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      “But Papa,” I said, “surely you are not serious.”

      Papa leaned back in his chair and it creaked beneath him. “Agata, you know you will need to choose soon. I cannot allow you to continue to run wild in the way that you do. You are no longer a child and your ways must change. I’m sorry.” He shot me a sorrowful look. “I know it’s not what you would choose for yourself.”

      “Not what I would choose?” I gave him an incredulous glare. “You know I have no desire to handfast, especially not with someone like him. If you must give me away, at least make him interesting. Give me to an adventurer, someone who will travel and do interesting things and who will let me go with him. Please don’t chain me to someone’s estate for the rest of my life.”

      “It is a good alliance, Agata, and they are asking for very little in the way of a bride-price. I wish I could afford more, but this will be a good match for you. I hope you will learn to be happy.”

      I crossed my arms across my chest and refused to look at him. My gaze skipped blindly from the cold hearth and the four threadbare chairs, to the heavy drapes over the window and the tattered rug on the floor. I hadn’t expected this, even though I had recently reached eighteen summers and was long past the age when a woman should be handfasted. Last summer he had said that if I wished to choose for myself, I should do it soon. I hadn’t taken him seriously, though.

      “But he’s so staid,” I said. “Boring.”

      “Respectable,” Papa countered. “They are a generous family with a good reputation and nary a hint of scandal or rottenness about them. You will be well looked after.”

      “Dull.”

      “He is serious, true. Not given to wild flights of fantasy. But he is heir, which means you will help him run the estate after his parents are gone. Your future is secure.”

      “And tedious.” I still refused to look at him. Oh, I knew it was commonplace and that most women handfasted with men chosen by their fathers, but I had not thought it would happen to me. Not when my father knew the kind of life I wanted. If I could not have an adventurer, I would have been happy with a soldier, provided I could travel with him. The thought of being chained to the same land for the rest of my life made me want to grind my teeth. I pulled each finger slowly, making my knuckles crack.

      “Agata.” Papa shuddered. “Please don’t.”

      “Tell me you will reconsider. Please. Give me this last summer to choose for myself. I will do it, I swear. I will find a husband by the end of summer and handfast with him without complaint.”

      “And what if the man you choose will not have you?” he asked. “What then? Will you ask for another summer to choose again, or will you accept my choice willingly?”

      “I will accept.”

      He considered me for a long moment and my heart lifted, but then he shook his head.

      “I am sorry, my dear, but the agreement has been made.”

      I swallowed the last of my pride and knelt in front of his chair. I took his hand and clasped it in both of mine. His callouses were rough beneath my own smooth skin.

      “Please Papa, I am begging you. Let me choose for myself.”

      His face gave no hint of his thoughts, but at length he sighed.

      “I will speak to Kyran. I make no promises, though,” he said as I squeezed his hands and beamed up at him. “I will not damage our relationship with that family over a daughter with too firm of a mind of her own. If he is not willing to agree, then you will have to comply. I truly am sorry, Agata.” His voice softened as my smile disappeared and a tear escaped from my eye. “I warned you to choose for yourself.”
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      I slipped out of the lodge shortly after daybreak. The reds and purples of sunrise still streaked the sky. A light breeze brushed clouds away as quickly as they gathered. I couldn’t imagine a place more beautiful than Silver Downs at the peak of summer. After a week of rain, the grass was thick and lush, poking under the hem of my pants and tickling my ankles as I walked. My tension began to drain away.

      I followed the river that wound across the estate to the place where it met its twin. There was a fine waterhole there with tall trees and a large rock with a perfectly-formed indentation where I could sit and stare up through the leaves to the bright blue summer sky. I lay on the rock and listened to the water as the river sped past. Leaves rustled and birds called to each other as they went about their business. After being cooped up inside the lodge during a sevenday of rain, I could finally relax and as I did, a tale began to form in my mind.

      It was centred on our family myth about the seventh son of a seventh son. Supposedly he was always a bard and supposedly he could bring his tales to life. As the seventh son of a seventh son and a bard myself, I had never believed such a thing — not even for a moment. I might have been inclined to believe if anyone could say how the magic worked, but the tale was shrouded in secrecy and that most important detail had been forgotten, if it had ever existed. I had never actually tried to bring a tale to life, but today — with the world washed clean after days of rain — seemed like a time when magic might happen.

