breath, Ailfrid
said, “Elves have no sense of humor.”

If Deidre heard this, she
ignored it.

Colin sighed. Even the
magic of the Three Stumps could not dispel the bit of tension that
now pervaded the air.

Luckily, the trio was
distracted when the surface of the nearby maple tree began to
shimmer. It was a familiar sight, and they quickly forgot the
ridiculous argument.

The bark of the tree
flickered and rippled as though it was made of water, and then a
slender hand emerged from its trunk as though the bark was simply
an illusion.

Aghavilla stepped through
the magical doorway she had created, and greeted the children with
a wide smile. The tree-spirit was a beautiful young woman, who
practically glided across the ground when she walked, much like a
drifting leaf catching the wind.

She wore a simple garment
that was luminescent green in color, cut rather short and leaving
her shoulders bare. Tiny tendrils of ivy encircled much of her arms
and legs, and were dotted with tiny golden flowers. A small wreath
of similar flowers was perched upon her head, beneath which golden
hair cascaded nearly to the small of her back.

“Colin! Great to see you
again! I received your message!”

The dryad smiled, and Colin
found himself instantly distracted by her sparkling green eyes, as
though the stars themselves were contained therein. The tree-spirit
was entrancing, but not just because of her beauty.

Bairtlemead had told Colin
that dryads possessed the ability to charm deiney men, and spirit
them away, where they would be held captive within the confines of
a tree, and usually never seen again.

Of course, that was long
ago, when the borders of fey-enchanted woods and the surrounding
lands where kynney deiney lived were not so clearly defined. Now,
the fey had no contact with the deiney, with the exception of those
such as Colin.

The dryad’s magical aura
still had a small effect on Colin, as it would with any male, even
one as young as Colin. But because he was also Blood of the Fey,
and because Aghavilla had no intention of using her charming
capabilities to the fullest, Colin was in no danger of falling
under her spell.

“Greetings, Aghavilla,”
Deidre said, striding forward and then stopping to perform a small
curtsey.

The dryad smiled and did
the same. “And to you Deidre. And you too Ailfrid.”

“Doc Muffingrow sends you
greetings,” the ferrish said. “And he thanks you for helping us
out.”

Aghavilla laughed gently, a
sound like tinkling bells. “When you see him again, tell him there
is no need for thanks. It is my pleasure to escort you three
anywhere in the ‘wood. Shall we?”

The dryad extended her
hand, and Colin took hold of it. Ailfrid took hold of Colin’s other
hand, and Deidre joined hands with the ferrish.

Aghavilla stepped back
through the shimmering portal of the tree, leading the children
forward through the temporary doorway.

The surrounding forest
instantly faded away, replaced by a muted landscape of dark shadows
and bright lights. Colin viewed the ‘wood now just as the trees
did, with whatever strange manner of vision they
possessed.

Ahead of Colin, the dryad
was a blinding silhouette of white light. She appeared to be moving
in slow motion, but on either side of the group, the shining forms
of trees blurred rapidly about them as they journeyed quickly
through the unusual alter-dimension, passing through different
areas of the ‘wood in mere moments.

Colin kept his focus
straight ahead, squinting against the dazzling light of the dryad.
To look to either side for too long was dizzying, especially on
longer tree-walks.

Up ahead, shortly beyond
Aghavilla, the lustrous silhouette of a massive tree began to come
into view. It was unmistakably that of a chestnut tree, and so
Colin knew they had almost arrived at their destination, somewhere
very close to Chestnut Grove.

The dryad continued to lead
the group forward, heading directly to the illuminated form of the
large tree. As they passed through it, a bright spectrum of color
washed over the surrounding landscape like a gushing wave of rich
paint. The tree-walk had ended, and Aghavilla and the group found
themselves in familiar surroundings, having emerged from the
chestnut tree into a small clearing that lay on the outskirts of
the brownie community.

Colin had barely a moment
for his eyes to readjust to their normal perspective. Almost
immediately, as if expecting their imminent arrival, a small
whirlwind of dirt, leaves and twigs approached the group from the
far edge of the clearing.

Colin and the others knew
they had no reason to be frightened. The small whirlwind proceeded
to scurry across the ground in a furtive zig-zag pattern. It came
to a halt within a few feet of the group, and the swirling mass of
forest debris abruptly subsided, scattering bits of leaves and
twigs across the ground. From within the center of the tiny
twister, a small brownie was revealed. He was dressed regally in a
clever little outfit of varying shades of brown and green. In his
left hand, the brownie brandished a small wooden scepter capped
with a polished green stone.

Willen, as the jovial
brownie was called, presented himself to the group with a sweeping
bow. The trio of children found this gesture somewhat amusing, as
the brownie was easily only a quarter their height, and bowing
seemed wholly unnecessary.

“Welcome!” the brownie
exclaimed, returning to a standing position. It spread its arms
wide. “Allow me to escort you all to the first feast of the
brownies in celebration of Sahwen!”

Willen’s enthusiasm was
contagious, and the children found themselves cheering softly and
grinning widely.

They quickly followed the
hopping brownie out of the clearing, anxious to join the
festivities.

 



Chapter Four

The Grand
Feast



Since his first visit to
Tanglewood, Colin had attended more than a few feasts hosted by the
brownies. Typically, they had been small gatherings held in areas
of the ‘wood that had lain closer to Bairtlemead’s home or the
Gateway, and were enjoyed by Colin, Ailfrid, Cox & Willen, a
small host of brownies, and occasionally Doc Muffingrow.

This was the first time
Colin would be returning to the sacred Chestnut Grove, and this
feast promised to be a grand event, rivaling all the others. He
could hear the revelry of the gathered sheehogue and the energetic
music long before he caught site of the massive chestnut trees that
surrounded the grove. The sun was quickly on its way to say
goodnight to the ‘wood, and so the great celebration was just
beginning.

The scent of many
delectable treats and freshly baked desserts greeted Colin’s nose.
He breathed in deep, savoring the myriad aromas.

He was unable to keep the
wide grin off his face as he and Ailfrid picked up the pace,
hurrying toward the grove. Deidre of course easily overtook them,
as enhanced speed was quite natural in elves. She raced on ahead,
laughing at the boys over her shoulder.

“C’mon Colin!” Ailfrid
said, chasing after Deidre.

Colin didn’t need to be
told twice. He and the ferrish sprinted the rest of the way,
directly into the middle of a bustling congregation of fey. The
grove was teeming with a mass of brownies, sprites, and many other
sheehogue that called the ‘wood home. A large bonfire roared to
life in the center of the clearing. The tall flames cast all the
celebrants and the surrounding area in an alluring glow as twilight
settled over Tanglewood.

A flurry of quick-moving
brownies formed a ring about Colin and Ailfrid and began dancing.
Perched upon large rocks and long branches overhead, brownies and
sprites played an assortment of instruments with wild frenzy.
Strings were plucked frantically, whistles and flutes released
cascading flutters of cheerful notes, and tiny drums provided a
frenetic, energetic beat.

Colin and Ailfrid laughed
as the brownies spun about them, and they too began to spin, caught
wholeheartedly in the moment and captivated by the spirited music.
Truly, Chestnut Grove was the lively heartbeat of Tanglewood this
evening.

