

[image: ]








[image: ]












 


First published 2026


The History Press


97 St George’s Place, Cheltenham,


Gloucestershire, gl50 3qb


www.thehistorypress.co.uk


Text © Tom Muir, 2026


Illustrations © Hester Aspland, 2026


The right of Tom Muir to be identified as the Author


of this work has been asserted in accordance with the


Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reprinted


or reproduced or utilised in any form or by any electronic,


mechanical or other means, now known or hereafter invented,


including photocopying and recording, or in any information


storage or retrieval system, without the permission in writing


from the Publishers.


British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data.


A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.


ISBN 978 1 83705 081 9


Typesetting and origination by The History Press.


Printed and bound in Great Britain by TJ Books, Padstow, Cornwall.






	[image: ]


	
The History Press proudly supports


[image: ]


www.treesforlife.org.uk









EU Authorised Representative: Easy Access System Europe


Mustamäe tee 50, 10621 Tallinn, Estonia


gpst.request@easproject.com











[image: illustration]





 


 


I would like to dedicate this book of love stories to the one I dedicated my heart to many years ago,


Rhonda Lynn Muir (née Eklund).


My most beloved wife, creative partner and best friend.


I love you, Tish.











[image: illustration]





 


Acknowledgements


Introduction: Our Own Love Story


Angus and Bride


The Three Gifts


The Gael and the London Baillie’s Daughter


The Selkie Wife


Auld Croovie


The Witch Sisters


The Laughing Princess


Tam Lin


The Pickpockets


The Broonie of Ferne-Den


Rashie Coat


Love Eternal


The Fair Red-Eared Deer


The Shetlander and the Finn


The Swans of Loch Sunart


The Dream Makers


The Laird of Balmachie’s Wife


The Green Man of Knowledge and his Daughter


The Weeping Woman


I Love You More Than Salt


The Three Kisses


The Lady Odivere


Danny, Daisy and the Devil


Coo-Me-Doo


Bibliography











[image: illustration]





ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS


First and foremost, I would like to thank Nicola Guy from The History Press for inviting me to write this collection, Scottish Folk Tales of Love. She has placed a lot of trust in me over the last decade or more and I deeply appreciate her faith in my ability to deliver the goods. Although we have never met, you are always welcome at our hearth, Nicola, should you ever visit Orkney. Thanks also to all the team at The History Press who pull together to make sure that a book is all that it can be, and who market it so well. I am also delighted to have my friend Hester Aspland bringing the stories to life with her amazing artwork.


As always, my thanks must go to my beloved wife, Rhonda, who proofreads my text and makes valuable comments and corrections. She has been a writer’s widow for the last wee while, as I have been spending all my spare hours working on this book. In fact, you could say, ‘Love Will Tear Us Apart’ (in-joke for people who know my taste in music). Thank you, my love, as always.


My undying gratitude to all the tellers of tales and collectors of stories who have gathered up these gems and published, recorded and told them. If you enjoy these tales, don’t thank me – I am merely standing on the shoulders of giants. The view is quite nice though.


Thank you to the storytellers who have inspired me and whose friendship I cherish, some of whom have written versions of tales that I have retold here. A huge thank you to Linda Williamson for her gracious permission for me to retell one of her late husband’s stories, that behemoth of Scottish Traveller storytelling, Duncan Williamson. ‘I Love You More Than Salt’ is a much-loved favourite of mine, which demonstrates great wisdom. Another great Scottish Traveller storyteller, and, like Duncan, a dear friend of mine, was Stanley Robertson. What a storyteller! I have two of his classics in here, which look at love from a different angle: ‘Auld Croovie’ and ‘Danny, Daisy and the Devil’. Stanley once told my fortune:


‘Yir ganna git a piana!’


‘But I can’t play the piano.’


‘An’ a burd cage.’


‘So … I’m going to get a piano-playing budgie?’


He was right with the first one, as Rhonda plays the piano. I’m still waiting for that bird cage though. I miss those two guys.


I was in Bob Pegg’s home when the fortune-telling was going on, during his Tales at Martinmas storytelling festival in the Highlands. I must thank him for so much, but this book would not have been complete without his lovely tale of a mother’s love, ‘The Three Gifts’, which features in his The History Press book, Highland Folk Tales.


