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				~ The Bitterbynde Trilogy ~

				Romantasy at its finest. 

				“‘Not since Tolkien’s The Fellowship of the Ring fell into my hands have I been so impressed by a beautifully spun fantasy.”

				~ Andre Norton, Grand Master of Science Fiction
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				PROLOGUE

				

				On her wedding night Rose lay alone in the bedchamber, silently awaiting the arrival of her bridegroom. Beyond the tall windows the night sky was a vault of glittering obsidian, sprinkled with stars. 

				Starlight slanting in through the panes laved the face of the young bride with silver, and made snowfields of the lace pillows. It pooled in her blue eyes; her wide, unblinking eyes that gazed out of the windows like the eyes of a statue. A swift draught stirred the open curtains; it carried the tang of the ocean, and the faint susurrus of waves.

				 Somewhere on a cliff-top overlooking the sea, someone was playing a plaintive air on a tin whistle. The tune came sliding down the wind as if on a thin wire, its beginnings lost in the evening. Rose shuttered her lids against the sight of the great, silk-canopied marriage bed. A tear glistened on her cheek and she began to sing under her breath, but her song could not keep out the sounds of distant merriment penetrating the chamber’s oak-panelled walls. They were the shouts of drunken stags in their ribald revelry, plying Rose’s bridegroom with liquor in chased silver cups, anointing his head with it, waggishly stripping off his fine jacket and cambric shirt. Intending to tease him in his eagerness for the first encounter with his bride, they had hoisted him high on their brawny shoulders and now paraded him round and round as though they would keep him forever from the marriage bed, and he laughing and protesting and hiccuping all the while.

				“Last night he came to me.” Rose sang the ancient song in a sorrowful whisper. 

				“My dead love came in,

				So softly he came that his feet made no din,

				As he laid his hand on me and this he did say:

				 ‘It will not be long, love, ’til our wedding day.’”

				In the stillness of the bedchamber, the bride ceased her crooning and her eyelids snapped open. A faint noise had startled her. Next instant she sat bolt upright, speechless. She could not fully comprehend what she saw before her; thought it a dream, or some effigy rigged as a prank.

				There at the foot of the bed stood a man, regarding her intently. 

				Her incredulous stare took him in from head to toe. The intruder was not her bridegroom. Nor was he any of the wedding guests, eight hours early for the shivaree. Too startled even to think of danger, she returned his measuring gaze.

				He looked like some weather-beaten sea-captain . . . or a ghost from a shipwreck . . .

				

		


		
			
				CHAPTER 1

				

				Where the Mermaids are Seen 

				and the Fierce Tempest Gathers

				

				

				￼
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				“The Acre by the Sea” 1862 by James Clarke Hook (1819-1907)

				
Will you come to the bower o’er the free, boundless ocean

				Where stupendous waves roll in thundering motion

				Where the mermaids are seen and the fierce tempest gathers,

				To loved Erin the green, the dear land of our fathers?

				Will you come, will you come, will you come to the bower?

				
“Will you come to the bower?” by Irish poet Thomas Moore (1779-1852), thought to be based on an earlier song by the same title.

				
Rose Delacey had been raised in the village of Allanwell, on the west coast of Ireland, where cottages nestled beneath the misty shoulders of green hills marching down to the bay. Her childhood had been spent at Charter Hall, the stately mansion high on Whitethorn Hill.

				The Delaceys were of the gentry. Their lineage could be traced back to the Pale, the medieval dominions of the English in Ireland. The strong Catholic faith of those English settlers had remained unaffected by the Reformation of the sixteenth century, and they became known as the Old English. But through the generations, the Delacey men had occasionally taken well-born Irish women to wife—by the year 1790, the blood running in the family’s veins was more Irish than English.

				During their childhood at Charter Hall, Rose and her three older sisters had known the privileges of riches, respect and influence—but that was before the sunny afternoon in June 1791, the day after Midsummer, when Uncle Frank had come bowling into Allanwell in a coach drawn by six matching horses as black as the hellnight.

				From the city of Dublin he had travelled, coming in from the north-east, the iron-shod hooves and wheels of his equipage kicking up billows of dust. The coach rattled along the Valley Highway, traversing the long dale between Whitethorn Hill and Madigan’s Leap. It clattered through the main street of Allanwell and past the Well itself, scattering dogs and children and chickens. 

				A winding private road branched off to the east, climbing the hill up to Charter Hall, before passing between the tall iron gates and along the gravel driveway with its borders of whispering hedges.