Two elves, a boy and a girl
both shorter and younger in appearance than Deidre, entered the
circle. They both shrieked gleefully as Deidre took them by their
hands and spun them about. She appeared delighted that some of her
own kin had come to the feast.

Colin spied another group
of elfin children happily gobbling treats offered by the brownies.
The small residents of Chestnut Grove were also consuming nearly as
much as they were serving, but it seemed as if an endless tide of
brownies streamed forth from openings within the giant trees,
bearing more trays made of tree bark. Each tray was stacked high
with mounds of delicious cakes, sweets, and treats, or small mugs
of tea, mead and wine.

Colin hoped that the
presence of the elfin children might mean that some of the
mysterious elders might also be present. He paused from the dance
to look about the clearing at the remainder of the gathered
sheehogue.

A pair of female fey stood
on the sidelines, clapping in time with the music. They were only
slightly taller than Colin, but their beauty was effervescent, and
revealed them as far more than mere fey children. Unblemished skin
radiated softly, a milky-white nimbus of moonlight. Golden hair
flowed neatly over their shoulders, nearly reaching their knees.
The thick tresses seemed to possess a life all their own, wavering
about the fey as if held slightly aloft by a soft
breeze.

Despite their enchanting
allure, Colin found himself most unnerved by their eyes, which
glowed a scarlet red in the firelight. Beneath the glow, they were
as deep pools, thick with the murkiness of hundreds of passing
years.

Colin could easily find
himself lost in their steady gaze, but was thankfully distracted by
a trio of fiery streaks of blue-green light, each as large as a
fist. They passed him by and began to swirl about the head of
Aghavilla. The dryad spun around to keep them in view, laughing
loudly with surprise

Over the music, Colin heard
happy laughter emanating from the three firelights. When one of
them stopped to hover in midair, he was able to better see what it
was that had moved nearly as fast as a lightning strike.

It was a true fairy, with
colorful wings beating so rapidly they were but a blur, throwing
off tiny blue sparks of light. Like a tiny version of the dryad
herself, the fairy was a beautiful creature to behold, wearing
garments of wispy gossamer and tiny flower petals.

Then the fairy was off
again, little more than a trailing vein of colorful light. It found
its two sisters spinning about the head of a short male that stood
upon a small boulder. Despite his small stature, it was obvious
that this was no child.

A wizened face peered out
from beneath the brim of a green cap. Tiny wrinkles formed creases
around bright, friendly eyes, and framed a becalming smile. Tousles
of reddish-gray hair spilled out from under the hat, forming thick
sideburns and a short beard.

The peculiar little man was
dressed all in green finery with black buttons, and a pair of shiny
black boots adorned with silver buckles. Firmly grasping a small
fiddle, he played along in time with the brownies, adding his own
melody to the joyous tune. He caught Colin’s sight and nodded and
winked. Colin returned the greeting with a wave.

Ailfrid and Deidre suddenly
grabbed hold of Colin and pulled him back into the center of the
circle of dancing fey. They pranced wildly, the timbre of the music
reaching deep into the core of their own bodies and inducing
unrestrained liveliness and cheer. A flurry of brownies, pixies and
sprites, as well as the other sheehogue, also danced wildly about
them. Finding himself laughing and reeling, Colin was imbued with
an amazing sensation of vitality.

As the song ended, Colin
retreated from the circle. Exerting such tremendous energy had left
him suddenly famished, and he was eager to sample all the treats
that the brownies offered this night.

He first grabbed a mug of a
sweet tasting elixir, which was flavored with cinnamon and cloves.
He drained it dry in two gulps, savoring the mild aftertaste. It
had helped to quench his thirst; now he had to see to his rumbling
tummy.

There was a tray sitting
atop a tall stump, covered with assorted treats that were rapidly
being scooped up by sprites and brownies alike. Colin reached past
the crowd of small fey and snatched a treat for himself.

It was a tasty looking
slice of cake with some manner of berries inside, and a dab of
purplish-colored cream on top. Colin gobbled it up. The flavor was
stronger than he imagined it would be. The cream was refreshing and
the cake moist, but it was the berries themselves that popped with
a distinct tartness.

He reached for a second
piece, and a brownie standing beside him nodded approvingly. The
brownie’s cheeks were stuffed full of the cake, which he made an
effort to swallow in one large gulp. After washing down the cake
with a full mug of the cinnamon drink, the brownie hopped up onto
the stump, standing next to the tray of cake. Only a few slices
remained.

“It’s good, yes?” The
brownie quickly grabbed a second helping.

Colin nodded. His own
cheeks were once again full of cake.

“Fraughan cake,” the
brownie said, between mouthfuls. “Those are bilberries
inside.”

Colin nodded again. He’d
never heard of bilberries before, but the flavorful introduction
was not one he’d soon forget! However, he forced himself to turn
away from the tempting cake, for there were many other tasty
morsels being passed about, all appearing equally
delicious!

Two brownies carried a
large, flat piece of tree bark, upon which sat a cobbler, already
cut into servings. A small group of sprites swooped down and
encircled the tray, and within moments, half the cobbler was
gone.

Colin scrambled over to
grab a piece, and found Ailfrid reaching for one as well. Another
brownie handed them each a tiny fork and a smaller piece of
flattened bark to use as a plate for the cobbler.

Ailfrid and Colin found two
seats on a log and proceeded to enjoy the cobbler. It was a mixture
of warm apples and blackberries, with dollops of whipped cream.
Elements of sugar and cinnamon and other spices augmented the
flavor.

“Oh wow,” Colin said. “This
is so good.”

“Yes,” the ferrish agreed.
“It’s October cobbler. The brownies must have managed to save a
bunch of blackberries just for this before they
spoiled.”

“I’m glad they did,”
mumbled Colin, his mouth stuffed with cobbler.

“Me too. Look, there’s more
food!” Ailfrid pointed toward one of the chestnut giants, where
another troop of brownies were emerging from an opening at the
base. They all carried trays laden with a wide variety of delicious
treats.

There were platters of
brown bread and sweet scones, accompanied by heavy cream and
assorted flavorful jams scooped from ceramic crocks.

Colin helped himself first
to one of the scones, scooping a generous amount of cream on top.
Then there was yet another cake to sample. Ailfrid called it Barm
Brack. It was sweetened with currants and spiced with nutmeg, and
was perfectly complimented by another mug of the cinnamon-spiced
drink.

His belly full at last, and
his taste buds more satisfied than he could have ever imagined them
to be, Colin sought another moment to indulge in a short rest and
observe the sheehogue.

The food was unending, the
music and dancing was continuous. Occasionally, one of the sprites
or brownies would cast a shower of multi-colored sparks into the
bonfire, turning the flames, green, blue, red, or golden in color,
and likewise the surrounding area and all those in it.

Without warning, the
current song ended, and the revelry ceased. Colin looked about for
the reason, and a rousing cheer caught his attention. He turned
toward the excitement.

It was Cox and Ailil,
standing side by side atop a high tree branch, overlooking the
masses.

Ailfrid ran over and
grabbed Colin. “Put your mask on,” he said. “They are going to play
the Lon Dubh. It’s a traditional dance of Sahwen.”