Erin Farley, who is more like a daughter, used to sleep on the floor by my fireside during the early days of the Orkney Storytelling Festival (on a mattress, I should add, but she now has her own room). She also has versions of a couple of stories that I have retold here in her own The History Press book Angus Folk Tales.


What can I say about David Campbell that won’t end up in a libel case? His beautiful story, ‘The Makers of Dreams’, I have retitled, as I often do, but you’ll figure it out for yourselves. It is a beautiful story, and I love it. Although he tells the story of the pickpockets, I wrote it from memory. It may have been him I heard telling it originally; I no longer remember.


I could go on and on if I were to start listing people who have contributed to making my somewhat weird life a joyous experience (especially the late Lawrence Tulloch), but I will spare you. I must, however, mention something that my dear friend Ian Stephen, the storyteller from Lewis, once said to me during our storytelling festival. I wanted to shoehorn it in here somewhere. This is my only opportunity, so I’ll leave you with this:


‘Did you hear about the Lewisman who loved his wife so much that he almost told her?!’











[image: illustration]





INTRODUCTION


OUR OWN LOVE STORY


Stories are important. Stories bring people together. I should know – I met the love of my life through stories. Let me explain.


One Sunday afternoon in June 2014, I was at home with my feet up, having a glass of red wine and watching highlights from the Glastonbury Festival. I picked up my laptop and had a quick glance at Facebook and saw that I had a friend request from a very attractive American lady. I was suspicious, as she looked too good to be real. Scammers use beauty to reel in the suckers. Her profile looked genuine, but I sent her a quick message asking if I knew her. She came back, saying that I wouldn’t remember her, as she had contacted me at the Orkney Museum in the early 2000s to ask for information about the beautiful valley of Rackwick in Hoy, and how life in Orkney was in 1900. She was writing a story based on the selkie folk tale, where a seal can shed its skin and become human, but only at certain times of the tide.


As it happened, I did remember an American woman writing to me. I knew nothing about her, other than answering her questions, but her name was Rhonda. I had never known a Rhonda, so it stuck in my mind. This chance encounter led to a tale not unlike one that can be found between the pages of this book.


Back in the early 2000s, Rhonda had been abandoned by her abusive husband, leaving her with four young children and no financial support. She worked all hours, trying to put food on the table, but for the sake of her sanity she set aside a few hours early in the morning to write. The selkie story appealed to her, as it seemed appropriate. A woman being controlled by a man and losing her identity. It rang true, as it does with many women.


While researching, she decided that these stories seemed to have originated in the Orkney Islands, a place she had never heard of. After more online searching she saw Rackwick, a beautiful valley on the south side of the island of Hoy, facing the Pentland Firth, with Scotland seen across the water. It has a beach of coloured, striped boulders that gives way to a pink, sandy beach at its east side. The pink sand is caused by the towering red sandstone cliffs that flank either side of the bay.


After managing to borrow a copy of my 1998 book, The Mermaid Bride, and other Orkney Folk Tales through an inter-library loan from Orkney, she contacted the library archives here for more information. It was suggested that she write to me. So she did, and I helped as much as I could, as I do for everyone who contacts me. We wrote back and forth until the messages stopped, and I got back to other things.


But by 2014, Rhonda had taken the decision to travel for the first time in her life outside the USA. She didn’t know what to do, but then she remembered me and decided to look me up. And there I was. Her goal was to come to Orkney, so I advised her as well as I could, but offered her an invitation to stay in my house, as I had always had an open-door policy for anyone who was interesting. But then we started a bit of banter on Facebook, which led to her giving me her email address, and we wrote more. Then she suggested that we chat on Skype, and so we did. Eventually, we were talking every night for around four hours. I have always valued honesty, so there were no claims that I was the Earl of Orkney or an Olympic gold medallist. To be a good liar you have to remember what you had previously said, and that is too much like hard work. We grew fonder and fonder of each other. By November we were smitten, but in denial, until one evening I sent her a link to the band London Grammar performing a cover of the Chris Isaak song ‘Wicked Game’, about not wanting to fall in love, but being unable to stop it. Would she get the message? She did, spending the next day vacuuming and crying. Was this just an impossible dream? A fantasy?


