JOHN MORRESSY
CONHOON AND THE FAI RY DANCER

LI KE ALL SCLI TARY MEN, the wi zard Conhoon of the Three Gfts had his |ikes and
dislikes. The latter far outnunbered the forner.

H gh anong his |ikes was the unhurried consunption of a bow of porridge every
nor ni ng, an occasion for meditation upon his grievances and the decline of the
wor | d beyond his walls. Chief anmong Conhoon's dislikes was the disturbance of
this or any other aspect of his life. Wwen on a fine spring norning he heard a
heavy tread approaching his cottage, he scowed into his al nbost enptied bow .
Nearer and nearer came the steps, measured and confident. There could be no

m stake: a visitor was about to arrive. Wth a muttered grunbl e of annoyance,
Conhoon scooped up the | ast spoonful of porridge, gulped it down, w ped his
mout h on the back of his hand, wi ped his hand, in turn, on his beard, and
dried

his fingers on his shirt in case a quick spell requiring digital dexterity
shoul d beconme necessary.

He rose, still muttering, and started for the door. Before he reached it,
three

heavy bl ows set his house to trenbling. Irritation blossomed into indignation
Pausing only to growl a quick protective spell, Conhoon drew the latch, flung
open the door, and scow ed upon a man tall in stature, nmagnificent in

appear ance, bold in bearing: a hero, and no mi st ake.

The stranger was splendidly attired in fine |inen and wool and suppl e | eather
A

golden torc hung at his neck, and gol den bands encircled his scul pted biceps
and

powerful wists. Wth his left hand cocked casually against his hip, he stood
with the other holding his spear at a jaunty angle of approximately forty
degrees fromthe vertical. Undaunted by the wi zard' s fierce glare, he | ooked
i nto Conhoon's face w th conposure.

Conhoon was no nore inpressed by heroes than he was by anyone el se. "And who
are

you, with a knock at the door that near shook ny house down?" he denanded in
wel cone.

The stranger announced hinself in a voice that npost people would consider
pl easant to hear. It was deep and resonant, and contained no hint of affront
at

his gruff reception. "I am Corbal the Bold, greatest hero of this land," said
he.

Conhoon | ooked hi m over suspiciously. "I have heard that name. It's Brugal's
boy

you are, himof the unfailing bow and unerring arrows."

"I am and | seek the counsel of a w zard."

"Do you, now? And if you are Brugal's boy, haven't you an uncle, Blind Liam
who

is awzard near as good as mysel f?"

"Great and wise as he is, Blind Liamis no use to ne, for he has a gels on him



that forbids himto work certain classes of nagic, and it is one of that
forbidden kind that | need at the present monent. | seek the hand of the fair
Nor een, princess of the Silver Wod."

Conhoon made a little snorting sound that night have been a laugh. "Then it's
a

| ong way you' ve cone for nothing, and another w zard entirely you'll have to
find for yourself. Conhoon of the Three G fts does not work |ove charns."

As the wi zard made to shut the door, Corbal the Bold stopped it with his hand.
"I seek no love charns," he said, flashing a smile that shone like the sun on
fresh-fallen snow "Sure, a man like nyself has no need of them A glance from
me is | ove charmenough to win the hand of the fairest in the land. It's
surprised | amthat a wi zard as clever as yourself did not notice that at
once."

"Then go and win her," said Conhoon, "and cease to bar ny door, or very
shortly
you will not be so good to | ook upon.™

"I have already won the fair Noreen as ny wife, and it's happy we've been for
three years. But now | seek her hand."

Conhoon gave hima close hard look. "It's confused | am by your words. If this
is a ganme, boyo...."

Rai sing his open palmin a conciliatory gesture and shaking his | ong auburn

| ocks, Corbal said, "It's too wise | amto play games on a w zard, even an

i nhospi tabl e one who keeps ne standi ng outside his door without offering nme a
place to sit and a sup to drink after my |Iong journey."

Conhoon reluctantly opened the door and nmuttered an ungracious invitation to
enter. Corbal stooped to pass through, glanced about the untidy room and

seat ed

hi nsel f on a three-legged stool. Conhoon took up the jug of mlk that stood on
the tabl e and | ooked about uncertainly for a clean drinking vessel. Finding
none

either clean or dirty, he held out the pitcher to his guest.

"Have sone milk," he said.

"It's generous you are." Corbal took the pitcher and drained it at a single
draft. Wth a satisfied sigh, he said, "Long and far have | travel ed, and ny
thirst was great."

"There's porridge, if you don't mind scraping the pot."

"I amnot here to eat, but to win the aid of the wi zard who can help nme find
t he

hand of ny wife."

"And what is the problemwth it?"

Corbal 's brow darkened, and he said, "A w cked spell has been put on the fair
Noreen, and her small white hand has been changed for a lobster's claw. "

Conhoon | ooked interested. "It nay be that you need do no searching at all, if
you can have the spell undone."

"I know nothing of that. I know only that | am pl edged to seek and search over



| and and sea, and through the air if that is needful, enduring all weathers
and

braving all dangers until | find the hand of the fair Noreen, whose beauty is
such that the angels of heaven --"

"And will Blind Liam not hel p you?" Conhoon broke in.