Thrilled to be a part of
such an important, sacred moment, Colin pulled the mask from his
backpack and held it to his face. As usual, it gently adhered to
his skin and stayed fastened to his face, until such time as he saw
fit to remove it. He followed Ailfrid to a spot amongst the crowds
of sheehogue that were gathered about the bonfire.

They looked up at the pair
of small kings expectantly, and cheered again when they spied
Willen hopping excitedly amongst the branches of the tree. He
approached the kings with the fabled Lon Dubh whistle cradled in
his hands.

Cox took hold of the
whistle and offered it to Ailil. The gesture showed Colin that any
vestiges of animosity between the two tribes had truly disappeared,
and only peace and the desire for merrymaking remained.

Somewhere along the edge of
the clearing, the brownies produced a beat on their tiny drums. The
sheehogue began to slowly circle the bonfire, and Colin followed
suit.

Ailil raised the whistle to
his lips and summoned forth a low, steady note, which was
punctuated by a steady drum beat.

Colin and the fey completed
one loop around the bonfire, and Ailil raised the pitch slightly.
The drum beat increased in frequency to match the rising timbre of
the whistle, and the sheehogue began circling faster.

Looking through the mask,
Colin’s vision was enhanced. The flames of the bonfire flickered
with traces of gold. The curtains of moss that were draped over the
branches of the trees were lit with a subtle green glow. Standing
atop the branch, Ailil emanated a bright aura, and the Lon Dubh
appeared to pulse with a life of its own. Colin thought he could
almost see the notes flowing forth from the whistle as a
golden-blue mist. It circulated throughout the clearing as the
magic penetrated the hearts and minds of the gathered
sheehogue.

Ailil raised the pitch once
more, and the frequency of the drums grew even faster.

Colin completed his third
loop around the bonfire. Both the drums and the whistle were
abruptly silenced, as were all the fey. Colin could sense a heavy
blanket of anticipation, within himself and all of the fey. To his
right, Ailfrid was hopping excitedly. At his left, Deidre squeezed
his hand and leaned over.

“Get ready,” she whispered
in his ear.

Ailil leapt high into the
air and seemed to hover there for just a moment. Colin held his
breath, waiting for the sprite king to land again. When he did, a
loud note burst forth from the Lon Dubh, and the flames of the
bonfire showered the clearing with golden sparks, like a glorious
fireworks display.

A billowing eruption of
notes reverberated throughout the clearing. Colin felt an
exhilarating energy flowing through his veins, and his body moved
uncontrollably, dancing and leaping with the others as they circled
the bonfire.

The drums were like
thunder, matching the notes in perfect unison. The small man who
stood atop the boulder joined the melody, lending his frantic
fiddle to the Sahwen song.

There was short pause in
the song where only the drums penetrated the ‘wood, and Ailil
quickly passed the whistle to Cox. The brownie king put the whistle
to his lips and began to play, plunging the fey back into the reel.
The cheering crowd was happy to oblige.

Laughing and spinning and
jumping and leaping, with golden firelight glimmering and cascades
of blue sparks cast by the faeries that flew above them, the dance
reached a gallant crescendo. Then, three steady beats signaled the
finish of the song, and the Sahwen dance ended on a long, high
note, sent forth into the night to ride the wind and vitalize all
who were touched by its magic.

The sheehogue roared and
cheered, and Cox and Ailil bowed, smiling wide. Their eyes sparkled
with delight. Colin clapped and laughed, and then noticed the small
man with the fiddle was looking his way. The peculiar fey caught
Colin’s eye and winked again.

“Ailfrid,” Colin said, “Is
that a leprechaun?”

Ailfrid nodded. “That is
Lanigan, one of the Doine Shee.”

“Doy-nay Shee,” Colin
repeated, removing his mask and putting it back into his pack.
“What’s that?”

“It means he’s one of the
most ancient of the sheehogue, and comes from far away. A place
called Tuatha de Danann.”

“Where is that?”

“Far, far away. Only the
oldest of fey live there. It’s one of the oldest cities of the fey,
and one of the only cities left. Not many know how to find it. Only
a few, such as Lanigan, ever leave it, and only for special
occasions, such as this.”

Colin was about to inquire
more about the mysterious and magical sounding city of the fey,
when he noticed that the leprechaun was waving him over. The boy’s
eagerness to meet the jolly-looking fellow made him quickly forget
about asking Ailfrid any more questions, at least for a short
while.

“Tis a fine evenin’, young
Colin ‘tisn’t it?” Lanigan called out as Colin
approached.

“It is!” Colin said
excitedly. “I’m having a great time! I wish I didn’t have to go
home tomorrow.”

“Well, come a wee bit
closer. I’ve a gift for you, and I want no one else t’be seein’
it.”

Intrigued, Colin stepped
closer, and looked about at the other sheehogue. They were all too
busy enjoying the revelry to pay any attention to secretive notions
of the leprechaun.

Lanigan fished something
small out of his pocket, keeping it enclosed within his pudgy
fist.

“Tisn’t a gift I’m givin’
y’lightly, be sure’n understand that. I give it t’you out o’respect
for Bairtlemead Muffingrow, who’s sayin’ you’re a right lad, and
fer what y’eve done here t’mend the wound ‘twixt sprite and
brownie.”

As an afterthought, the
leprechaun added, “And I’ve a feelin’ y’might be needin’ it
sometime. Keep it close on yer person. It’ll bring y’luck when
y’might need it.”

Lanigan grabbed Colin’s
hand and pressed the hidden object into his palm. Colin caught a
flash of gold before the leprechaun closed his fingers back over
the coin.

“Keep it hidden, I tells
ya. N’tell no one. ‘Tis not an easy thing fer a leprechaun t’be
givin’ up ‘is gold, not even one coin. But y’deserves it, all
t’same.”

Colin quickly put the gold
coin safely away into his pocket, feeling overwhelmed by the gift.
He made sure to place it in his left pocket, keeping it separate
from the small amount of regular change in his right pocket. It
certainly wouldn’t do to be handing the coin over to a clerk at the
market in exchange for a candy bar!

“Thanks!” Colin said
graciously. He was somewhat overwhelmed by the gift.

“Yer welcome. Now go n’
find Cox. He has somethin’ t’show you as well.”

Colin turned about, and
peered through the throng of brownies, sprites, and other
fey.

Deidre was laughing with
her younger brethren, who looked upon her with awe and
respect.

Ailfrid was cursing and
chasing down a mischievous sprite that had just swooped low and
snatched the last bit of Barm Brack right out of the ferrish’s
hands.

Ailil and Cox were still
together, perched upon the branch from which they could oversee the
festivities.

They both noticed Colin’s
approach. Ailil bowed, and Colin smiled and bowed back.

“Greetings, Colin, Blood of
the Fey. I am pleased you were able to attend the Sahwen
feast.”

“So am I. The song was
great.”

“Aye, it was,” Cox agreed,
nodding. “It has been much too long since Ailil and I played the
Lon Dubh together.”

Colin beamed, glad for his
part in restoring the peace between the two tribes.

Cox leapt down from the
branch, landing at the boy’s feet. He beckoned Colin to follow
after him.