So, she came to me the following year. Driving from the airport to my new home in Stromness (new to me, but actually eighteenth century) I played an appropriate song, Tim Buckley’s ‘Song to the Siren’:


So you sang,


Swim to me,


Swim to me,


Come, let me enfold you.


Here I am.


Here I am,


Waiting to hold you.


She wept. So did I. I proposed to her on her birthday at the pink, sandy beach at Rackwick. The emerald engagement ring was inspired by one that she had told me she had once had, although that one was glass, and how she used to stare into it, imagining running through green fields. When we had first arrived in Rackwick, the previous day (where she had set her story), a seal raised its head from the water and stared at her. The same thing had happened on her first evening in Orkney, at Borwick in Yesnaby, when a great grey seal had swum close to the shore, staring at her like it had been expecting her to arrive.


Being in an abusive relationship had left its scars. It was as though she had given me her sealskin to keep. She had left her home and family behind and was all alone and vulnerable, here in a foreign land. But over time and with a lot of love, I gently persuaded her that only she should have her sealskin, as it is her true identity. She is the only one who should decide what is right for her and have the freedom to do it.


We have been together ever since, with frequent visits for her back to America to see her children, who have also stayed with us here in Orkney. She is free now, and has changed my life forever, and for the better. I am so lucky to have found her, the woman who dreamed of being a selkie.
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Like love, these stories are both bitter and sweet, heart-warming and tragic, frightening and inspiring. I hope that you find something within these pages that connects with you. Stories are important, folk tales echo the hopes and dreams of generations long lost in the mists of time. They will echo on, into the future, for as long as people will fall in love.


Tom Muir MBE
www.orkneyology.com
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ANGUS AND BRIDE


This is an ancient Celtic myth that contrasts winter and summer through two powerful goddesses, Beira and Bride. Beira is the Queen of the Winter, also called the Cailleach, which in Scottish Gaelic means ‘old woman, hag’. The name derives from the Old Irish name, Caillech, meaning ‘veiled one’. The name Beira may come from the Gaelic word ‘bior’ or ‘beur’, which means ‘sharp, shrill’, a reference to her cold, winter persona. Bride is from the Old Irish Bríd, meaning ‘exalted one’ but she is also called Brigid or Brigit. Some say that this pre-Christian goddess was absorbed into the Church by being transformed into St Brigid of Kildare, while others argue against this. In another twist, both Beira and Bride are said to be one and the same, just two sides of the one coin, winter and summer. Whatever the case, this is an ancient story and it celebrates love’s power to overcome all obstacles that are placed in its way. When two dear friends of mine were married at the beautiful Eilean Donan Castle, I was asked to tell an appropriate story. This is the one that I told.
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Beira was as old as time itself. She was the mother of all the gods and goddesses of Scotland, and she ruled the land in winter. In ancient times she was known as the Winter Queen. The land of Scotland was created by Beira, who raised mountains as stepping-stones, shaping them so that each had its own form, recognisable from afar. The only tool she used was a hammer. Within that hammer was stored all the cold of winter, a bitter and biting cold. With it she could create valleys when she struck the land hard. A slight tap was enough to freeze the ground as hard as iron.


She was huge in stature and her clothes were entirely grey, apart from a spotted bonnet on her head. She was a terrible sight to behold, for her face and hands were deeply wrinkled by the hundreds of thousands of years that she had lived. Her skin was as blue and as cold as a corpse. Her long hair hung over her shoulders, as white as the frozen snow. Her teeth were as red as rust. She had only one eye, as cold and cruel as the rest of her. But with this single eye she could see further than an eagle. She had eight hags as servants, who rode throughout the land on the backs of shaggy goats. They brought in their wake the deathly touch of winter, so cold that whatever they touched was instantly covered with frost and ice.


Beira had many sons, all giants, all horrible monsters with tempers to match their appearance. These monstrous offspring of Beira were constantly fighting with one another. Some had horns on their heads. Others had many heads, with each face as ugly as the next. Beira grew angry with her hideous and unruly children, locking them up in the mountains she had created. But they would climb onto the roof of the mountains and throw boulders at one another, many of which can still be seen to this day. The tallest mountain in Scotland (indeed in all Great Britain) is Ben Nevis. This lofty peak she kept for herself, for it was Beira’s mountain throne.