"My uncle's power extends only to the birds of the air and the beasts of the
wild wod, and to certain fish of the sea. If he tanpered with a spell of the
Good Peopl e he woul d be done in, surely. But he gave ne good advice."

"And what did he tell you?"

"He told that you have dealt with the Good People." Conhoon's brows | owered,
and
he frowned. "I have."

"They fear your nane."

"It's wise they are to fear it.
"You' ve beaten themat their own tricks. There's few can say that."
"Few? There's none, boyo!"

"Indeed there is not. My uncle is w ser than any seven nen in Ireland, and
it's

he who told me that no man but Conhoon can hel p ne get back the hand of ny
fair

Nor een. "

"The Good People are a nasty tricky lot," said Conhoon
"Well | knowit. Wasn't it one of themwho cast the spell that has nmy fair
Nor een picking up her food like a smth using tongs?"

That was the sort of trick one mght expect of the fairy host. They | ooked

li ke

angel s, except for the few who chose to | ook Iike devils. The wonen were
achingly beautiful and graceful as swaying flowers, the men deep-browed as

phi | osophers, sone of them others as handsone as gods, or ninble as cats, and
all of themwith a quality that dazzl ed the eye and confused the m nd; but

t hey

were a capricious lot, like willful children free of all restraint, as ready
to

blight a poor farmer's crops and strike down his cattle as they were to carry
off a lovely child and | eave one of their own withered ancients in its place;
and all for the sake of a nonent's diversion. Wse it was to avoid them and
wi ser still never to speak their nane, but to call them by a honeyed euphem sm
--The Good People, or The Nobl e Fol k, or something such -- |lest they overhear
and take unbrage.

"What did the woman do to offend then?" the wi zard asked.

Corbal's eyes narrowed and his jaw set. "The People Qutside Us need no reason
for their wi ckedness. W offered them ki ndness and hospitality when they
passed

t hrough our county. Their mean little hearts took of fense at the sight of a
happy marri age and a fine-looki ng husband and a beautiful good worman in her
grace and generosity, and they played the trick on her hand. Then off they



went ,
| aughi ng and singing, worse luck to them™

"That is their way. The best of themis no good at all. It's fortunate you are
that they did no nore."

"I's that your help to ne, telling ne to be glad things are no worse?"

"It is good advice. Are you certain, now, you did nothing at all to provoke
them neither one of you nor any of your househol d? Not a thoughtless word, or
a

carel ess gesture, or a sideways |ook?"

Corbal nade an enphatic gesture of denial. "Not a thing itself. Their own
mal i ce

was all the reason. W offered them food. One of them-- a nasty sly piece of
busi ness he was -- denmanded | obster and we had none to give him Dish after

dai nty dish we set before him and the nean little sneak woul d have none of
them It was |obster or nothing for him Finally he said, '"Wll, fromnow on
you'll always have a bit of |obster on hand for guests,' and rmade a funny nove

with his hand and rmunbl ed somet hing, and they all gave a great whoop of

| aught er

and went up in a puff of snpbke and a jangle of nusic to do their m schief

el sewhere. And there was the fair Noreen with her hand like a |obster claw"

"Tell me, did the one who spelled her have a squinty eye and his nose tw sted
over to one side?"

"That is the one," said Corbal, glowering at the nmenory.

"I"ve heard of himand his tricks. 'Twisty Mke' is his nane, and it fits his
ways as well as it fits his nose.”

"I will put another twist into himif |I can find him But the People Qutside
Us

are hard to find, and inpossible to see when they' re found, and dangerous to
deal with when they're seen. | need a charmto assist me, and you're the man
to

work the charm™

Conhoon's brows rose. "It's no sinple feat you ask, boyo. The charmw |l not
work unless |I'mat your side when you face Twi sty Mke. W could spend the
rest

of our lives seeking the fairy host and find nothing."

Corbal arose and regarded the wizard with disdain. "You'll not help ne, then."

"Did I say so? Cal myourself. Blind Liamonce did ne a service, and |'m not
your

man to | eave a debt unpaid. It may be that a word in the right place will get
the job done."

Corbal's snile of joy and relief was Iike a ray of sunlight. "It's forever
grateful I'lIl be to you. You will have nore gold than you can carry, and the
thanks of all ny family. W will sing your praise at every feast and nanme al

our sons after you."

Conhoon munbl ed, waved Corbal's words off inpatiently, and made ready to
depart.
It required little time. He took down a pair of thick woven belts with iron



buckl es worked in an intricate design. Fastening one about his own waist, he
handed the other to Corbal

"Do you take this and wear it, and don't take it off until | tell you to."
"It is too small to go about ny waist."

"Then wap it around your leg. And buckle it well. The Good People don't |ike
the presence of iron. And the belt has a spell onit, too."

"Haven't you a charmto protect us?"

"I do. But when a man deals with the Good People, he takes all the help he can
get."

A few bits of food stuck in pockets here and there, a cloak to keep out the
rain
and mst, and a spell to guard the house in his absence, and all was done.

"I will walk at your side to guard you," said Corbal

"You will not. I'll not have you casting your spear and hacki ng away at
everyone

we neet."

"I must protect you fromthe perils of the road.”