				What a stir Uncle Frank’s coming occasioned amongst the villagers! Such a splendid sight had scarcely been seen in the main street within living memory. Even the Delaceys of Charter Hall only used a team of four, and those were not nearly so mettlesome as the six black steeds, nor was the Delacey family barouche so highly polished. Their driver was never so free with the whip, and they kept only one footman riding at the back. He must be very rich, this visitor calling at Charter Hall. What a grand thing it was indeed, to witness the likes of him driving through Allanwell!

				A fine gentleman he looked, young Francis Delacey. He was elegant and pleasing to the eye from the top of his powdered wig to the tip of his gold-buckled shoes; quite the dandy with his white silk stockings, his velvet breeches and jacket, and his waistcoat picked out in gold braid. As ever, his wit and manner soon charmed the entire household at Charter Hall. Francis had not seen his elder brother for six years, for he had been abroad, “making money by the barrow-load”, as he put it. Now, he asserted, he had returned to Ireland to find himself a wife and settle down. Unfortunately, all his funds were temporarily tied up overseas, in enterprises in France and Spain. He was forced to prevail upon the kindness of his dear brother who clearly took such admirable care of the ancestral home and its outlying farms. And would John extend his generosity to giving his little brother a roof over his head for one night?

				“Of course you shall stay with us, Frank!” cried Rose’s father, clapping him on the shoulder, “But you must stay for longer than that! We have much news to catch up on, and besides, the children hardly know their own uncle. Look at them staring at you as if you were the Each Uisge1 himself, risen out of the Well to steal the unwary! And you’ll have a hundred stories to tell them of your travels in foreign parts, not to mention your extensive knowledge of the revolutionary struggle in France. It’ll broaden their education. Stay and be welcome!”

				But privately he took Francis aside. Twelve-year-old Rose, listening at the door, heard her father ask in a low voice, “Frank, have you changed your ways?”

				

				To which her uncle replied, “No doubt of it, John. I’ve made a success of myself.”

				So Uncle was given the guest chamber, and his driver and footmen were housed with the other servants, and his team was fed and stabled. Even the coach was snugged down in its own shed across the courtyard, for Charter Hall was not short of outbuildings, all solidly constructed from massive blocks of sandstone the colour of toasted soda-bread.

				For a week he stayed, then another, and before anyone knew it, two months had passed while still Francis freely availed himself of the hospitality of his brother. His appearance in the village set the single women in a flutter, and many of the married ones also, for he was tall and strong, with a sparkling eye, an eloquent tongue and winning ways. He would offer a woman his spotless white handkerchief if she happened to drop her own—which occurred surprisingly often, the most coquettish ones being the clumsiest—and the gallant way he escorted the elderly ladies down the church steps after mass on Sundays almost broke the hearts of their daughters and grand-daughters.

				Father Joseph also pronounced him a fine, upstanding gentleman. During his first week at Charter Hall, Francis had called at the cottage of the old priest to “make himself known over a dram o’ the cratur”. When he departed, he had left behind the bottle of whiskey he had brought—a gesture that affected Father Joseph deeply.

				Always the girls were eager to sit by their uncle and listen to his stories or watch him smoke. They would look on in fascination as he filled his clay pipe with tobacco, tamping down the weed with a fingertip stained the colour of tea-leaves. Next he would light the pipe from a twist of straw he’d jabbed into the fire, and draw deeply, until the weed in the pipe’s bowl glowed red. The ends of his handsome moustaches, and the tufts of hair sprouting beneath his lower lip, were coloured the same peaty brown as his fingertip—which, to the children’s minds, made him appear awfully distinguished. The details of the pipe-smoking ritual were a source of interest, because the children had never viewed at close quarters any gentleman who puffed tobacco, and it was all the more exciting when he blew smoke-rings to make them squeak with delight.

				Once or twice, Francis Delacey travelled to Dublin for a few days, “on business”, as he explained, “setting his affairs in order”, for he intended to purchase a grand estate of his own, soon, somewhere to the east of the county.

				“And what will you have me bring back for you from Dublin?” he asked his brother’s children, gathering them to his knee before he departed on one such excursion. 

				They happened to be in the drawing-room, where an impressive portrait of King George III in full regalia stared down from above the grand fireplace. A gilded chandelier depended from the ceiling like a birdcage full of stars. Its candle-holders dripped with crystal pendeloques, casting shimmers across the room and striking glints from the china laid out on the tea table. A huge mirror of Venetian glass adorned the far wall, reflecting the light, while making the room look bigger. It reflected, also, Frank Delacey, his four nieces and their elegant mother, Anne.