“Come look at what I have
to show you, Colin. Something you can look forward to in the
winter.” Cox bounded ahead of the boy, at times leaping onto rocks
and branches, and then back to the ground again.

Colin walked briskly to
keep up with the brownie king, who led him to what at first
appeared to be a large ring of chestnut trees that had grown very
close together. As he and Cox drew closer, Colin realized that what
he thought to be many trees was in fact one massive beast of a
tree. Several tree trunks branched upward, rising from the central
trunk. The many extensions reached high into the sky and were lush
with life and vibrant-colored leaves. As Colin followed Cox to the
far side of the behemoth, Colin saw that much of the inside of the
tree had been hollowed out. The hollow formed a large enclosure,
big enough for Colin and many others to fit into comfortably.
However, the enclosure was already occupied. An incredible mound of
chestnuts sat within the hollow, piled nearly as tall as Colin
himself.

“Wow. There must be
thousands,” Colin exclaimed.

“Indeed. From the harvest
so far,” Cox explained. “I cannot recall a time in which the trees
produced such a bountiful crop.”

“Is it because of the
Fallen?” Colin asked, remembering the spirits of the brownies that
had perished during the battle with the sprites long ago. He
recalled how the Fallen had used their remaining inherent magics to
birth new life into this area of the ‘wood, lifting the depressive
curse that had hindered the chestnut trees from growing.

“Yes, it is the magic of
the Fallen and their collective spirits that have restored Chestnut
Grove back to what it once was. But it is also thanks to
you.”

“Me?” Colin
exclaimed.

“Of course,” Cox said,
smiling. “If it wasn’t for you, we brownies might all still be
suffering under our curse. We would never have been able to see
what you so plainly saw, blinded as we were by the blankets of
mourning and despair we pulled over ourselves. We would never have
played the song that allowed the spirits of the Fallen to finally
be free.”

Colin looked upon the
massive amount of chestnuts in awe.

“You may stay here a moment
if you like. You look tired. Perhaps you might need a bit of time
to yourself before rejoining your friends.”

Colin realized the wise
brownie was correct in his assumption. The day had been a long one,
and Colin was beginning to feel it, especially after all that
frenzied dancing.

“Here,” Cox said, producing
a small wooden flask. “One last bit of blackberry tea. It will
revitalize you.”

Colin’s face
brightened.

“Don’t tell the others,
okay? It is all that’s left until next season. It’ll be our
secret.”

Colin smiled. “Thank you
Cox.”

“Thank you, friend Colin.
Drink your tea, and then rejoin us. We’ve still got a long night of
celebration ahead!”

 



Chapter Five

A Strange
Encounter



Colin woke. He found
himself sitting upon the ground, his back leaning against the trunk
of the sacred chestnut tree. The flask of tea lay by his side,
unopened. Wiping away the weariness from his eyes, he looked about.
This area of the grove was dark, lit only by fireflies randomly
signaling their mates. It took a few moments for Colin’s eyes to
adjust.

He hadn’t meant to fall
asleep. He had intended to enjoy the tea and return to the main
clearing after only a few moments. He had only closed his eyes for
a second, to better savor the aroma of the forest and the many
treats being served at the feast.

But he must have been more
tired than he had originally thought, for in that brief moment he
had fallen into a peaceful slumber. He didn’t know how long he had
slept, but it couldn’t have been very long, or Ailfrid or Cox would
have likely come looking for him.

Not too far away, he could
hear the carousing and the music still going strong, as it probably
would well into the early hours of the morning.

Time to get back to it
then, he thought. But first, he would enjoy his last blackberry tea
of the season.

He uncorked the flask and
took a healthy sip. It was delicious, as always. A few more sips,
and already the tea was enlightening his languid senses and
refreshing his tired limbs. He would miss this elixir.

He took another sip, and
only because he was focused on tracing the flight of a nearby
firefly did he notice the large, black form just beyond the
hovering insect. Like a living mass of shadow, it was gliding
through the undergrowth with graceful silence. Only the faintest
rustling of dried leaves revealed its presence, and then it was
still, a dark shade concealed by the thick undergrowth.

Colin froze for several
moments. He was tempted to reach for his mask, so that he might see
better what lay in the bushes. But whatever the thing might be,
Colin could sense that it was observing him, and he worried that
any movement on his part at that moment might not be the best
course of action.

He told himself it was
simply a sheeaghan or some other harmless fey animal, but some
inner instinct told him it was not. In the brief moment that Colin
had seen the movement, he had been able to determine that whatever
it was, it was bigger than a rabbit or raccoon.

Much bigger.

The evening wind shook the
branches of the trees, allowing more moonlight to fall upon the
earth below. A pair of yellow eyes were briefly highlighted within
the gloom, its pupils narrowing to thin slivers. They stared
directly at Colin.

A low rumble of a growl
issued forth from the shadowy thing that hid in the bushes. It
reminded Colin of the sound an agitated cat might make.

The menacing eyes lowered,
and Colin was able to discern that the creature was in a hunched
position, as though it were about to leap upon its prey.

Colin needed no more
warnings. He quickly jumped to his feet and ran blindly in the
opposite direction.

Behind him, the creature
burst forth from the undergrowth and took pursuit, kicking up
bundles of dead, dried leaves in its wake.

A piercing call split the
silent night, and Colin winced as he realized how closely behind
the thing followed.

Normally more surefooted
after having been walking and running over uneven terrain during
his time in Tanglewood, Colin’s fear caused him to repeatedly
stumble over upraised roots or around trees that seemed to rush at
him in the darkness.

He swore he could feel the
breath of the beast at his back, and he dared not look behind him.
He ran past an outcropping of large rocks, and gasped as he saw a
streak of shadow leap sailing through the air, landing first atop
one of the boulders, and then continuing past him.

Colin skidded to a halt.
The black beast landed only a few feet in front of him and swiftly
spun about to face the frightened boy. Colin saw for the first time
what chased him.

It resembled an enormous
black cat, with yellow eyes shining brightly in the night. Its ears
were longer than a normal cat’s, however, and its features
possessed a slight humanistic quality, especially manifested in the
leering grin it offered Colin.

Colin turned to run back in
the other direction, but before he could take a single step, the
giant cat pounced. It landed atop Colin’s back and drove him to the
ground. Colin grunted as he was slammed into the earth.

Though the creature was
thin and wiry, it possessed an uncanny strength. It casually
flipped Colin over with a bat of its paw as though the boy were
nothing more than a rag doll.

Hissing, the face of the
beast loomed close. Colin squinted his eyes against its hot breath.
A widening grin revealed a mouthful of pointy teeth.

“A pennnyyyy….” Colin was
too scared to comprehend that the beast was actually speaking. Its
voice was a like a mass of slithering snakes.

“A pennnyyy for the
pooka?”

Colin somehow realized that
he was being asked a question, but he was too petrified to answer.
He was fearful that any response or movement might provoke the
catlike beast to tear him to shreds.

“You haaavve a pennnyyy for
the pooka?”

Colin winced as the beast
leaned in closer still. Its long whiskers brushed against the sides
of Colin’s face. Colin could see his own terrified expression in
the midnight pupils of the beast’s shining eyes, which glared
steadily at him, only mere inches from his own.