"It's little peril we'll face until we neet with the Good People. And when we
do, it's no help you'll be. Behave yourself, and come al ong," said Conhoon
Corbal fell in beside the wizard without a further word, and they set out the

way he had cone, turning left at the crossroads and headi ng for the nountains.
The warrior strode on at a steady pace, his eyes alert for signs of danger
Conhoon shanbl ed al ong, frowning at every rut and grunbling at every hill.
Nei t her man spoke until m dday, when Conhoon declared it tine for a rest and a
i ght snack.

"WIl we find Twisty Mke and his crew this day?" asked Cor bal

"W mght. And we night not see himfor thirty years. The Good Peopl e are not
easy to find."

"Then how will we find then?"

Conhoon tapped the side of his nose and | ooked very wise. "W will find
sonmeone

who knows how to find soneone who knows where they are. Do you not be

i mpatient."

"Isn't it nmy owmn wife sitting home with a |obster claw for a hand, and you
telling me not to be inpatient?"

"Be inmpatient if you like, then. Little good it will do you. Now it is tine
for
nmy nap," said Conhoon

He settled back on a nossy humock, and in no tine at all he was snoring.

Cor bal

took up a posture of faithful watchful ness, both hands on his spear, which he
held upright. In this heroic stance he stood guard until the wi zard stirred



and
roused hinsel f.

"Have you been standing like that all this time? Did you get no rest at all?"
he
asked.

"Her oes do not think of rest and confort," said Corbal

"It's a poor trade you' ve chosen,” Conhoon said, shaking his head.

That evening they cane to a small tidy cottage at the side of the road. An old
worman stood by the gate. At sight of the wayfarers, she called out to them

Her

words were indistinct, but the tone of her voice was suggestive of

hospitality.

"What is she saying?" Corbal asked.

"That is not easy to tell," said Conhoon. "Ad Mther MCrone has only a

singl e

tooth in her head, and that one wobbles all over the place. But she knows al
that is going on for nmles around. In her own good time, she will tell us
wher e

to find Mil hool ey."
"Who' s Mul hool ey? Wy do we want to find hin®"
"Don't ask so many questions."

Conhoon called out a Ioud cheerful greeting to the old worman, who responded
with
a happy cackle and a flood of unintelligible but reassuring sounds.

"She's offering us a bite to eat and a sup to drink, and a place to sleep in
her
barn,’

Conhoon sai d.
"Are you sure?"
"As sure as | can be with Mbther McCrone. Cone on."

Mot her McCrone's words were indeed an invitation to dine, and the travelers
Zian to a plain but hearty neal. The old wonman urged themto eat their fill,
EZiself only gunmmed at a crust and sipped froma tiny cup of milk. She kept up
ionstant stream of chatter, not a word of which either man coul d deci pher, and
showed every sign of delight at their vague responses and hesitant sniles.

The cryptic conversation continued after supper, as they sat by the fire
exchanging -- as far as they could tell -- pleasantries. Wen full dark was
cone, Mdther MCrone took up a light and notioned for themto foll ow her out
to

the barn, where she indicated a generous heap of clean dry straw and bid them
what they assuned was "Good night."

Conhoon returned her wi sh and settled hinself into the straw at once with a
si gh



of confort. Before Corbal could frame a question, the wi zard was asl eep and
snoring rhythnically.

Corbal was no stranger to the world of magic. His uncle was a wi zard of sone
repute, and his cousins had interesting powers that they called into use at
opportune nonents. He hinself, when the battle-rage was on him had the power
to

swell to twice his size and nake fire dart fromhis eyes, gifts shared by his
three brothers and an uncle. The wormen on his nother's side could weave pig
bristles into a silk so fine that the light of a new nobon shone through it

li ke

the bl aze of the noonday sun and yet so strong that Cuchullain hinself could
not

drive a spear through it. Hs was a talented famly

For all this, he had never seen the |ike of Conhoon's approach to the
profession. It seenmed, at the very |least, unhurried.

Next norning, after a breakfast of porridge and mlk, they made ready to
travel

on. So far, Corbal had not understood a word their hostess had spoken. He was
nonet hel ess sure that she had said nothing about the Good People or the

nmyst eri ous Mul hool ey, nor had Conhoon, and this troubled him He directed
several anxi ous gl ances at Conhoon, and even nudged himin the ribs, but the
wi zard seemred oblivious to his presence. As they stood at the gate, Corbal by
this time bursting with inpatience, Conhoon said with a sigh, "I thank you for
your hospitality, Mdther. There's little of it to be found these days. Ah,
when

| was a boy, every door was open to a wayfarer, and he'd be fed until he could
hardly nove and put to sleep in a feather bed. But the househol ders these days
. "He shook his head sadly, and Mdther McCrone acknow edged his words with
noi st synpat heti ¢ sounds.

Wth a sigh, he went on, "We live in dininished tinmes. The grand ol d ones are
all gone. A shane about Ml hooley, isn't it?"

The ol d woman nmade a sound suggesting curiosity.

"I mean himgiving up his trade and going off to live by hinmself in the
nountains. Aterrible waste, that is."

Mot her McCrone threw back her head and exposed her solitary tooth in a wild
hoot

of laughter. She said something to Conhoon, pointed down the road, and then
| aughed agai n, |ouder than before.