Now, Beira had captured a beautiful princess named Bride, who was as fair as the sunrise. Beira dressed Bride in ragged, tattered clothes and put her to work in the kitchen. Beira treated her with cruelty and made the poor girl’s life a living hell.


One day, Beira gave Bride a new task to complete. She handed her a brown sheep’s fleece and ordered her to go to the stream and scrub it in the freezing water until it was as white as snow. Bride went to the pool beneath a waterfall and scrubbed the fleece until her fingers were raw. But no matter how hard she worked, the fleece remained brown.


When she returned with the brown fleece that evening Beira was angry and said, ‘You are worthless! A lazy, good-for-nothing brat!’


Bride begged her to have pity, saying, ‘I have scrubbed it all day in the freezing icy waters of the pool, but no matter how hard I try, the wool always remains brown.’


Beira’s ice-cold heart knew no pity, and she told the girl, ‘You will return to the same pool tomorrow to scrub the fleece, and if you don’t scrub it as white as snow, you will go back every day afterwards until it’s white.’


Bride went to her bed that night and wept bitter tears.


One day, as Bride sat scrubbing the fleece in the pool beneath the waterfall, weeping from sheer exhaustion and hopelessness, an old man with a long, white beard approached her. ‘Who are you, fair maiden? And why do you weep, child?’


Bride looked up at his kindly face, with the tears streaming down her cheeks. ‘I am Princess Bride, a prisoner of Beira. She has ordered me to scrub this brown fleece until it is as white as snow. But what hope is there of turning a brown fleece white?’


The old man smiled a kindly smile at the poor, wretched girl, saying, ‘I feel such pity for you, my dear.’


‘Who are you, kind sir?’ asked Bride, ‘And where do you come from?’


‘I am old Father Winter,’ said the man. ‘Now, give me the fleece and I will make it as white as the snow.’


Bride handed the fleece to the old man. He shook it three times and it changed colour from brown into the purest white.


‘Oh, thank you, Father Winter,’ said Bride. ‘You are so kind and have saved me from having to perform this impossible task.’


The old man handed the fleece back to Bride, and with his other hand he gave her a small bunch of flowers. The flowers’ heads hung downwards and were as white as the fleece.


‘Take these,’ he said, ‘and if Beira is angry, give these snowdrops to her and she will forget her rage. When she asks where you found them, say that they are growing between the fir trees, and the cress is growing by the banks of the stream, and grass is growing in the meadows.’


Bride returned to the castle with the fleece and the flowers. When Bride saw Beira, she handed her the fleece. ‘Here is the brown fleece, which I have washed as white as snow.’


Beira said nothing. She could not take her eyes off the bunch of snowdrops that Bride held in her hand. ‘Where did you find those?’ she demanded.


‘I found them growing between the fir trees; the cress is growing by the sides of the streams, and the grass is growing in the meadows.’


‘This is evil news you bring to me,’ said Beira.


Beira was shaken by the sight of the flowers, and she called her hags to her. They set off in a great fury, to blight the flowers with frost. In their ice-cold rage they caused blizzards of snow to fall across the land, wrapping it in a deadly blanket. Mighty storms caused the ocean to boil like a cauldron over a blazing fire. Sea spray blinded the mariners and cast their ships onto the rocks. Shepherds lay down and died with their flocks as the blizzard raged through the land. Beira’s fury brought death and misery in its wake. But for the first time in a long time, Bride smiled. She knew that the Winter Queen was losing her power and summer was coming to set her free.


Beira had a son called Angus Og, Angus the Ever-Young, handsome and gentle and not like the many-headed giants who were also Beira’s children. He was called Ever-Young as the years never touched him. Age never lined his face or greyed his hair. He lived in the Land of Youth, which is also called the Green Isle. This lay out in the ocean, far to the west, like a green gem set within the blue sea. There he lived in the winter, waiting until the time came when his strength would grow, and he would rule over the land instead of his mother.


Beira knew Angus was destined to fall in love with Bride. That is why she captured the girl and carried her off as a prisoner. She had to prevent Bride from ever meeting her true love. But Angus saw Bride in his dreams. He saw her beauty, her gentleness and grace, and he longed for her. He loved her with all his heart. When he woke, he went to ask the King of the Green Isle if he knew who this fair maiden was.