				The girls resembled a posy of rare, pastel-hued flowers, dressed in their high-waisted gowns of sprigged muslin, poplin, silk and brocade, with their dark hair falling in ringlets down their backs. Over their shoulders they all wore the fichu scarf of white voile, tied in a loose knot at the breast. Each sister’s mouth was a startling splash of brilliant cherry-red against the lily-paleness of her skin. Nature had coloured their faces also with a soft dusting of pink upon the cheeks and gifted them with eyes like orbs of glacial ice; clear, fathomless blue. Should an artist have wished to paint a picture of four water-witches emerging from a woodland mere crowned with marsh-marigolds to seduce a wandering shepherd, he could not have asked for better models.

				 “What fine presents shall I buy for my pretty nieces, when I’m in town?” Uncle Frank persisted, grinning jovially. “Come now, do not be shy,” he added, ignoring their mother’s pleas not to spoil them. “Speak up and you shall have what you wish for!”

				“I wish for a cameo brooch to pin my Sunday shawl,” said Margaret. At almost sixteen summers, she was the eldest. “And I wish it might be carved of ivory, like the brooch Maureen Kelly wears to church, only finer.”

				“Such a thing would be far too costly,” reprimanded their mother, her cheeks flushed with embarrassment. “You’ll be making yourself sound avaricious, Margaret. Uncle Frank cannot be throwing his hard-earned money away on fripperies to flatter the vanity of little girls!” She interrupted herself with a sudden cough, short and dry.

				“Not at all!” protested Uncle. A serene smile graced his face and he waved his pipe stem expansively. “Let the children be honest with me, Annie. Gadzooks, what’s the matter with their own uncle giving them a treat now and then when he’s no pups of his own to pamper?”

				Resignedly, their mother sighed.

				“I have always wanted a collar of Belgian lace,” said Katherine, seizing her opportunity. “I have been desperate to have one.”

				“And I have surpassing need of a new bonnet,” earnestly said Elizabeth, clasping her hands as though in prayer. “A cabriolet, Uncle Frank, white with red satin ribbons, red as blood.”

				The three eldest girls fastened their eyes beseechingly, demandingly on Uncle Frank.

				“Meg shall have her brooch,” he said indulgently, “and Kate her collar, and Lizzie her hat.” His nieces clapped their hands in glee. “But what does Rosie want?” The pipe-stem indicated the youngest sister, who was sitting on the floor at her uncle’s feet.

				“Well, I have been thinking and thinking,” said Rose, “and what I would most fondly love to have is a book.”

				“A book! Come now Rosie,” said Uncle Frank teasingly, “Would you not rather have a handful of pretty ribbons, like Lizzie? What use is it for a young lady to be burying her nose in books when she might be making herself attractive and stealing the hearts of all the young men?”

				“Good heavens Uncle, I am not yet thirteen years old,” said Rose, unabashed, “and besides, it is not just any book I am thinking of. I saw it in Egan’s bookshop, last time we went to Dublin. It is called ‘Le Morte d’Arthur’ and ’tis written by a gentleman called Mallory, who translated it from medieval French.” She did not hesitate to use the French words, and her pronunciation was quite accurate. Almost every day since they were small, Rose and her sisters had been tutored in that language and other subjects by their French governess, Mme. Duval.

				“The famous tale of knights and chivalry?” Uncle Frank exclaimed with amused astonishment. “It is a story for boys! Come now, Rosie m’dear—you must be jesting.”

				She shook her head with finality. “That is what I would like.”

				Uncle Frank patted her avuncularly on the head. “If that’s so, then you shall have it.”

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				

				
					
						1	The Each Uisge is the malignant water-horse of legend, who is able to turn himself into a handsome young man

					

				

			

		


		
			
				CHAPTER 2

				Here’s to the Dashing Gentleman
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“Portrait of a Gentleman” c. 1800 by Hugh Douglas Hamilton (1740-1808)
Here rides the dashing gentleman with coat of blue and yellow,

				A silken hat, a lace cravat—an admirable fellow.

				The ladies sigh, and swoon and cry, “Let’s raise a glass of brandy!

				Here’s to the dashing gentleman, so fine and bold and dandy.”

				
Great was the excitement of the children when they heard Uncle Frank’s coach rattling up the hill on his return from town. It had seemed a century since he had left—they were beginning to believe he would never come back. They ran to meet him as his conveyance pulled up in the courtyard. 