"Do you tell me so?" said the wizard, marveling at her words. "The big oak
tree,
you say?"

She nodded vi gorously and nade a few odd noi ses, presumably indicative of
anusenment. The wi zard thanked her one final time for her hospitality, and then
turned and |l ed the way down the road.

When they were out of earshot of the old woman, Corbal asked, "Wy did you not
ask her about Ml hool ey yesterday? We could have gai ned a day."

"Do heroes know nothing at all?" said Conhoon. "Ask someone a question, and
you
give themthe pleasure of refusing to answer. But let themthink they're



maki ng
you |l ook silly, and they'll jabber on for half the day and tell you
everything."

Cor bal pondered the wi sdom of that observation as they wal ked on. It seened to
himthat the wi zard's words succinctly described the conduct of nearly
everyone

he knew. This realization effectively prevented himfrominquiring further
about

t he nysterious Mil hooley. He saw no point in giving Conhoon the pl easure of
refusi ng himan answer.

Everyt hi ng becane plain the next day, when Conhoon halted at the foot of a

hi |

and pointed to a magnificent centuries-old oak tree at its crest. "Ml hool ey, "
he said in a hushed voi ce.

"I's your Miul hooley a tree, now?" Corbal said. "Howwi |l a tree help us to get
back the hand of ny wfe?"

"Am | an idiot, to go asking questions of a tree?" Conhoon denanded
i ndi gnantly.
"Mul hooley is no tree, he's a | eprechaun.™

"That is no |l eprechaun in front of us. That is a tree."

"Whi sht, whisht, you great ox, or you'll frighten the little creature off with
your bellow ng!" said Conhoon. "He's sitting under the tree."

"I see nobody under the tree, and it's the eyes of an eagle that | have in ny
head. "

"It takes nore than the eyes of an eagle to see a |leprechaun, and if you don't
qui et down, there'll be none to see. Leave the talk to ne," said Conhoon
starting ahead.

As they neared the oak tree, the wizard began to whistle loudly and clearly.
The

tune was unfamliar to Corbal, odd and discordant, strange in its rhythms. The
nmel ody was so sad and beautiful that he thought he woul d never forget it, but
each note vani shed fromhis nenory as soon as it struck his ear. Wen they
wer e

about five paces fromthe tree, a little man in bright green poked his head
around the trunk and cried, "Conhoon, ny hard man!"

"Ah, Ml hooley, it's grand you |look entirely. Is all well with you?"
"Never better."
"dad | amto hear it," said the w zard.

"Who's the big fellow with you?" asked the | eprechaun with a wary gl ance at
Cor ball

"That's Blind Liam s nephew. Corbal the Bold is his name. You can trust him"
Conhoon gave a dry laugh and added, "You can trust himnore than you can trust
t he Good People.”

The little man's expression grew grim and he shook a tiny fist at the nmention
of the Sidhe. "I wouldn't trust the best of themwi th a burnt stick, not that



lot! And the worst of themis Twisty Mke. 1'd love to raise a lunmp on his
head

woul d have hi mwearing two hats to cover it."

"And here's a man who'd be glad to help you," said Conhoon, reaching up to
clap

a hand on Corbal's great shoul der

"I would indeed," said Corbal, his voice deep and slow and filled with quiet
nenace.

Mul hool ey di spl ayed great interest in this biographical revelation, and at the
wi zard's bidding, the three seated thenselves in the shade of the oak while
Corbal unfolded his story to the little man, who heard it with synpathy and a
di spl ay of indignation

"That's Twisty Mke for you," Mil hooley said. "Do you know what he done to ne?
I

made himthe | oveliest pair of boots you ever saw, and he tried to stiff ne
with

a purse of fairy gold."

Conhoon made a bitter snarling sound of disgust and outrage. Corbal |ooked at
the wizard and the little man in confusion. "Wat's wong with that?" he
asked.

"A purse of gold is a fine price for a pair of boots."

"Did your uncle teach you nothing, boyo?" Conhoon snapped. "Fairy gold turns
to
dry | eaves when the sun goes down."

"Lovely boots, they was," said Miul hooley wistfully. "I was three years getting
the price of themout of Twisty Mke, and by then he was claimnng that they
was

used boots and not worth two pennies. And didn't all the fairy host take his

side? Lucky | was to get anything at all. | wish | was quit of the |lot of
them™

"Why do you still nake boots for them then?"

"Ah, well, now, you see, they're me best custonmers. Wth their hoppi ng and

| eppi ng and danci ng and rushi ng about hither and thither they wear out the
boot s

at aterrible rate, and even though they cheat ne every chance they get, |
have

me own tricks. | make a decent living out of them-- though I'd not want you
spreadi ng that around."”

"Not a word will pass ny lips," said Corbal
"Nor mne," said the wizard. "Are you at work on anythi ng now?"

Mul hool ey sighed. "Trusting soul that | am |'mmaking a pair of top boots for

Twi sty Mke. | got hold of a fine piece of leather, and I'll make such a
darling
pair of boots that even Twisty Mke will pay real gold for them on the spot,

and be glad of his good fortune."

"It's a forgiving man you are, Ml hool ey."