“A pennnyyy,
yeeessss?”

“A-a penny?” Colin
stammered.

The pooka licked its lips
with a thick tongue.

Colin remembered Ailfrid’s
advice about offering the pooka coins as a distraction. Too afraid
to speak, he nodded instead to indicate that yes, he did have a
penny.

The pooka merely
blinked.

Colin slowly maneuvered his
hand to reach into his pocket to retrieve the small amount of
change he carried. He recalled the gold coin in his other pocket,
but he certainly didn’t intend to lose that valuable gift.
Hopefully it would bring him a large dose of luck as the leprechaun
had suggested it might, and enable Colin to escape the pooka
unharmed.

Pulling the change from his
pocket, he tossed the handful of coins. They scattered along the
ground at his right.

The pooka’s eyes widened.
It leapt off the boy and bounded away toward the coins. It began
examining one after the other, sniffing them
enthusiastically.

Apparently deciding first
to settle upon a penny, the cat-beast touched a tongue to the
copper coin and drew it into its mouth.

Still not daring to move,
Colin watched as the pooka crunched down upon the penny.

It closed its eyes,
seemingly savoring the penny the way a child enjoys a piece of
deliciously sweet candy. Then it swallowed and beamed. Its eyes
grew wide with delight.

It ignored Colin as it
continued to gobble up the remainder of the coins. Amidst the
pennies, the pooka found a few dimes and a quarter to sample as
well.

It appeared to find the
pennies particularly tasty, and was less satisfied with the
quarter, but consumed it anyway.

When the pooka had finished
its meal, it turned its attention back toward Colin.

Wishing he had snuck away
while the pooka was occupied with the meal, Colin suddenly found
himself hoping that the pennies were not merely an appetizer, with
himself the intended main course.

“A fiiinnne meal,” the
pooka stated.

Colin wasn’t sure how to
respond. He knew that to simply turn and run at this point would be
futile, and he had no more coins to distract the beast. He would
not toss away Lanigan’s gift simply to be gobbled up like the other
ordinary coins.

When the pooka did not
move, but simply regarded the boy casually, Colin dared to
rise.

The beast cocked an
eyebrow, but remained seated.

Colin attempted to back
away slowly. He wanted to at least put a bit more distance between
himself and the pooka.

The giant cat-creature
licked its lips again and sniffed the air curiously.

Looking directly at Colin,
it eyed the boy with more scrutiny. “Bloood,” it said
softly.

“Oh no,” Colin said,
chilled to the bone. The coins had not been enough after all. They
had only served to whet the pooka's appetite, and now it wanted
Colin’s blood.

“Blooood of the feeeeeyy,”
the pooka said, and then tilted its head, as though nodding. Then,
it simply turned and stole away into the night, just another dark
shadow amidst a sea of shadows.

Colin was left standing
alone in the darkness, scared and confused. In that brief moment
before the pooka’s eerie departure, Colin had expected to be eaten.
Instead, the strange animal had acknowledged him as Blood of the
Fey, a title that carried no small amount of respect.

Remembering that Ailfrid
had also classified the pooka as a trickster, Colin first thought
that the creature was merely toying with him. It most likely meant
to return and eat him the moment he felt he might be
safe.

But several moments passed.
Colin determined that he was indeed very much alone in the ‘wood
once more.

He reached into his pocket
and felt the smooth surface of the gold coin. It seemed rather
warm, as though it were emitting heat. It seemed that Lanigan was
right; possession of the coin had indeed brought Colin
luck.

Colin retrieved his mask
from the backpack and put it on in order to see better in the dark,
and began making his way back toward Chestnut Grove.

He had not run far during
the chase. When he spied the large chestnut trees and the glow of
the bonfire in the distance, he removed the mask again. It would be
easy to find his way back to the others from here.

“Colin?”

Over the din of the distant
music, someone was calling for him. Colin hurried
closer.

“Ailfrid?”

“Yeah!” The ferrish came
into view amongst the trees. “Where were you?”

Colin nearly blurted out
the details of his fearsome encounter with the pooka. But for some
reason, he decided he should keep it to himself. The pooka’s
departing words had been strangely personal, and he wasn’t sure how
to explain it to the ferrish.

Hoping he still didn’t
appear shaken as he drew closer to Ailfrid, he said, “I was just
wandering around. Where’s Deidre?”

Ailfrid frowned. “With the
other elf brats, I guess.”

Colin frowned back. Once
again, he detected annoyance in Ailfrid’s tone. Since they were
away from their elfin companion for the moment, Colin figured that
now was a good as time as any to broach the subject of Ailfrid’s
distaste of elves.

“Why do you still pick on
her?” he asked the ferrish. “Aren’t you friends with her
now?”

The ferrish kicked at a
chestnut, sending it bouncing along the ground.

“Aw, I don’t know. I mean,
yeah, we’re friends. I don’t really mean to pick on her, it just
happens.”

“Well, you should
stop.”

“Why do you care so much
anyway?” Ailfrid suddenly demanded. The ferrish leveled his silver
eyes at Colin. “You like her, don’t you?”

“Like her?” Colin
stammered. Drat, this wasn’t how the conversation was supposed to
go at all. “No, that’s ridiculous!”

Colin tried to look as
though the very notion was offensive, but he knew the ferrish was
unconvinced.

“You do like her,” Ailfrid
said, grinning. “Ha, I knew it!”

“Shut up, Ailfrid,” Colin
said, casting his eyes nervously about the area. He was worried
Deidre might be nearby, and he didn’t want her to overhear the
conversation.

“Oh, don’t worry, I won’t
tell her. But she probably knows anyway. She is an elf, after all.
You can’t keep secrets from elves.”

“I’m not keeping anything
secret!”

“I bet she likes you too,”
the ferrish continued, ignoring Colin’s statement. “Yeah, I knew it
when she gave you that pendant at Three Stumps.”

“We’re just friends!” Colin
said, a little too loudly.

Ailfrid merely smiled
knowingly.

“Just friends,” Colin said
again, quieter this time. “And I thought you were my friend
too.”

Ailfrid’s smile turned to a
frown. “Of course I am.”

“Well, if you were my
friend, you’d listen to me. But you’re just being a jerk now, like
you were to Deidre back at the stumps.”

The ferrish sputtered the
beginning of a reply, taken aback by the quick turn of words.
Finally, he managed an apology.

“Hey, alright, I’m sorry,
okay? I just like to have a bit of fun sometimes. You know
that.”

“Yeah, I know, but
sometimes you can be really annoying.”

“Oh, yeah, well…you can be
pretty annoying yourself sometimes.”

Colin’s mouth dropped open.
“What! How am I annoying?”

“I’ll tell you how. Cuz I’m
stuck here arguing with you when we both could be back at the feast
eating a new batch of cakes and pies.”

Colin laughed. The small
tiff among the boys was easily forgotten.

“Wow, I’m still so stuffed
from before, I don’t think I can eat another bite of anything, no
matter how good it is.”

“More for me then! Race you
back!”

Ailfrid took off toward the
bonfire, and Colin trailed him closely behind, laughing all the
way.

 


*****

 


Colin slept throughout most
of the morning. His body was happily recuperating from all the
energy spent the night before.

