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        A story for a stone. A stone to save her people…

      

      

      

      The village life of a dressmaker comes with few surprises but a lot of activity. Just the way Erin likes it. She still has time to visit her best friend in the neighboring village, only has to travel to the castle occasionally, and generally enjoys her quiet life. Even when a troll takes up residence under the bridge leading out of the village, the only thing it requires to allow passage is a story. If the troll likes the story, it leaves the teller a stone.

      Erin regales the troll with many stories as she crosses the bridge, but never receives a stone. She accepts her tales just don’t please the troll. Not everyone can spin stone-worthy stories. And at least the troll doesn’t otherwise bother her.

      But when a mysterious threat starts to stalk the village, Erin learns just how valuable a good story can be. Because one story will be the difference between saving the lives of the people she loves, or the death of everything she holds dear.

      

      Author’s Note: The Troll and the Dressmaker is also published in the contemporary fantasy collection HAUNTS AND HOWLS AND FAIRY DALES.
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        For my beloved family.

        And for my fellow storytellers…

        Our stories are always more important than we realize.
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      Everyone knew about the troll under the bridge. There weren’t a lot of trolls in our area, so when one moved in under the only bridge leading into our village, of course we all noticed. Hard to miss something like that. Trolls have a really distinctive smell. Nothing horrible, or anything. You get used to it. But it’s definitely nothing you can mistake for anything else. Bit like burnt wood and badger combined. Weird. Little ripe. But manageable.

      The troll was pretty shy. None of this “feed me your goats” business. Just hung out quietly, listening to the horse carts moving past overhead. Occasionally, when children danced across the bridge, he’d throw a few pretty stones up onto the wooden planks for them to find. Little treasures to take home and tell stories about.

      Apparently, the troll liked stories. One of the villagers, walking across with a friend, told a big whopper of a story about his cousin up in the palace, who worked in one of the princesses’ wings, catching a curtain on fire while he was trying to clean out a wardrobe. The story was ridiculous and half made up—I’m pretty sure Jordan’s cousin works in the kitchens, not anywhere near the royal family—but Jordan’s a good storyteller and he had Amas laughing all the way across the bridge.

      According to Jordan, he spotted the troll’s eye peeking out through one of the knots in a plank, blinking up at him as they passed the halfway point in the bridge. And by the time they reached the opposite side of the bridge, there was a small pile of pretty stones waiting for him.

      Not just any stones either. These were lovely blue and yellow stones, the kind that washed down occasionally during rainstorms from the high mountains to the east. Nothing like them in our stream unless there’s been a storm, so they’re considered pretty valuable, at least in our community. Jordan figured he was nearly as rich as the royals after that. He was soon disabused of that notion when Farmer Ren wouldn’t give him change for a blue stone after he traded for some milk and cheese with it.

      Not that we take pleasure in bringing our own back down to the earth after they get notions, but yeah, some of us enjoy bringing our own back to earth after they get notions. And Jordan is, unfortunately, a little predisposed to getting notions. I guess that comes with being a storyteller—or what Farmer Ren often calls a “liar.”

      Me, I’m just a dressmaker. I live near the center of town, and I like telling stories too, but I don’t tell the elaborate ones Jordan does. I like the silly stories, like the ones the kids tell about dragons and unicorns and stuff. All those strange animals that live in the neighboring kingdom that no one from our village has actually seen. I’ve been telling those kinds of stories for years to my clients as they sit for the, sometimes laborious, process of getting pinned. Arianna once told me that’s the whole reason she starting coming to me for dresses, because I tell stories and make the standing still and not fidgeting during a pinning easier. Which is kind of her to say. But in all honesty, I’m the only dressmaker in the village, so I think she was just being nice.

      Anyway, the troll lived under our bridge for maybe a month before I found myself having to cross that particular bridge. So I hadn’t encountered him at all. Just the smell when I walked by, that strangely troll smell. After hearing about all the rocks being left for the storytellers, I figured the troll would remain friendly and therefore nothing we needed to alert the castle about if we kept telling him stories. So even though I was alone, I told this story about a unicorn getting its horn stuck in a melon and bouncing all over the place trying to get it off. It was a ridiculous story, a silly one that made my clients giggle if I wasn’t careful—giggle too much they get stuck with a pin! I let rip for the troll, though, including all the silly antics I could come up with. Lots of unicorn bumping off walls, plowing into trees, tripping over badgers trying to be helpful. That kind of thing.

      I was over the bridge before I realized I hadn’t gotten any response from the troll. Hadn’t even seen him. Certainly no rocks left out for me.

      Well. I guess I wasn’t the storyteller—liar—Jordan was or the children. Ah well. At least no goats were demanded. I didn’t have any convenient goats to feed a troll.

      I left the village to go into the next village within walking distance to deliver a specially made outfit for a baby just born to one of my friends who used to live in our village. She’d moved when she married and was now happily part of her new community. But when she came back to visit her family, we always managed to get together for tea and have a good gossip. I hadn’t had a chance to tell her about the troll yet, so I was looking forward to that.

      Her daughter had been born about two months ago, and I’d gone immediately to deliver some food and a new blanket for mother and newborn. But I hadn’t been back since. The finished little dress for her daughter was my excuse to close my own shop and take the day to visit and make sure she was doing well.

      Molly was sitting by the fire when I reached her house, a small cottage at the edge of the village closest to the road leading up to the castle. It was early spring and still a little chilly outside, but the cottage had all the windows wide open, letting in the lovely cool breeze.

      Molly rose from her chair, giving the cradle by her chair a little push so it continued rocking before greeting me.

      “Angel is asleep,” she murmured, giving me a hug. “We’ll have to be quiet. I’m so glad you came for a visit.”

      She looked tired, circles under her dark eyes like little purple patches against her dark brown skin. She had a scarf wrapped around her curly hair, keeping it all up and off her neck. And she had some spit up on her serviceable blue wool shirt and trousers. But otherwise, she looked good.

      We sat outside the cottage on a long wooden bench, with the door left open so she could hear the baby, and had a good, quiet chat over dark, rich tea and flaky shortbread biscuits set out on a pewter plate between us. The dress I’d made for her daughter was still too big, which was good—I’d been afraid it would be just right and they’d only get a week’s wear from it before Angel outgrew it. Her husband was at his place of business—he owned the foods and goods store; Molly had married well—so we were free to gossip about everything. And we did.

      She was pretty astonished to hear about the troll. But she was even more astonished to hear I hadn’t gotten a stone for my story.

      “I love that clumsy unicorn story!” She raised her voice a little too much and after a frantic look back into the cottage, where Angel remained asleep thankfully, she said more quietly, “I can’t image that story was any less entertaining than anything Jordan Beels would have to say.”

      She sniffed a little at mention of Jordan. They’d once fancied each other, when we were kids, but Jordan had decided he preferred Emma Haveeve, and Molly had decided Jordan was horse dung. And she’d held a grudge ever since, even though they were both happily married now, and she’d married a wealthy merchant who was also an extremely kind man.

      “Maybe I just didn’t tell my story well enough.” I shrugged. “So long as the troll is happy and not demanding livestock, I’m happy.”

      “Still. Those yellow and blue rocks from up the east mountains are beautiful. Remember in school, that story the witch told us about how the rocks can be put at doors and windows for protection?”

      I hadn’t thought of that tale in years.

      “Here,” Molly continued, “they say the rocks can have magic in them. Or maybe it’s that magic can be put in them. I don’t remember. Thinking is fuzzy these days.” She smiled and nodded back inside. “This is the longest she’s slept since being born. I’m pretty tired.”

      I sat up a little. “Do
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