Scowl i ng, the | eprechaun said, "I forgive them nothing. But business is
busi ness. "

"Mght | see this grand piece of |eather?" said Conhoon

The | eprechaun runmaged in the bole of the oak and drew out a little chest
from

whi ch he took a beautiful piece of Spanish |eather the color of a wal nut
shel I'.

It was as soft and supple as linen. He handed it to the wi zard, who ran his
hands over every inch of it, caressing it lovingly, murmuring

i ndi stingui shabl e

words under his breath all the while.

"I'"ll be making a pair of dancing slippers for the king of the fairy host out
of
this same piece. And maybe a wee purse for the queen.”

"Better and better. It's eager they nust be to get them"™

"They'll be here to collect themthe very minute | finish ny work, and they'l
have the gold with them Real gold, that won't change into anything when
they're

gone. Twi sty Mke gave nme his word on it."

"Wth those tiny tools, and the care you need take, the making of a pair of
boots must be the work of years," Corbal said.

"'Tis no effort at all for a | eprechaun.” Mil hool ey studied Corbal's soft | ow
shoes and shook his head. "Them shoes of yours is an insult to your feet, ny
fine man. Now, | could nmake a lovely pair of boots fit for a hero Iike

your sel f,

and have themready in no time at all."

"A grand idea entirely," said Conhoon, beanming. "You'll have to finish up the
boots and slippers for the Good People first, but we can make canp here while
you work."

Cor bal | ooked at the wizard in alarmand confusion. He had no wish to sit
under

atree anmaiting the conpletion of a pair of boots, however fine they night be;
he wanted to be about his quest. But Conhoon ignored him and favored the

| eprechaun with his unaccustoned smle. Mil hool ey seened uneasy. He was faced
with a dil enma. Conhoon was forcing himto choose between the | eprechaun's
natural secretiveness and his desire for the contents of the hero's bul ging
purse. He hesitated for a time, then he said, "Well, you know, | don't like
peopl e wat chi ng ne work."

"We'll not interfere with your working, Mil hooley. W'll sit on the far side
of

the tree. Corbal will tell of bold deeds and adventures, and the fanmous heroes
he's fought with and the great feats they've all done, and the great beauties
they've rescued. I'll tell himabout my visit to the seafol k and the amazi ng

things | saw in their kingdom and all the wonders of the Castle Under the
Waters, and the queen with the sea-green hair, and the rest of it. The day
will

pass before we know it. Do you go on with your work. We'll keep our voices
down,

and you'll never hear a word we say."



Mul hool ey | ooked no happier at this reassurance. He thought for a tinme before
saying, "A good story is a grand thing when a man's working."

"You can listen, if you like. You may catch a word or two, here and there."

Anot her thoughtful pause, and the |eprechaun said, "Ah, now, why don't you

j ust

sit here by ne, and talk away? It's glad I'lIl be for the conmpany of two fine
nen

i ke yourselves and an earful of good talk."

By this time Corbal's expression was quite agitated. He tried several times to
whi sper to the w zard, but Conhoon persisted in laying his finger on his |ips,
enjoining silence, and the hero could only fidget inpatiently until Conhoon
with a bland snile, observed, "The boots and danci ng shoes and purse will be
finished this very day, surely.”

"Ch, easily, with tine to spare. No trouble at all," said Mil hool ey.

"I'sn't that grand? We can pay our respects to Twisty Mke and the fairy host.
Pleasant it will be to see themall."

Corbal sighed with conprehension and relief. Ml hool ey seened | ess pl eased.
IIG,,I’

now, I'mnot so sure that's a good idea. The Good People don't like to be
seen, "

he sai d.

"They're al ways happy to meet a hero and a w zard," Conhoon assured him "It's

delighted they'll be to see us."

They settled down by the oak tree, the I eprechaun to his cobbler's bench, the
wi zard and the hero to their telling of tales, and the day passed quickly and
pl easantly. Conhoon, gruff though he was, could nevertheless spin a fine yarn
He had seen strange and wonderful things in his long lifetine, and once begun,
he found it pleasing to recall and recount them Wen the wi zard took tine to
rest, Corbal enployed his knowl edge of the lore and legend of his land and its
ancient heroes to tell of great deeds and feats of courage and daring, battles
and single conbats and the clashes of mighty hosts, and in as sweet and pure a
tenor voice as was ever heard he sang songs of beauty and | ove and heart break
and death and |l oss that brought tears to the little man's eyes and caused even
Conhoon, |east sentinental of men, to | ook thoughtful. Ml hooley, not to be
outdone, twice laid his tools aside to add a story of his own. Thus they
passed

the day, and by the tine the sun was at the treetops, Mil hool ey had conpl eted
a

splendid pair of top boots for Twi sty Mke, an elegant pair of silver-buckled
danci ng shoes for the king of the fairy host, and a delicate purse with a fine
gold clasp for the queen. And no sooner had he put the final touch on his
handi wor k, brushed the | ast speck of dust fromthe gleam ng | eather and set
hi s

work out carefully on a flat stone at his side, than the fairy host arrived.
They came in an instant, all out of nowhere. A swoosh and rush of cool air, a
shower of light and a rain of sweet nusic that filled the air, and suddenly

t hey

were everywhere in sight, dancing and twirling, gleamng and gl ow ng,

beauti f ul

and sinister and otherworldly.

