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Author’s note:
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It should be noted that the word Faeran (pronounced Far-An) was referenced from an internet site: (http://www.etynmoline.com) The word was derived from the Old English meaning to ‘terrify, frighten.’ In the print edition of The Stumpwork Robe (2008), the meanings of panic and grief fitted the theme of the story and I have chosen to continue its use through each of my novels. It should also be noted that the word ‘Faeran’ was used by Cecilia Dart-Thornton in The Bitterbynde Saga (2002) and The Crowthistle Chronicles (2006) and no similarity should be drawn between the two usages.

In addition, in the spirit of folklore I have taken legend and played with it, maybe even changing it a little to suit my story.
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Glossary
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Aine: Irish folklore. A Faeran princess. In this novel the Goddess-Creator. ‘Aine’ used as an expletive as we use ‘God!’

Bicce: bitch

Bain as: piss off

Buckthorn: Legendary source of immortality recounted in the story of Gilgamesh. Variously one could prick one’s finger on the thorns or eat the leaves, thereby securing immortality

Cabyll Ushtey: Celtic folklore. A shape-changing waterhorse that eats mortals, only leaving the entrails

Ceasg: Scots folklore. A Maiden of the Wave or mermaid

Eldritch: enchanted or magic

Faeran: a race of unprincipled, enchanting and enchanted Others. Faeran also implies the world from where they come

Far Dorocha: Irish folklore. The Dark-Haired Man, abducts women, spiriting them to the world of the Faerie

Frisson: Sensations that indicate the proximity of an Other, particularly the Faeran

Ganconer: Irish folklore. Seduces women. Traditionally seen as a man with no shadow, with mist around his shoulders. When he appears, the birds stop singing. A kiss from the Ganconer results in the Pining Death

Mesmer: an act of enchantment performed with one or both hands or even just a raised finger

Muirnin: Gaelic for beloved or darling

Ná: Gaelic for no

Oscailt Amach: Gaelic for ‘Open Wide’

Seelie: Benevolent, as opposed to unseelie which means malign.

Siofra: Irish folklore. Small Others about half the size of a mortal who can be either mailicious or kind

Stumpwork: A form of raised embroidery. Motifs include flora, fauna, insects and fish. Gold thread, silks, metal purl and beads are used to create thick embroidery with a three-dimensional aspect

Swan Maid: Northern European folklore. Beauties who shape-shift from swan to woman

Welkin wind: An enchanted breeze. Can signify the approach or presence of something Other. Also called a Kizmet in the Raj

Ymp Trees: Irish folklore. Rows of trees that have been grafted and pruned to form long unbroken lines. Thought to hide one of the entrances to the world of the Enchanted
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The story so far:
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The Traveller Adelina, a master embroiderer, is a prisoner and has begun to create a robe that she is covering in stumpwork stitchery. Underneath the sculptural pieces, she has sequestered many tiny books revealing her tragic adventures - meeting and journeying with Ana, her own growing love for Kholi Khatoun who accompanies them and Ana’s blighted passion for Liam, the Faeran who it could be argued brought them all together in the first place.

Her story relates that after a series of misadventures, they arrive at Star, a tiny town twinkling in the snowy stratosphere of the Celestine Stairway. It is here they meet Severine Di Accia, bane of Adelina’s early life. No one is aware that Severine has studied and become steeped in occult law in her desperate attempt to become immortal. To secure such immortality she must possess two Faeran souls and so she kills the Faeran Elriade, and then Liam, also murdering Kholi Khatoun and entrapping Adelina.

It is said if the souls are cut in half and sewn onto a garment, then the wearer shall achieve immortality as it seeps through the fabric fibres and into the skin to ‘become’ a part of the wearer. Severine presents the imprisoned stitcher with the souls to be sewn onto the gown, unaware that one of her servants, the one she gives to Adelina, is an Other who must retrieve the souls and return them to their bodies for burial. Adelina and this Other become friends and a promise is extracted from the stitcher that she will avenge the dead on pain of her own death.