				The horses stood stamping and snorting and sweating, after being driven hard and long. The coach door was flung open and there was Uncle like the bountiful St. Nicholas, his arms laden with wrapped parcels. But the parcels were all the same size, and when the children brought their presents indoors and unwrapped them, they each discovered a painted musical box, and each box appeared to be identical.

				It was a tremendous disappointment. Their faces fell, but dutifully they struggled to smile so that Uncle would think them pleased with his kindness.

				“Oh, what delightful musical boxes,” they mouthed effortfully—Margaret rather more enthusiastically than her siblings, since privately she thought the new toys nicer than Maureen Kelly’s clockwork serinette, which trillingly played the song of the lark but which by now had grown old and shabby.

				“The gew-gaws you asked for were nowhere to be had in Dublin,” explained Uncle. “I searched high and low, combing every street and market. But see here, these musical contraptions are made in Britain!” he triumphantly added, “So we can be confident they are of the best craftsmanship!”

				“Do you like the Sasunachs, Uncle Frank?” asked Lizzie, puzzled.

				He lowered his voice to a confidential level. “Hush colleen, don’t call them by that insulting name. Britain is a grand and powerful nation, young Eliza—a conqueror on land and sea. A gentleman could do worse than side with the winning team, eh? That’s where the greatest benefit lies. I have important connections in the English court—among them Lord Leighton, who owns two fine estates in this country and a house in Dublin, and who is a close friend of none other than the admiral of the Royal Navy! Besides,” he added as an afterthought, “you’re speaking their language, aren’t you? English is the tongue of the Sasunachs!”

				“But Father says we should buy things that are made in Ireland,” said Margaret. “He told us that in Dublin they sing a ditty—‘Ye noblemen in place or out, Ye Volunteers so brave and stout, Ye dames that flaunt at ball or rout, Wear Irish manufacture.’”

				“In Dublin,” replied her uncle, “others say that the ‘Buy Irish’ campaign is nothing but a mischievous chimera. Why should we be compelled to prefer expensive or inferior goods made at home when we can purchase better or cheaper imported articles? Not that your presents were cheap of course, my dears.”

				“What is a ky—kymeera?” demanded Lizzie.

				“No more questions now, Eliza. Run and play.”

				Fortunately, the clockwork machines each performed a different tune, which made the youngsters hope that their uncle had put some thought into the gifts, after all.

				

				After supper that evening the children withdrew to the sitting room. There they could listen to the new instruments or hold conversation without disturbing father and uncle—who were sipping port in the parlour—or their mother, who was reading in the library.

				Katherine left her music box sitting untouched on the sideboard. She sat slumped in a brocade arm-chair that had feet carved like bird-claws. Moodily she stared at the printed wallpaper.

				“Why is it we hardly ever have taters for dinner when Uncle Frank is dining with us?” she wanted to know. “It seems to me we’re eating a lot more bread when he’s about.”

				“That would be because he’s not accustomed to potatoes much, I suppose,” said Margaret, opening a small enamelled box containing a manicure set. “He’s often in foreign parts where the folk don’t eat them as much as we do in Ireland.”

				“Why don’t they?”

				 “I suppose they like bread better.”

				“Some folk in this country might like bread better. Yet everyone scarfs taters all the time.”

				“That is because the land yields a greater quantity of potatoes per acre than corn,” said Margaret sagely. “Three times the yield I think it is, or maybe five. In any case, ‘tis a good deal more, and that’s why Ireland grows potatoes.”

				“Yes but ‘tis taters, taters everywhere you go,” insisted Katherine. “I am surprised everyone is not sick and tired of them.”

				Lizzie interjected, “I could never get tired of taters.”

				Katherine rounded on her. “But it cannot be good to be growing one crop all the time.”

				“There’s cabbages and onions,” Lizzie said.

				“No, I mean it cannot be a good thing to be depending on one crop chiefly. What if one year all the taters refused to grow? Where would we be then?”

				“I suppose we’d have a terrible famine like there was back in 1749, after the Great Frost, when half the country emigrated to America,” said Lizzie. “An Gorta Mor, as Mary calls that dark time.”

				“Speak English!” Katherine snapped.

				“And you talk sense, Kitty!” said Margaret. “Why would potatoes refuse to grow?”

				“I don’t know, but what if they did?”

				“Then we would all be in a terrible pickle,” Margaret replied. “But it has not happened yet and it never will, so give yourself a rest now, and play with Uncle Frank’s present.”

				Katherine looked at the toy with loathing. “I hate my musical box,” she said savagely. “I should like to kick it across the room.”

				“If you do, I’ll tell,” warned Margaret. “We ought to be grateful to Uncle for bringing us presents. ‘Tis not his fault he could not find what we asked for.”