I gnoring the wi zard, the hero, and the |eprechaun, two men and a wonan of the



host pounced at once on the boots, slippers, and purse and snatched them up
with

cries of delight. One of the men, a stout inposing fellow with dark hair and
qui ck bl ack eyes and his nose twisted off to one side in a peculiar manner,
sat

on the flat stone, kicked off his shoes, and began to tug on the top boots,
while the other, tall and stately, with a mane of white hair, renmoved his
buckl ed shoes and inserted his feet into the dancing slippers. The wonan, a
green-eyed fl ame-haired beauty as slimas a reed, clutched the purse, opened
and

closed it several tines, laughing in childlike delight, and held it aloft for
all to see, crying out, "WIIl you look at the grand purse the little man has
made for ne!"

"Happy | amto see the pleasure you take init,"
bow,

whi ch, since he reached only to her knee, nomentarily renmoved himfrom sight.

said Miul hooley, with a | ow

"Grand slippers these are," said the king, placing his arm about the queen's
wai st and doing a graceful turn. "They make nmy weary feet feel like two
soaring

birds."

Twi sty M ke stepped forth, placing his feet delicately and precisely,

di spl ayi ng

the neatly fitting, brightly gleam ng toes of his new boots. He twirled on his
heel, gave a little hop, and declared, "The finest boots ever seen, that's
what

they are. You're the master of themall, Ml hooley, and you'll be Iong
renmenbered for your generosity to the fairy host."

"Cenerosity, do you call it? | call it business," said the little man. "O
will
you be giving ne another handful of fairy gol d?"

A great gust of |aughter arose from Twi sty Mke, the king and queen, and al
t he

host around. "Generosity | said, and generosity | nean, ny hard Ml hool ey.
Isn't

it gifts you're giving us to nake up for your past greed?"

The | eprechaun turned a bright crimson and spluttered i ncoherently. Unable to
contain his anger, Corbal strode forward, |ooned over Twi sty Mke, folded his
m ghty arnms across his broad chest, and glaring down on him said, "And what
gift can | give you to nake up for the trick you played on nmy w fe?"

"Trick? Trick? What's this about a trick? If it's a trick you want, ny fine

| ad,

"Il oblige you." Mke nmade a peculiar gesture with his hand and stepped back
smling expectantly. Nothing happened. He gestured again, nore vigorously, and
with no nore visible result than before. His snmle disappeared. Noticing
Conhoon, who was | ooking on grimand silent as the recordi ng angel, he said,
"What are you doing in this? Wat's your gane?"

"My gane is protecting ny friends, though it's little need anyone has for
protecti on against the |likes of your tricks. If that's the best you can do,
you're a disgrace to the fairy host."

"And what do you know about it?" M ke denanded.



"I know that you tried to turn this strapping lad into a shoehorn for your own
use and conveni ence, and when that failed, you thought you'd turn himinto a
berry bush. But | put a stop to that."

"Did you now?" said the king, stepping to Mke's side. H's manner was om nous.
"1 did."
"Well, we don't like that."

"Don't you? And do you |ike your dancing slippers? Sure, they look nore |like
hi ki ng boots to nme. Why don't you take a nice |long wal k and break themin?"
sai d

Conhoon.

No sooner had he spoken than the king began to wal k briskly backward, an
ast oni shed expression on his face. "Wat's this? Wiat's this?" he excl ai nmed.

"I't's just the beginning," said Conhoon, turning his attention to Twi sty M ke

The outcries of the king as he bunped into trees and crashed through thorny
thi ckets faded with distance. M ke | ooked about uneasily for a nmonent and then
turned his nost disarmng smile upon the w zard.

"You'll not be angry with ne for following me natural instincts, wll you,
now?

The big fell ow here was behaving in a very threatening manner, and | only did
what | thought right to protect neself."

"And why shouldn't he threaten after what you did to his wife, and her doing
al l
in her power to be a fine hostess to the lot of you, ingrates that you are?"

Twi sty Mke's smle turned to flint. "It's hard words you throw at the fairy
host, mister. You' d be wise to seek our favor, not our anger."

"Your favor isn't worth a handful of fairy gold and your anger is something

t hat

matters little to ne. All | want fromyou, Twisty Mke, is the undoing of your
nasty magi c on Noreen of the Silver Wod." He felt a sharp tug on his cloak
and

| ooked down to see Mul hooley. "And fair paynment for the boots and slippers and
purse.”

Twi sty M ke frowned, shook his head in a display of bew ldernent, and said,
"Who's Noreen of the Silver Wod?"

"She's ny wife, you tw sty-nosed bl ackguard!" Corbal cried in a voice like a
trunpet. "You turned her hand into a | obster claw"

"Did I, now?" said Mke, |ooking bermmused by this news. "Ah, that one, that
one.

So | did. Wll, wasn't | after paying an old debt? It was one of her

ancest ors,

old Turga of the Three Nostrils, who flung out his feet water in the face of
our

king."

"It's alie you're telling!" Corbal thundered. "It is known throughout the
| and



that for all his long life Turga of the Three Nostrils never washed his feet!"

Twi sty M ke shrugged. "Then | nust have been playing a prank on the | ady. Have
you no sense of hunor, either of you? A fine prank it was, and no cause for
anger or threats."