‘Last night,’ said Angus, ‘I had a dream. I saw a beautiful maiden, who was weeping by a stream. An old man with a white beard stood near to her, and I asked him why she was crying. He said that she was the prisoner of Beira and was treated cruelly. That was why she wept. I would give anything to set her free, and to make her my wife. My heart belongs to her, and to no one else.’


The King of the Green Isle said, ‘The maiden you saw is Princess Bride. When you rule as the King of the Summer, she will be your queen. Your mother, Beira, knows this and is trying to keep her from you, as she knows that once you marry Bride, her own power will diminish.’


‘I will leave in search of her now,’ said Angus, ‘although it is still only February, the wolf-month, as people have named it. I will borrow three days from August, I will weave a spell over the land and sea, so that it will be calm. I will ride out on my white steed to search for Bride. I will find this maiden, this love of my dreams, and I will save her from my mother.’
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So Angus borrowed three days from August and stilled the sea and rode to Scotland in search of Bride. He never rested but searched for his love during all those borrowed days of summer. But he couldn’t find her.


Bride also saw Angus the Ever-Young in her dreams, as he searched for her. Her heart was bursting with love and joy. This handsome young man had stolen her heart. She knew they were destined to be together. When she thought of him, warm tears would trickle from her eyes and drop on the ground. From every teardrop there would spring a violet, each one as blue as her eyes.


When the three days ended, Beira blasted Angus with such a ferocious gale that it blew him back to the Green Isle. But he would not give up. He returned, time after time, until one day he finally saw Bride. She was sitting in a forest clearing, surrounded by violets and yellow primroses.


He took her in his arms and said, ‘My love, I saw you in my dreams, weeping bitter tears.’


‘And I saw you in my dreams, my love,’ said Bride, ‘riding over mountains and through glens on your white steed in search of me.’


At that moment the earth seemed to grow warmer under their feet. The birds sang for joy on the branches of the trees. As Angus and Bride looked on in wonder, the Queen of the Fairies came to them, followed by her handmaidens. She cast her wand over Bride, who was transformed into her summer glory. She radiated beauty like the sun and the long golden hair that hung down to her waist was decorated with snowdrops, violets, daisies and primroses. Her ragged dress was now a snow-white gown, shimmering with inlays of silver. On her breast shone a clear crystal that sparkled with the light of a million stars.


They went to the hall of the Queen of the Fairies, and there they were married. A great feast was held, and the celebration of the union of Angus and Bride was a joyous one. Now, wherever Beira’s hags had frozen the water, Bride’s touch turned it once more into flowing streams and lochs. The summer was coming.


When Beira heard that Angus had found Bride and they were now married, she flew into a violent rage and gathered all her formidable strength. She mounted her black steed, while her eight hags rode on their shaggy goats, and they set off to the hall of the Queen of the Fairies.


When the Queen of the Fairies saw Beira looming out of the black clouds that bore down on her hall, she grew pale with terror. Along with all her people, she fled to their underground home and bolted shut the door. Angus took Bride up behind him on his white steed and rode west, back to the Green Isle and safety.


Time and time again Angus rode back to Scotland, only to be driven back each time by Beira and her hags. As spring approached, Angus made a great effort to return once more. This time he defeated the eight hags, driving them far away to the north.


Beira called up a mighty storm, which swept across the land and ocean. It raged so fiercely that the fishermen couldn’t venture out to sea to feed their families, nor could the farmers feed their animals that were dying of hunger. Beira struck the land with her icy-cold hammer, and it froze as hard as iron once more. She rode north to find her hags and ordered one last charge against Angus. Beira used her magic to borrow the three days of winter that Angus had replaced with three days from August, and with that extra power, she drove Angus from Scotland.


This storm killed a great many people and animals, but she had spent the last of her strength. Beira grew weak, and Angus, the King of Summer, returned when the March days were of equal length. Bride, his queen, touched the frozen water and melted the last of the ice. As she did so, the eight hags were lulled into a deep sleep.