The steadily rising din of
brownie activity roused him from his sleep shortly after noon, but
he was content to lay in the comfort of a thick bed of moss for a
while longer.

The sun streamed warmth
down upon him, and two brownies approached with a mug of spiced
apple tea and some brown bread and jam.

Colin took the food and
thanked the brownies. They nodded and whisked off, doing whatever
it is brownies do when not dancing or baking or causing some sort
of mischief.

Not too far away, Ailfrid
was shooing a brownie away. The ferrish’s grumpy expression and
half-closed eyes told Colin that Ailfrid was not yet ready to be
woken either. However, the ferrish’s efforts only further provoked
the laughing brownie. It hopped back and forth over Ailfrid’s body
like an energetic dog. It occasionally landed upon the grumbling
ferrish, and bounced off before it could be swatted away by
Ailfrid’s flailing arms.

“Bloody hell!” Ailfrid
stammered, at last sitting up. “Alright, I’m up then!”

“Ailfrid, you hush,” Deidre
scolded. She sat not much farther away, sipping from a mug of
tea.

“You’d sleep the day away
if they didn’t wake you, and then poor Colin would have to spend
the rest of his day by himself.”

“Oh really?” Ailfrid said,
wiping the sleep from his eyes. “He could have spent the day
with you.”

Ailfrid stated this rather
innocently, but Colin knew what the ferrish was implying. He hoped
Deidre would simply ignore the comment.

Instead, Deidre seemed
taken aback by the remark. Colin desperately willed his cheeks not
to blush.

The ferrish pretended not
to notice, and politely thanked the brownies for his tea and
bread.

Behind Deidre, the younger
elves were giggling over something. Deidre seemed happy for the
sudden distraction, and used it as an excuse to quickly turn away
and chase after them.

Colin couldn’t help notice
that she was blushing as well.

Ailfrid smiled and waved.
Colin frowned, but only for a moment. He was in a particularly good
mood after last night’s amazing festivities, and today, the
ferrish’s antics did not annoy him. Instead, they made him
laugh.

The remainder of the day
passed rather quickly. Though Chestnut Grove was still busy with
crowds of sprites and brownies, most of the other sheehogue had
already left.

Deidre stayed busy chasing
or entertaining the other elves, leaving Colin and Ailfrid to
themselves.

The pair spent the
afternoon wandering about the grove, and chatted about the feast,
about the ‘wood, and about the coming winter.

Before they knew it, the
sun was slowly dipping below the tree line. Aghavilla approached
Colin, ready to tree-walk with him back to the Gateway.

Colin said his goodbyes to
Ailfrid and Deidre (purposely acting nonchalant with Deidre as
Ailfrid looked on with amusement). He also said farewell to Ailil
and Cox, and the remainder of the little fey that had come to see
him off.

Ailfrid and Deidre and many
of the others followed closely behind as the dryad led Colin to a
stout oak that stood just beyond the grove.

As Aghavilla approached the
tree, Colin observed its bark begin to shimmer and ripple as the
welcoming portal was formed. The trees were always happy to
accommodate the tree-walker.

Aghavilla took Colin by the
hand and led him into the portal. The imagery of the ‘wood
transformed, and they were tree-walking once more.

Colin didn’t know if he
would ever be completely comfortable within the strange, ghost-like
plane of reality, but he had certainly become more used to it. The
inconsistent pacing and the contrasting landscape, first moving
idly by and then rapidly shifting, no longer made him
queasy.

Without warning, the silent
passage was harshly interrupted.

COLIN!

The thunderous bellow of
his name cut through Colin’s mind sharply, causing him to flinch.
It was made by a gruff voice, with an undercurrent similar to that
of the deep tones of the trees.

Momentarily distracted by
the loud call still reverberating within his mind, Colin was not
aware that his fingers were pulling loose from those of the
dryad.

The surrounding landscape
shifted abruptly. It wavered unsteadily between an area that Colin
recognized as being near the large lake that bordered Root Path,
and another region where the trees grew thicker and the undergrowth
was wilder. Viewing the scene as he did from within the dimension
of the trees, the bright luminescence and black shadows suddenly
spinning and contrasting wildly was enough to induce a sense of
vertigo.

COLIN!

The jarring mental call
sounded a second time, and even Aghavilla, hearing it as well, was
shaken by the sharp intrusion. She tried to retighten her grip on
Colin’s hand before he let go completely, but it was too late.
There was a trace of magic within the shout, and it had been strong
enough to tear the boy away from her grasp.

Upon breaking contact with
the dryad, Colin was instantly ripped from the ethereal landscape
of the tree-walk. His vision unexpectedly returned to normal,
forcing him to shut his eyes against the sting of the sudden
colorization of the ‘wood.

Stumbling forward, he cried
out when he tripped over a large root. He fell to the ground,
skinning his knees against the dirt.

Fear kept him moving
quickly however, and he was swiftly on his feet again. Turning, he
saw that the tree he had just emerged from was a thick maple. It
remained quite solid, exhibiting no hint of a portal.

Colin had been wrenched
away from the dryad, and had no idea where in the ‘wood he might
be.

His first instinct was to
approach the maple tree and place his hand upon it in order to call
for Aghavilla. But a quick survey of his surroundings revealed a
sight that both startled and amazed him.

Having emerged from the
tree-walk onto a pathway, Colin spied a landmark that could only be
described as Fallen Tree.

At first glance, it
appeared that a towering, massive barrier lay directly across the
narrow path. But its surface, unmistakably tree bark, revealed it
as colossal oak. The giant tree would have greatly impeded further
progress into the ‘wood had not somebody (most likely a druid)
tunneled directly through its broad trunk. The passage enabled the
inhabitants of Tanglewood to walk through Fallen Tree, rather than
attempt the daunting task of climbing over it or going
around.

Colin stared at the mammoth
of nature with awe. Either end of the fallen tree disappeared deep
into the thick undergrowth on either side of the path, making it
difficult to determine how tall the tree might have been when
standing upright. On its side, it was still nearly thrice as tall
as Colin. The tunnel through its tremendous girth was easily over
ten feet long.

How a tree could grow to
such a height, and then be toppled – why, surely there was good
story to be told!

But Ailfrid was not here to
tell him stories now, and Colin should definitely not be here
either. He was alone and unprotected, in the one area Bairtlemead
repeatedly warned him against.

A cold chill ran through
his body. Colin looked around at the surrounding woods, which were
growing darker as the sun continued its descent.

He knew that it could only
be Fionn that had summoned him to this area. The cursed satyr had
tapped into Colin’s mind once again using the dru-cainnt to
communicate, but this time, subtlety had been abandoned for sheer
force of will.

The call had indeed been
much stronger and dominant than before. It was likely because
within the tree-walk, Colin’s connection to the trees, and likewise
that of Satyr Stump, was also stronger.

Now, Colin felt assured
that he was in control of himself once more. But he sensed that
Fionn had not exerted such effort in drawing him here simply to let
him walk away again. Indeed, the satyr’s call was still present,
like the distant groaning of tree limbs waving in the
wind.

Colin struggled to push the
offending presence out of his head. Concentrating deeply, he
imagined that the branches of the tree within his mind had curled
inwards, closing themselves off to any further
communication.