"You' ve had your prank. Wat are you going to do about it?" said Conhoon

"Nothing at all," said Mke with a grin. "And that's nore than you can do.
LvLLIook your rudeness and effrontery, but the king of the fairy host is not
?irgiving as | am |I'd advise you to be off now, before he conmes back and
gf?ii/tricks of his own on you." He turned to the queen, who was | ooking on
rLTZed arms. "lsn't that so, my |ady?"

She | ooked thoughtful, but said nothing, nmerely | ooked fromMke to the w zard
with a faint expectant smle on her lips. Mke's grin faded.

"He'll conme back when | send for him And as for you...." Conhoon nade a snall
gesture with his left hand. Mke's left foot began to tap. He gestured with
hi s

right, and Mke's right foot stepped out and back, out and back. The w zard

nmoved bot h hands, and M ke broke into a sinple tinker shuffle. "It's your Kking
wears the dancing slippers, but you' re the one who'll do the dancing. | hope
you

like to dance. It's a lot of it you'll be doing," said Conhoon

"WAit a mnute. Wait a mnute, now," M ke said

"Ah, you can do better than that. Gve us a dance with a little life init,
that's the boy," said Conhoon, waving both hands vi gorously.

Twi sty Mke's hands went stiffly to his sides, and his feet began to nmove in
an

energetic fashion. H s knees punped up and down. He kicked to the front and he
ki cked to the back and to both sides. He |leapt, and he skipped, and he stanped
on the ground, and danced a ring around the oak tree while his conpani ons

| ooked

on, |aughing and cheering, clapping their hands, and altogether having a grand
ti me observing the spectacle.

"It's graceful you are," said Conhoon. "And with the practice you'll be
getting,
you'll soon be wi nning prizes."

When M ke had nade a dozen energetic circuits of the oak, Conhoon w thdrew a
short distance. Mke followed as if he were on a | eash. Wen they were out of
t he others' hearing, Conhoon said, "Have you had enough?"

Still dancing, Mke, who was slightly overweight and not in the best of
condition, panted, "You'll...be sorry. The Sidhe...wll nake

you. ..suffer...for

this."

"WIIl they, now?"

"They'll not let their own...be nade a joke of."



"Have you never heard the old saying, 'Nothing gladdens the heart of the Sidhe
nore than the msfortune of a friend ?"

Twi sty M ke | ooked over his shoulder at the smling faces of his queen and the
rest of the fairy host, and heard the rhythmi c clapping of their hands and the
musi ¢ of their nmerry laughter. Several of the host pointed to himand sl apped
their thighs in glee. Their actions suggested not anger and a desire for
vengeance, but rather delight and anusenent and cheerful approbation for the
wi zard's spell. \Wen voices began to call out requests for favorite dances,

li ke

"Weasel in the Wodshed," and "Money's Enpty Keg,"

Twi sty Mke's face fell.

"Sure, it's true. And didn't we learn it...fromthe likes of you,' he said,
hi s

feet still noving briskly. Conhoon did not respond. At |length, Mke blurted in
desperation and fury, "All right, all right! Wat...do you want ?"

"First of all, Noreen's hand restored."

"Done. "

"And Mul hooley paid in full, including all you cheated the little man out of."
"Cheat ed? Mul hool ey, cheated? That little thief...!" Conhoon crooked a finger
and M ke's feet noved faster, and faster still, until they were no nore than
?gdistinct blur of motion. "But he'll be paid...in full...with arrears !"

"That's what | wanted to hear," said Conhoon, and with a broad gesture he
rel eased Twi sty M ke, who collapsed on the turf |ike an enpty stocking
Extendi ng a hand to haul the gasping fairy dancer to his feet, he said,
"You' Il

keep your prom se, too. | trust you like I'd trust an angel."

"You do?" said Mke, with a sly ook in his eye.

"I do. Hasn't the magic worked its way out of the [eather and into your feet

by
now, the way you can feel it tingling all the way up to your knees? If you're
ever tenpted to go back on your promise, it's a |long dance you' |l do. Now

suppose |'d better bring back your king."

"Take your time with it. The exercise will do himgood," said Twi sty MKke
grinning broadly. "But there's no need to tell himl said so."

They rejoined the rest of the fairy host, who seened to have lost interest in
their activities once Mke was out of difficulty, and drifted away to seek
sone

new di versi on. The queen cane to Conhoon's side and said, "And have you
settled

your differences now?"

Conhoon and Twi sty M ke nodded and said, "W have."

"Then | suppose you'll be bringing hinself back to join us."

"He's on his way now," said the wi zard

"There was no need for a hurry," she said. "He puts on too many airs



al t oget her.
It does himgood to be put in his place every now and then."

"You're a grand crowd, the lot of you," said the w zard.

When the king rejoined them red-faced and out of breath and in a white rage,
the queen and Twi sty M ke intercepted himbefore he could speak and expl ai ned
the situation. He calmed hinself with a visible effort that Conhoon was

pl eased

to observe, and then said to the wizard, "Gad | amthat we were able to work
this out in such a friendly fashion. You understand surely that no harm was

i ntended to this poor creature Noreen."

"None at all, |'"'msure," said the w zard.
"Only a prank," said Twi sty M ke

The queen, with a radiant smle, said, "Sure, any wonan woul d be pl eased and
honored by such attention fromthe |ikes of us."