Beira’s strength had deserted her. She rode her black steed west over the ocean to the Green Isle, where she drank from the Well of Youth and was restored to being a young maiden once more. At midsummer she reached womanhood, but as autumn passed, she grew old again. Her strength grew until she was able to return to Scotland and awaken her hags. Then she would attack Angus and Bride and drive them from the country that she ruled once more, as Beira, the Queen of Winter.
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THE THREE GIFTS


Love is a strong emotion, but not just one that happens between two people who fall in love. This story is about the love of a mother for her child, a love so deep that she would give anything to save her baby. It contains elements of folklore regarding protecting a child from the fairy folk. I heard this folk tale many years ago from my old friend, Bob Pegg, and I have always loved it.
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There was once a woman in the Highlands called Margaret, who had been born with three gifts. She had a light hand for the baking, a light foot for the dancing and a light heart to get her through the day. These gifts were a blessing to Margaret, and she treasured them.


Margaret met a handsome young man called Donald, who was a drover, and the two of them fell in love and were married. She loved to dance with him, and her light foot made her glide over the dance floor as though she was floating on air. Her light hand made her bread and cakes the finest and lightest in all the Highlands. Donald appreciated that gift too. They built a lovely, but small cottage and they were very happy together.


Now, being a drover, whose job was to herd cattle along the roads to market, Donald was away for weeks at a time, but Margaret’s light heart kept her going through the day. After a time, Margaret had a baby boy. They called him Angus, and he was their pride and joy. If you were to be foolish enough to ask her which one she loved the most, she wouldn’t be able to give you an answer, she loved them both so much.


One day, Donald was away driving the cattle to market and Margaret knew that he would be gone for a while. It was such a lovely day that she decided she would take Angus out and they would enjoy the sunshine and have a wee bite to eat outdoors while they were away. She had baked some lovely fresh bread. She cut slabs of it and spread it with butter and slices of cheese, took a flask of milk and set off for a walk. After a while she found a soft, green mound by the side of the road and sat down to eat and drink. Angus was sound asleep, and she laid him down by her side. As she was eating, she saw a small cloud of dust coming along the road towards her. As it got nearer, she saw that it was a small, wee man with a long, grey beard.


She spoke to him as he approached, ‘Good day to you. What a lovely day it is, to be sure.’


The man stopped and looked at her, but said nothing.


‘You look tired, and I bet you’ll be hungry too. Would you like to take a rest here with us and share a bite of my bread and cheese? I have some lovely cold milk too, which you are welcome to share.’


The stranger grunted his approval and sat down beside Margaret. She gave him half of her bread and cheese and half of her milk, which he ate and drank heartily. When he had finished, he got up to leave, and it was only then that he spoke. ‘You are a kind woman, to share your food with a stranger, and I appreciate that. I have nothing to give you in return, apart from this.’ He took an old, rusty horseshoe nail out of his pocket and offered it to Margaret, who was too polite to refuse it.


‘Take it. You might need it sooner than you think. Now, good day to you.’ And with that, he was away again. Margaret looked at the old nail, smiled, shrugged her shoulders and slipped it into the pocket of her apron.


That evening, Margaret wrapped Angus in his shawl and put him in the cradle by the side of the fire. She carefully smoothed out the blanket that covered him and put a sprig of a rowan branch on top of it, to protect him from evil. She then settled down in her chair and thought about the lovely day that she had had. Suddenly, she heard a terrible commotion outside. What was it? Was a fox in with her chickens? She ran out the house and looked in her hen house, but all was quiet and still. The hens were asleep and not a fox in sight. She returned to the house and closed the door.


It was then she heard the sound.


‘Heh, heh, heh, heh, hehhhhh.’


She looked around and saw the sprig of rowan lying on the floor. She walked slowly to the cradle and looked in. There, to her horror, lay a wizened-up creature, with long talons for nails and pointed teeth. It looked at her and laughed that terrible laugh once more.


‘Heh, heh, heh, heh, hehhhhh.’


She realised straight away what it was – a fairy changeling. The fairies had created the noise outside to distract her, then sneaked in and stolen her baby while she was outside. They’d left this hideous changeling in his place. But what to do? Margaret sat by her fireside all that night, weeping and wondering.


By the next day she had a plan. She went over to the cradle and threw a blanket over the changeling, who spat and howled at her in rage. Wrapping it up tightly in the blanket, so that it couldn’t bite or scratch her, she set off walking. It was a long journey to the fairy mound, where it was common knowledge that the fairies lived. By the time she got there it was already dark.
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