This process managed to
quell Fionn’s rumbling call somewhat, but it still refused to
subside completely.

Colin knew he had to get
away from the area fast. It would not be too long before the
satyr’s call grew stronger again and managed to overpower Colin’s
still developing mental prowess. Ailfrid would not be here to save
Colin this time should he succumb to a trance as he did earlier
yesterday.

He desperately wanted to
call the dryad and have her whisk him away, but decided it would be
prudent to first put some distance between himself and Satyr Stump,
and then call for Aghavilla again from a safer location.

He looked around, and
realized that he wasn’t entirely sure which direction might be the
correct one.

To his left was a darkening
path, framed by tall, imposing trees and thick undergrowth. To his
right lay Fallen Tree, and no way around it but through
it.

The question he could not
answer was where on the path he had been deposited: before Fallen
Tree, or after it?

A cold wind buffeted Colin
from the left, and he shivered. The sun was not waiting for him to
make his decision. It was sinking rapidly. The sky was turning an
angry purple in its wake.

A heavy rustling of leaves
within the dense bushes not far to Colin’s left startled him. It
could have simply been the wind, but it could also have been the
satyr, come to life and stalking him.

Regardless of the source,
it was suitable motivation for Colin to get moving toward Fallen
Tree.

As he neared the immense
obstacle, he could see that strange markings had been carved into
the bark. They were similar to the complex runes that decorated the
birch trees that formed the Gateway. Additionally, a complex design
of interlaced cords formed an ornamental frame around the opening
of the tunnel.

Since Colin was determined
to be much farther away before the sun deserted him completely,
there was unfortunately no time to appreciate the intricacy of the
carvings.

Within the confines of
Fallen Tree, Colin sighted numerous small cubbies that had been
carved into the walls, in which small candles had been placed and
lit. They illuminated the interior with a gentle, flickering glow,
revealing even more of the elaborate carvings.

Despite the small size of
the candles, a large accumulation of candle wax covered the surface
of each niche and spilled over the sides, forming white waterfalls
of cooled wax that trailed nearly to the floor.

Colin doubted that one of
the fey came and lit new candles each evening. More than likely,
the candles were kept perpetually lit, burning constantly through
druidic magic.

On any other occasion,
Colin could likely have sat comfortably within the Fallen Tree’s
enclosure and become mesmerized by the candles and placating
atmosphere of their tiny dancing flames. But tonight he hurried
through the tunnel and exited the tree, hoping the path would lead
to a more familiar area, and subsequently to safety.

The path turned sharply to
the left, and Colin quickly rounded it. He cast his eyes nervously
toward the sky as the last vestiges of sunlight taunted him. Had he
not been so intently focused on the sun, he might have noticed the
large tree bough extending forth over the trail from within an
abundant crop of brambles.

He closed the short
distance to the outcropping of wood and very nearly walked straight
into it. He turned toward it at the last moment and managed to stop
mid-step, scuffling his feet along the ground.

Colin’s heart pounded
furiously as he realized he might have knocked himself cold should
his head have collided with the stout branch.

But then he noticed that
the branch itself did not extend from a tree. Colin’s body went
cold under a heavy blanket of dread.

Tangled within the brambles
was a large, irregularly shaped stump. It was taller than Colin,
but was bent forward at a severe angle, and it looked as if a
strong gust of wind would send it toppling over. The twisted,
gnarled branch extended from the right side of the stump and
reached out over the pathway.

Colin slowly backed away on
stiff legs that seemed unwilling to move. As he did so, Colin was
able to discern that the branch more closely resembled an
outstretched arm with knobby joints, ending with finger-shaped
protuberances that were partially twisted into the shape of a claw,
grasping at empty air.

Just above the bushes and
brambles, a bulbous formation of wood formed the cap of the stump.
Two pointed knobs protruded further from the brow of the rounded
top. There was no mistaking them for anything else but horns, atop
what could only be the head of the cursed Fionn.

Colin now knew of course
that he had chosen to flee the area in the wrong direction.
Although he was suitably frightened to suddenly find himself in
such close proximity to the stump, he was also unable to turn away
from the amazing, intriguing sight. (Or was he once again being
magically held captive against the will of his own mind, under the
control of Fionn’s subtle call?)

As Colin stood immobile
before the stump, there was no doubting that a transformation was
rapidly taking place.

Solid and sturdy, the
suggested figure hidden within the contours of the stump was a
particularly fearsome sight. It was a nightmare that had yet to
assume true form, poised just on the other side of sleep’s thin
border.

The head that was nearly
faceless only moments ago, having been weathered smooth by years of
wind and rain, now exhibited impressions of brooding eyes and a
mouth grit in agony.

The upper portion of the
stump had resembled the smooth, gray bark of a beech tree, but the
dull pallor had now deepened to a healthier flesh tone. Partially
hidden by the undergrowth, the lower portion of the satyr’s body
was a twisted, malformed mass of wood, separating into what Colin
imagined were once the satyr’s legs. These extensions further
branched off into thick roots that penetrated the
ground.

Another stalk of wood that
sprouted from the left side of the stump was revealed to be a
muscular arm, clasped closely to the satyr’s side.

On the head of the stump,
an eye opened. The transmutation fixed its reddish-yellow pupil
directly upon Colin.

There was a sound like a
heavy branch creaking in the wind. The limb that stretched over the
pathway was unfurling its fingers.

Colin had at last seen
enough. He attempted to run, but an angry voice pierced his mind
like a hot needle lancing his flesh, causing him to cry
out.

Hold!

Colin was frozen stiff, but
this time it was not by his own fear, but rather by magic that had
been cast upon him by the awakening satyr. He could not cry out,
nor could he turn his head away. He was a captive witness to the
unfolding metamorphosis.

Along the body of the
stump-creature, slabs of bark were cracking and flaking. They broke
loose and fell away, revealing flesh beneath. A light coating of
fur covered the brawny satyr, growing in thicker patches along its
back and forearms.

The satyr’s mouth opened,
and it exhaled a cloud of dust and stale air. It turned its head
toward the boy, revealing that its second eye was also open. The
satyr’s steady gaze was ominous.

The cursed thing raised its
right arm away from its body as more pieces of bark crumbled away.
Ripping away the brambles that encircled its body, the satyr made a
sound like a bellowing goat and abruptly lurched forward, though
clearly with some difficulty. Its strong legs remained rooted to
the ground by thick tubers. The satyr had to forcefully tear his
feet away from the earth, straining to tear the roots that still
grew forth from his calves and ankles, just above the
hooves.

Despite the strength of the
Sahwen magic that pervaded the ‘wood, the curse upon Fionn had not
been completely excised. The satyr’s skin appeared rather rough,
and all the bark had not completely fallen away. Thick patches of
it flourished along the satyr’s forearms and knees, and knobby
growths of wood trailed the length of its spine.

The satyr stumbled forth
from the undergrowth. Colin observed a new mass of tiny roots
slowly emerging from beneath the skin of the satyr’s ankles. They
probed the air like small serpents and angled for the ground,
seeking to burrow into the earth and return the satyr to its cursed
state.