				“I’ll wager he did not even look,” said Katherine with bitterness. “Likely, he was too busy with his own affairs. Now I do not know how I am to go on. I so desperately needed a superior lace collar. They do draw attention to one’s neck, and mine is quite graceful and white, don’t you think? Like a swan’s.”

				“Of course it is white,” said Margaret, smoothing her fingernails with an emery board. “Since you have been smearing Ilvenna McGinty’s pastes all over your skin night after night. Mary says she is fed up with washing the stuff out of the pillowslips. She says she’s likely to hand in her notice and go to work for the Kingsleys.”

				“She says that whenever we vex her. She’ll never do it,” said Lizzie.

				“How do you know I have anything from Ilvenna?” asked Katherine suspiciously. “Have you been down to the McGintys’ for somewhat, of late? Tell me!”

				Margaret tossed her head. “Only a small jar of May-Day morning dew—”

				“I knew it!” Katherine exclaimed furiously. “Those two horrid blemishes have vanished from your nose. To think, I had fancied it pure good fortune on your part! Well, don’t keep it to yourself. I shall share my lily-cream if you will share the dew.”

				“As you like,” grumbled Margaret. “But ‘tis the tiniest bottle you ever saw. You mustn’t use more than a drop—”

				Katherine interrupted, flinging herself forward, “No Lizzie, do not touch that key! You are all forbidden to wind up my musical box. If I hear ‘Greensleeves’ one more time, I shall wind it so hard the spring will break.”

				“Ooh, do they have springs?” asked Lizzie. “I should like to see inside. I think I shall take mine apart and look.”

				“Please take mine apart first,” said Katherine sweetly. 

				Margaret’s and Lizzie’s musical boxes were playing simultaneously. The tunes mingled, with a harsh jangling.

				Rose, ignoring the discord, was kneeling on the window-seat gazing out towards the west. Beyond the garden walls, beyond the park with its groves of old oaks and sloping lawns, the land dropped gradually away. Down this gradient stepped the thatched rooves of the village. On the other side of the dale the terrain rose again, to meet the sky along a lofty ridge where sea gulls hovered. The top of that ridge was called Madigan’s Leap, and few dared venture there, because everyone knew it was haunted. Upon it was a small private cemetery, in which Anne Delacey’s sister lay buried. Her grave, outlined by white stones, lay beneath two wind-warped pines, one green and living, the other as black and lifeless as a burned skeleton, having been struck by lightning during a storm.

				This cemetery was unusual in that it contained only a single grave. The ground had never been consecrated, and burial in such ground was seen as a mark of disgrace, reserved for suicides and heretics and other outcasts, but Anne Delacey’s sister had insisted that it be her final resting place and the family would not deny her last wish. 

				To the right of the tiny graveyard, and well removed from it, the ridge jutted forth, forming a small headland overlooking the bay. This vantage point commanded a sweeping view of the ocean to the south, north and west, as far as the horizon, and it was the best place to watch for ships passing by, or vessels that might be bound for Allanwell Bay. On this headland stood the remains of an old fort, the ruins gazing out to sea. The hidden path leading up to it twisted amongst rocks and boulders.

				Northwards along the coast, the sea had eroded the shore, forming a shallow bight. At the far end of this bight a second promontory thrust forth, smaller than the first. It was known as Sharpnose. From its northern edge projected a curved claw of land that formed a tiny cove where ships could anchor, unseen from the shore. Because people must bestow a name on all useful geography, this was called Sharpnose Hook, and everyone knew—though nobody spoke of it aloud—that it was sometimes useful to smugglers.

				Beyond the Hook, the sweep of the rugged coastline dwindled away into the haze of distance. 

				From the top of the Leap, the granite cliffs dropped two hundred feet to the sea’s edge. Here the rocks were piled high with great springy mounds of kelp, torn by the roots from the ocean floor by the tremendous power of the swell. The ridge itself diminished in height as it extended to the south, finally descending in a long, swift slope to the flat levels and the shores of the bay, and the road that ran along the banks of the river Oranowin.

				

				“What are you looking at, Rose?” asked Lizzie, joining her sister at the window embrasure and pushing aside the heavy velvet drapes.

				“Aunt Bridget’s headstone,” replied Rose, squinting into the distance. “I think I can just make it out from here.”

				“Oh,’ said Lizzie absently. She had noticed she could see her reflection dimly in the mullioned panes, and was arranging her features into what she considered a fetching expression.