      So how should my tale start? A frog’s croak distracted me. It was an unusual time of day for frogs to be about, for normally one would only hear them with the setting of the sun, but the sound gave me an idea. I began my tale with a bard who sat on a rock by the water’s edge and heard a frog. He called the frog over to him.

      “Come here, little frog,” the bard says. “Come here and talk to me, for I am lonely.” The bard hears squelching as the frog climbs out of its hiding place and sloshes across the muddy bank. It climbs up onto the rock and sits beside the druid. The frog and the bard stare each other in the eyes.

      “Now, little frog,” says the bard. “What are you croaking about on this fine summer’s day?”

      “I croak because I am happy,” the frog says. “There are bugs to eat, the water is warm, and life is pleasant.”

      Was it enough to want the tale to come to life, or was there some other thing I was supposed to do? I waited and listened, but there was no squelching and the frog had fallen silent. So it seemed I must do more than simply want the tale to come true. I cast my memory back to what my father had said the day he’d told me we could bring our tales to life. For he too was the seventh son of a seventh son.

      “It is a serious thing, Fionn,” he had said, and his eyes were as grave as his voice. “Man is not meant to be able to do such a thing, but our family has been cursed with this burden.”

      “Who cursed us in this way, Papa?” I remembered asking him. I couldn’t have been more than seven or eight summers at the time and he had just caught me telling a tale to myself as I sat by the window one stormy afternoon.

      “That we don’t know,” he said in a heavy voice.

      I hadn’t understood his sorrow at the time, for to me it had seemed like a fine thing. I imagined all manner of creatures I would create with my tales. Giant ants. Rocks with legs. Talking birds. How could such a thing be a curse?

      “Perhaps one of the fey,” my father said. “Although I don’t know what our ancestor did to cause such offence.”

      “I don’t think it’s meant to be a curse at all,” I said in the impertinent manner of a child who knows nothing. “It’s marvellous.”

      It was only now that I realised I had never heard my father tell a tale. It was customary for our family to gather in the evenings after our meal, where we would sit together and trade jokes and talk about our day, and one or another of us brothers would tell a tale. I envied the talent of Uistean in particular. His tales were rich and wonderful, full of such things as fey queens and animals that turned out to be humans trapped in other forms. His words were as eloquent as his tales were marvellous, and I often wondered why it was I, rather than he, who should be the bard.

      Perhaps I had not tried hard enough with that tale. After all, there is nothing terribly important about a talking frog. Perhaps the tale needed to be about something I really, truly longed for. After a few moments of thought, I started another tale.

      This time, as the bard sat on his rock, a dragonfly flew around his head. The bard could hear the hum of its wings as it flitted down low past him.

      “Come little dragonfly,” says the bard. “Come land on my knee and we will talk. For you must have seen marvellous things as you fly by so high above us.”

      The dragonfly is not particularly interested in anything the bard might have to say, but he does want to tell someone about what he has seen, so he lands on the bard’s knee and begins to talk.

      This tale took me back to those childhood dreams of talking animals, and I longed with everything in me for it to come true. Surely this would work, for it was something I wanted badly. To know what it was like to glide so far above the earth. To feel the wind. To see the patchwork of fields. To view the twin rivers from above. To see the strange forest that bordered our land. The dragonfly would indeed have marvellous tales to tell, but although I waited and waited, no dragonfly came to speak with me.

      Since it was clear that I was unable to bring a tale to life, I allowed myself a third tale, one of pure self indulgence. Once again, this tale was about a bard, but it was also about a woman. A woman who came to the bard one day and said that she was in love with him, and the bard was able to confess that he loved her too, and they became betrothed.

      I smiled a little as I told my tale, for this was surely the most ridiculous of the three. The woman I longed for had never looked twice at me and I laughed to myself as I finished this tale, for of the three, this was the one I wanted the most dearly. It was also the one that was least likely to come true.
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