Conhoon wi thheld his instinctive cormment, though it took an effort. Instead he
said, "And | know you'll show your greatness by showering good things on the
worman and her husband. Strong sons and beautiful daughters, fruitful fields
and

healthy cattle and long lives for all. They'll be known far and w de as the
darlings of the Sidhe."

"Well, now, that's a little nore than | think is fair," said the king.
"I trust you to do it. Mke, do you tell the king why I'mso trusting."

Twi sty M ke drew the king aside and whispered a few words in his ear. The
king's

eyebrows went up, then drew down in a frown. He directed a | ong hard gl ance at
his new slippers. But when he returned to where Conhoon awaited, he said with
a

thin, forced smle, "It's a grand idea. They're a charm ng couple."

And as he spoke the last word they were gone, no one could say where, for the
fairy host is here and there, hither and yon and sonmewhere else, in the
twi nkling of an eye.

Conhoon felt a tug at his cloak, and | ooked down to see Mil hool ey hol di ng
al of t
a fat purse. "It's gold, Conhoon, real gold, the stuff that |lasts. Wll done!"

Corbal laid a hand on the w zard's shoulder in a conradely gesture and said,
"l

will arise and go now, and go to the fair Noreen, whose soft white hands are
both once again in her possession. Ajoy will it be to me to hold them"

"And glad will she be to see you, but first there's a matter of nmore gold than
I

can carry."

Corbal took the purse fromhis belt and placed it in the wizard s hand. "Here
is
all | have. Take it, and | will send the rest."”

"Ah, that's a fine lad, a fine lad."



"And | will return this fine belt and iron buckle," said Corbal, reaching down
to undo it.

Conhoon stayed his hand. "Did | tell you to renove it? Hang it by the door of
your house. It'll do you no harm"

"What about the boots? Do you not wish to stay until | nmake you a pair of
boot s
fit for a hero?" cried Mil hool ey.

"It's eager |'d be to wear such boots, but nore eager am| to behold the
beaut y

of the fair Noreen, and hold her soft white hands, and clasp her in ny arms
after nmy | ong absence. And then | nust be about ny business,” said Corbal

"And what is your business?" Mil hool ey asked.

"Bol d deeds, heroic battles, the inflicting and suffering of terrible wounds,
feats of strength and courage, and the unending quest for glory: the work of
heroes," Corbal said with a farewell wave. He set out with a firmstride to
return to the real mof |egend, where he and his kind belong. W will hear no
more of himin this tale of trickery and m schi ef.

Shaki ng his head, Mil hooley nuttered, "They're daft. Al of them heroes is
daft.
But | suppose soneone's got to do it, or we'd have no tales to tell."

"Gve ny regards to Blind Liam" the wizard called after the departing hero.
To
the | eprechaun, he said, "Well, now, that was a fine day's work, wasn't it?"

"Fine for you, maybe, but 1've lost an order for a pair of boots,"” the little
man sai d.

"I mght be wanting a pair for nyself. But only at a fair price."

"Wuld | try to cheat a wi zard?" Mil hool ey asked, his tiny face the picture of
i njured i nnocence. "Wuld | try to fleece the man who's just outsmarted the
fairy host, and played their king and his trickiest henchman for fools, and
gotten back for me my rightful wages?"

"Wyul d you not ?"

Mul hool ey paused for a nonment to reflect on the question, and then confessed,
"In the ordinary way of things | would, but you nmade Tricky M ke suffer, and
t hat gl addened nme heart so that it would fill ne with joy to give you the
boot s

as a gift. But of course | can't do that now "

"And why not ?"

"Haven't | lost the gold that hero would have paid me, and | ost ne best
customers in the bargain? It's ruined | am" He | ooked up at Conhoon, wi nging
hi s wee hands, appearing snaller than ever, bent and ragged and pitiful. It is
a

trick that |eprechauns have perfected over the centuries.

As he spoke, a light filled the air around them and a ripple of sweet mnusic
coursed through the treetops. Three of the fairy host appeared before them



garments gleamng, long fair hair floating in the nild breeze of their passage
from el sewhere. They | ooked around furtively and one of themsaid, "W haven't
a

m nute to spare, Mil hooley. Can you make us each a pair of boots |like the ones
you made for Twisty Mke? | never saw himdance so well in all my life as he
did

in those boots of yours."

"I'I'l have mne in black cal fskin," said one of the others, and the third
sai d,

"Cal fskin for nme, too."

Mul hool ey held out for payment in advance, and subnmitted the coins to Conhoon
for his scrutiny. Wen the wi zard declared the gold to be genuine, the

| eprechaun qui ckly made his measurenents. No sooner had he set a delivery tine
than the three vani shed. The nusic of their departure faded slowy in the
twilit

wood.

"Ch, it's grand to have me customers back, and paying good coin in advance.
It's

a busy leprechaun 1'lIl be all day tonorrow," said Ml hool ey, rubbing his pal nms
toget her briskly, "with three pairs of boots to finish and the noney in ne
hand. "

"Four pairs," Conhoon corrected him seating hinself and extending his |arge
foot to be nmeasured. "And I'Il have mine in brown."