				“‘Tis odd she’s buried there,” continued Rose. “Mary told me they put her there because she had no one else. Her parents cast her forth without a penny and would have nothing to do with her. They would not even speak of her. There was some quarrel or suchlike. But Mama was still fond of her sister and always believed an injustice had been done. I wonder if Aunt Bridget looked like Mama.”

				“Mmm,” said Lizzie, lowering her chin and peering up at herself coyly to view the effect. She batted her eyelashes. Her sister, preoccupied with far-away thoughts, did not notice.

				“I wish’t he’d brought the book,” said Rose wistfully, after a while.

				“What?” asked Lizzie.

				“The book. You know, King Arthur.”

				“Oh yes.” Lizzie pulled forward some strands of her dark hair and started twisting them around her finger to make ringlets. “Why did you want it anyway? Do we not have enough books here in the library?”

				“I want to read it, cloth-head! And besides, it had pictures. Coloured plates!”

				“Ooh, pictures,” said Lizzie, turning sideways to admire her profile and pouting her lips.

				“And the Face was in it,” said Rose.

				Lizzie stopped playing with her hair. She turned her full attention to her sister.

				“The Face!” she echoed. “Truly?”

				Rose hesitated. “Well, almost the Face,” she admitted. “It was close. The hair was right, and the chin, but the eyes were the wrong colour, and rather too large and, well, womanly. And the brow was not masculine enough. But it was close. As close as I shall ever see, in all likelihood.”

				“Closer than that tinker’s lad we saw on Raglan Road that time?”

				Rose nodded.

				“Was it Sir Lancelot?”

				“No. Sir Lancelot’s hair was pale and his eyes were blue. It was Sir Gawaine.”

				Ever since she could remember, Rose had experienced dreams and visions of a certain Face. They were not frequent, nor were they regular, but they were powerful. She was able to describe the Face and its owner in minute detail to Lizzie, her sole confidante on the topic.

				“It is as though you had truly met him,” Lizzie would say.

				“I have. I meet him all the time in my sleep, and even once or twice when I’ve been waking.”

				“When was that?”

				“At my birthday party when I was ten years old. Papa gave me my harp. When I first set eyes on it, I wanted to sing for joy. When I looked through the strings, he with the Face was looking back at me with those eyes, the colour of slate after rain.”

				“Ooh!” said Lizzie, enraptured.

				“But it is odd,” said Rose, “because I used to dream of a little boy, and now I dream of a youth. It is as though he grows older through the years, as I grow older.”

				“I wish I could make myself dream of a handsome youth,” said Lizzie.

				“I do not make myself dream, Lizzie, it simply happens. I have no mastery over it. I know who you would dream of, if you could!”

				Lizzie blushed. “Fie, Rose! Don’t blither on! I am not so fortunate as you. I dream only of Mme. Duval slapping my hands when I get my arithmetic wrong—have you noticed she never does it when Uncle is nearby? Once I had a nightmare about falling off Madigan’s Leap into the sea and the rocks below.”

				“Yes, and you woke the entire household with your noise!” said Rose. 

				They both giggled like field mice. 

				“Well, the Boy with the Face is in my nightmares too,” Rose continued. “A long time ago I dreamed I saw him and his friends playing beside a mill-race. One lad toppled in and went under the water. His body was churned and broken by the mill wheel. I saw the water run red and the body came up and over the spinning paddles. Round and round it went, while the Boy had to be held back by his comrades, for he was struggling fiercely to plunge in and get his friend off the wheel. To try would have certainly meant his death. I perceived the wild grief in his eyes and I wanted to reach out and comfort him, but as always when I try to touch him the dream fades.”

				She turned back to gaze again out of the window. “I wish we could see the ocean from here.”

				

		


		
			
				CHAPTER 3

				
				‘Tis There the Fairy-court is Holden
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				From “The Fairy Wood” 1903 by Henry Meynell Rheam (1859–1920)


				‘Tis there the fairy-court is holden,

				And there flow beer and ale so olden,

				And there are combs of honey golden,

				And there lie men in bonds enfolden,

				Seóthú leó, seóthú leó

				
From “A Bhean Úd Thíos” (Fairy Lullaby)

				Collected by George Petrie from the singing of Mary Madden. (1855)


				One of the children’s favourite evening pastimes was sitting with their parents in the library, listening to their mother’s fairy-stories. Here, floor-to-ceiling mahogany bookshelves lined the walls, filled with leather-bound volumes, and classical busts perched atop pedestals, as accents around the room.