But the roots were tiny and
weak; certainly they were no match for a mighty satyr tasting
freedom once more after spending another achingly long year as a
motionless stump. Fionn steadied himself against a nearby tree, and
managed to shamble forward. The satyr’s gait was awkward. His body
was twisting somewhat unnaturally with each step, as though it were
still trying to form the semblance of a tree against the satyr’s
will. But Fionn was the stronger one today, and his resilience
would not be bested.

Colin suddenly realized
that the voice of the satyr that had penetrated his mind was gone.
He chanced moving his head and hands, and found that the
enchantment that had seized his body had also been
dispelled.

Able to move freely again,
Colin backed away from the slowly advancing satyr. He was still
suitably panicked, but he was now also equally curious. Every
instinct screamed to run, but because of the apparent difficulty
the satyr exhibited when walking, Colin thought he should be able
to escape Fionn rather easily should the satyr decide to come after
him. Still, he preferred to remain a cautious distance away from
the beast.

Fionn’s brow furrowed as
the boy moved. “You will heed my call, gille!”

Colin shook his head and
continued his retreat.

“Do not move!” the satyr
growled.

For every awkward step the
satyr took, Colin matched it with two more.

“Bloody boy, would you
leave me to suffer, as all others have?”

The statement was odd, and
caused Colin to slow his pace.

“Stay there,” he said,
signaling for the satyr to halt. “I’ll hear what you have to say,
but you can’t command me!”

The satyr’s expression
became as hard as stone. “Command you? A boy no older than a
sapling?”

Fionn forced himself to
rise to his full height and managed to quell his wavering
legs.

“I once commanded
Cinneadh Luan, The Tribe
of the Moon. Proud and strong, masters of the hunt and weavers of
song. Cinneadh Luan was a tribe worthy of my command.”

Fionn narrowed his eyes and
pointed at Colin with a long, twig-like finger.
“You have
not earned the right to be commanded by me!”

Colin trembled, so forceful
was the statement. He braced himself, expecting a burst of painful
magic to issue forth from the outstretched finger of the
satyr.

But Fionn only continued
his rant. “Nonetheless, you will heed my call. And you will do as I
ask. You will prove yourself to me, Colin, Blood of the Fey. I
would see for myself if you are all that the trees say you
are.”

“The trees?” Colin asked.
His interest was further piqued. “The trees told you about
me?”

“Not directly, but in my
ill-fated condition these many moons past, I could not help but
understand their voice.”

“What did they
say?”

Fionn paused, regarding the
boy curiously. “Whispers. Stories. A tale of a boy with Blood of
the Fey, who broke the curse of hatred between Cox and Ailil. A boy
who could play the Lon Dubh whistle.”

Colin managed a smile at
the realization that his feats and fame had spread this far beyond
Chestnut Grove.

The satyr merely
snorted.

“I am not inclined to
believe these tall tales, but I must, for my own sake.”

“Why?” Colin
asked.

“Because,
gille, I stand before
you now, free of the curse that binds me to the earth. Only the raw
magic of Sahwen night has the power to do that, and only for that
one night each year.”

“I don’t understand. This
is not Sahwen night.”

“Exactly. The trees have
whispered, and they have said that the deiney boy with Blood of the
Fey possesses a magic that might counter the wretched hex that
binds me to the earth. I did not believe this, yet here I stand.
The whispers have proven true.”

“I broke the curse? You are
free?” Colin wasn’t sure if this was a good thing or a bad
thing.

The satyr stretched an arm
out before himself, opening and closing his fist. His fingers still
resembled branchlets, and the bark-like texture covering areas of
his flesh had not completely vanished. Small tubers still extended
from above his hooves, reaching for the ground.

“No, I am not free. The
curse affects me still. Yet your close proximity has somehow
nullified the magic to a certain extent, thus enabling me to walk
as a satyr once more.”

Fionn looked satisfied with
this outcome, but Colin felt there was more that the satyr would
ask of him. His intuition was correct.

Fionn smiled, but it was
not a pleasant smile. In fact, it was reminiscent of Ailil’s once
cruel grin, flashed during a time when the sprite king had not been
so friendly.

“What do you want of me?”
Colin dared to ask.

“You are to find the Grey
Lady, the one who cursed me thus. You will have her release me
fully from this curse, that I may walk freely through the ‘wood
again, and rebuild my tribe.”

Colin was fearful of Fionn,
to be sure, and of the anger that flashed like a lightning storm
behind the satyr’s dark eyes. He did not want to unleash that storm
upon himself by refusing the satyr’s request, but he was even less
eager to go anywhere near the Grey Lady.

“I’m sorry,” Colin said
meekly. “I can’t do that.”

Without warning, powerful
legs quickly catapulted the satyr forward, leaving Colin no time to
regret his refusal. Panic struck the boy like a battering
ram.

Fionn’s strong arms grabbed
at Colin and closed painfully around the boy’s shoulders, lifting
him into the air. The satyr’s face was a mask of twisted rage and
his eyes were wide orbs of thunder and lightning.

The horror-stricken boy
pummeled the satyr’s arms and chest with his own small fists, to no
avail. But a lucky, well-placed strike on Fionn’s nose caused the
mighty satyr to wince.

An angry growl issued forth
from the clenched jaw of the beast, and Fionn held Colin away at
arm’s length, against the base of a tree.

“Stop your thrashing,
gille!”

Colin heeded the command,
stunned by the fury emanating forth from the satyr.

He looked about for any
means of escape, but even if he were not a captive within Fionn’s
clenching hold, he doubted he could get very far before the satyr
could chase him down and break him in two. Despite the fact that
Fionn still exhibited some trouble walking evenly, he was still
obviously capable of moving very fast, especially when
angered.

Colin desperately hoped
that his misjudgment of the satyr’s agility would not cost him his
life. Held fast against the rough bark of a spruce tree, he dared
not call aloud for Ailfrid or anyone else who might be nearby. But
his previous idea of escape quickly sprang to mind, and thankfully,
it was a way to call for help without having to utter a
sound.

The satyr breathed heavily
into Colin’s face, and the boy worried that Fionn might at that
moment be struggling with the compulsion to tear Colin’s offending
arm from his body.

Slowly, softly, through
grit teeth and with evident force, Fionn spoke. “You
will do as I ask you to
do.”

Colin nodded, but only to
distract the satyr and to keep from angering him any
further.

Even as Colin agreed to the
satyr’s command, he pressed the palm of his hand against the trunk
of the tree and sent a whisper of his mind out upon the wind. He
called for Aghavilla to seek him out here, to find him, and to pull
him into the strange environment of the trees, away from Fionn and
onward to safety.

Just as he had done before,
albeit a mite quicker, he focused the thought in his head as a
natural growth extending from his mind, to his hand, to the tree.
He hoped that Aghavilla would answer soon.

Fionn suddenly released his
hold on the boy, dropping Colin to his feet. The satyr stood
straight, towering over the small boy.

Fionn’s eyes narrowed to
dark slits. He cocked his head slightly, as though he was straining
to hear a faraway noise.

Colin suddenly realized
that the cursed satyr, even while currently restored to a somewhat
livelier form than the immobile, gnarled tree stump he was mere
moments ago, might still hold some connection to the trees
themselves. And if that were so, then Fionn might have also
detected Colin’s distress call.
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