				Ensconced in one of the deep buttoned-leather armchairs arranged by the fireplace, Anne Delacey told the four girls that the fairies were called, in Irish, the “Tuatha de Danaan” or the People of Danu. 

				“Entrances to the realm of the fairies are all around us,” she said to her listening daughters, “in caves, and tombs, on hills and isles, under ancient tree roots and in the hollows of trees, in wells and woodlands. Some, such as the fairy islands, are visible only once every seven years. Some also abide across the Western Sea, or in an unseen realm that exists alongside our own.

				“There are two castes of fairies,” she expounded. “The noblest are the Cúirt Sídhe, the Fairy Court, sometimes called the Daoine Sidhe, the People of the Fairy Mounds. They mostly dwell underground, in hollow hills and those mounds we call fairy forts, or raths. 

				“They are human-like in appearance, and their beauty is matchless. A king and a queen reign over them, and their subterranean halls are vast and high, filled with magical light, splendid in every respect. In those enchanted palaces they indulge in parties, feasts, and drinking. But sometimes after sunset, the doors of their halls swing open, and the lords and ladies ride out under the stars on elegant fairy horses, in a cavalcade called a ‘rade’. Their clothes and jewels and trappings are magnificent.”

				While listening, Lizzie was sketching a fairy on a piece of blotting paper she had found.

				“Tell us of the other caste of fairies!” said Rose. Despite having heard the tales over and over, she loved listening to her mother speak, and Anne Delacey never recounted the stories the same way twice.

				“Some call them ‘wights’ for want of a better term,” said her mother, “or ‘síofra’,” (which she pronounced, “shee-fra”.) “They are not so human-like as the Cúirt Sídhe. Only the banshee—the fairy weeping woman—comes close. They are of a lower order than the Fairy Court and some may appear grotesque and hideous. Many are shape shifters. 

				“The síofra include creatures such as the phouka and leprechauns, and cluricauns and merrows, and household brownies. They do not dwell in those jewelled halls beneath the raths, but lurk near water, or in deep pools and rivers, or in high places, or around abandoned buildings, or in the vicinity of certain trees, especially thorn trees. And sometimes they even haunt human dwellings. It is said that some human folk who have ‘the gift’ can see the fairies, and see, too, some of the places they inhabit. The síofra, like all the Danaan, including the lords and ladies of the Fairy Court, may do good, or do harm.”

				Lizzie put down her paper and pencil. She was sitting on a cushion at her mother’s feet, leaning against her chair, her own slippered feet nestling in the pile of the Turkey rug. “Do harm?” she repeated nervously. “But how?”

				Anne Delacey laughed affectionately. “Don’t be frightened, darling, these are only folk tales. They are not true.”

				The children knew that their mother did not believe in fairies, but that she loved the stories anyway, and loved to listen to the local people telling them, and sometimes she even wrote them down. In her view, the tales were invented to explain the inexplicable, or to warn children to stay away from dangerous places such as pools and rivers. 

				“Mama, why does Mary call them the Good People if they can do wicked things?” asked Katherine. Absent-mindedly she placed her hand on the giant terrestrial globe that stood on the floor near the window and set it spinning, so that the countries of the world, and all the oceans between, flashed past in a blur.

				“In case they are listening,” said her mother. “She doesn’t want to offend them or attract their attention by naming them directly, so she refers to them in oblique ways. It’s a term of appeasement—you’ve heard her sometimes speaking of them as ‘The Good Neighbors,’ or ‘the Fair Folk,’ or simply ‘The Folk’!”

				“How can they be listening everywhere, even in our own home, with the doors locked?”

				“People believe they have all sorts of strange powers.”

				“What powers?” Rose wanted to know.

				“They can use their glamour to create illusions. They can put on a different shape, or wrap themselves in a ‘feth fiadh’, a cloak of concealment.”

				“Good heavens, I’m glad I’m not Mary,” said Katherine. “She’s forever seeing fairies behind every gatepost, and tree stumps changing themselves into goblins, and brownies changing themselves into footstools.” 

				 “But what harm do they do?” persisted Lizzie. 

				“The old tales,” said her mother, “tell that the fairies, invisible, may pinch or kick those whose behaviour displeases them, until the unfortunate creatures are black and blue.”

				“What kind of behaviour?” asked Lizzie, and it was apparent that she was making a resolution to avoid whatever it was. Her father glanced up from his book, gave her a sympathetic look, and returned to his reading. 

				“Things like laziness, unkindness, trespassing. Also they are wont to steal people, especially babies—which they replace with changelings—or folk with golden hair, or those who trespass on their haunts. For they are fierce guardians of their favoured places, whether a rath, a mushroom ring, a hawthorn tree, a hilltop or some fathomless lake. People must avoid such places of fairy merrymaking, or approach them with respect and caution. Trespassing there, or eavesdropping on the Danaan provokes them to retaliate.

				“According to the lore,” Anne Delacey continued, “if you treat them badly they will respond harshly, but if you behave towards them with respect and generosity, they may reward you. It’s said that fairies may help the poor, undertake household chores or farm work, leave money for people or endow favoured persons with some marvellous talent.”

				“I’m a bit scared of them,” said Lizzie plaintively, looking up at her mother.

				Anne Delacey smiled. Reaching down, she stroked her daughter’s hair. “I didn’t intend to distress you, darling,” she said. “Only, I have heard Mary telling you tales of the Good People, and I’m sure your friends in the village do so too, and I wanted to ease your minds and sate your curiosity. There are no such things as fairies, and if there were—which there are not—there are many protections and wards against them.”

				“Oh yes,” said Margaret. She was sitting at the oak writing table beneath the windows, surrounded by wax candles in pewter candlesticks. Here she had discovered some long-forgotten primroses pressed between two vellum-bound hymn-books, and had set about removing them. “We’ve all seen those silly charms people hang up around the place,” she said, “the iron horseshoes over the doors of barns and cottages, the red ribbons, the rowan trees, the amulets.”

				Rose chipped in, “Garlands of marigolds and primroses at the front door are supposed to safeguard people, and the wood of ash, rowan, and blackthorn.”

				Said Lizzie, “Carrying a pouch of clover on a string around your neck will save you, or turning your jacket inside-out.”

				“And they don’t like salt,” said Katherine.

				“Mary says the Good People cannot stand the touch of cold iron,” said Lizzie, “which is why horseshoes are lucky, and why blacksmiths are magical.”

				“Blacksmiths aren’t magical,” scoffed Katherine. Drunken Michael O’Sullivan doesn’t look magical to me, with his silly gap-teeth.”

				“The poor man can’t help his teeth,” Rose said mildly, gazing into the vitreous flames leaping on the hearth, “and he’s only drunk after he finishes work.”

				“Well they are magical,” Lizzie disputed in injured tones, “because they magically conjure useful things out of dull bars of metal.”

				“But that’s just—”

				“Girls,” interrupted their mother, “don’t you want to hear more about the protections?”

				“Yes Mama,” they chorused.

				“Then listen quietly. Now, if anyone is invited to a fairy realm—or abducted there—that person must not partake of so much as a crumb of food or a drop of drink if they wish to ever return to our mortal realm.”

				“I know another caution,” said Rose. “Mary says the Good People are abroad on May Eve and Samhain Eve, so it’s best to avoid treading on fairy paths on those nights.”

				“Just so!” said her mother. “And some folk leave out food to propitiate the fairies. The first drops of milk from the household cow are let fall on the floor for them, or set out on the doorstep, and the first drops of whiskey from a still are splashed on the still-room walls.”

				
				If their mother was decidedly sceptical about fairies, the servant Mary, by contrast, had an equally firm conviction that they existed.

				Mary told stories of the Good People too, but hers were more disturbing. The girls were never entirely sure how much credence to give them. Their views vacillated between Mary’s perspective and their mother’s, with credulous Lizzie teetering on the brink of full belief in the supernatural and cynical Margaret poised on the edge of complete scepticism. 

				Mary spoke interestingly of people seeing fairies, engaging with them and even visiting the fairy realm. She said that people and fairies came into contact with other frequently. The key was to coexist peacefully with them and not do anything that might attract their notice. 

				She didn’t have a separate name for the fairies who were not noble. The children had difficulty grasping which descriptive account of the fairies was officially the correct one, or if indeed there was a correct version, for some folk said one thing and others said another, but in the end they settled on their mother’s interpretation

				
				
				

		

OEBPS/images/Hugh-Douglas-Hamilton-_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/images/press-logo-words-only-_fmt.jpeg
JEAVES # GOL])

PRESS








OEBPS/images/Henry_Meynell_Rheam_-__fmt.jpeg






OEBPS/images/leaves_of_gold_press_T_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/images/18771.jpg





OEBPS/images/191.png
Sydney Acorn# '






OEBPS/images/aBOOK-1-THE_KINGS-SHIL_fmt.jpeg
A X
A A
SZSSNWRZ NP2

Sydney Acorn# .








OEBPS/images/celtic_knot_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/images/James_Clarke_Hook-The__fmt.jpeg