Part One finishes with Adelina’s words... ‘At this point my hatred consumes me. It fills me with a smouldering blackness and each time Severine comes near me, she fans the coals a little bit more. Here a spark, there a flame. I swear on Liam’s and Ana’s souls and on the soul of my beloved Kholi Khatoun that vengeance will be sought.

It merely remains to be seen whether you would journey onward with me. For this story shall end, mark my words, and it will all be the better when it does. For do they not say in Eirie that revenge is sweet. So repair to the right front of the robe and let us read on...’
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Prologue
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I lurch between sanity and lunacy as the walls of this place press on me, and with each stitch I embroider, in my mind I sew Severine into a shroud having dispatched her in the most brutal way. Sometimes though, like the flame of a lamp in the blackest space, the thought I may have a reader for my secret words gives me comfort in my loneliness. As though they sit beside me, because an imagined friend is the only barrier I have between madness and myself.

I spend copious time wondering what you are like, you know, you who reads so assiduously. Are you a man or a woman? Are you one of the Museo conservitors? Or are you one of the Museo night-guards?

But then perhaps you’re a thief. Creeping into the darkened halls, the only noises the slap-slap of the wavelets on the canals outside the windows and your own tense, irregular breathing. Were you unable to stop your fingers reaching out to stroke my embroidery? And in so doing, did you discover its secrets?

It thrills me that you might be a thief, for I am an accessory to theft. My friend Lhiannon of the Faeran stole something of inestimable value and is even now running away and I helped her.

But I must be careful, secretive. My only family is close by. Ajax - he of the back broad enough to be that of the Cabyll Ushtey is being held to ransom. I’ve lost so much and he is all that remains. His life is in my obedient hands.

And thus as you begin again to read, having found three tiny books under the stitching of the shepherd and his sheep, remember that I am threatened... it is my only defence for all that has happened to those I loved. Say the words ‘grow bigger and be, pages to see’ and read on.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter One
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‘Yain, tain, tethera.’ Phelim counted the last of the ewes from the scrub as they emerged through the creeping fingers of mist like wraiths. He pulled his oilskin tighter. At the house he knew hands would be reaching for talismans because when a mist threatened, folk became superstitious, aware of the omniscience of Others in the lives of Eirie. As if out of the miasma, a dark and dangerous foe should come riding to create murder and mayhem.

The wooly mob circled like a swirl of water running down a sinkhole, round and round as he sent his dog after the animals. ‘Go over, over, good boy.’ The black and white dog flew clockwise around the mob, drawing them in like string atop a jute bag. ‘Go back, back.’ Back the dog shot the other way, always keeping the mob tight, the ewes rumbling in their throats. Phelim stood at the gate squinting through the opacity as the cloven hooves rattled on the scrubby hillside. ‘Yain, tain, tethera, methera,’ he counted in the language of the Travellers. ‘Tethera-bumfitt, methera-bumfitt, giggott! Twenty!’

With his dog at his heels, a piebald shadow, he headed across the bottom of the yard searching for the Squire, unaware of the maids who watched him surreptitiously. If he knew they desired him, beguiled by his face and his fine form, he remained silent. Those who had bed him would wed him but he never returned twice to the same woman, declining wanton invitation.

Invariably these young maids would succumb to a form love-sickness and the carlin would be called and by administering judicious herbs and some words of carlin-tongue, the situation would be remedied. The women would glance at Phelim and whilst sighing as he passed them by, would cast more lingering glances at other, plainer men.

The carlin, Ebba, would hear some of the wiser maids as they whispered amongst themselves. ‘It’s like he’s the Ganconer himself, so charming and winsome is he.’

‘To be sure. And the way girls are left love-sick.’

‘Oh don’t be ninnies. Look you, he doesn’t smoke a pipe as the Ganconer is rumoured to do and besides Ebba would as like never repair them as is lovelorn if Phelim were the real Love Talker.’

Ebba heard them and her mouth twisted as if she tasted lemons but her boy had to be a man just like any other on the estate and like any mother she wanted only the best for her child.

She had found him by the shore as a tiny infant as she fossicked for weeds and seeds for her herbals. He lay in amongst feathers and grasses on a rocky shelf under a cliff overhang. He hadn’t been crying - he merely gazed through earnest wide eyes at his surrounds, playing with star-like fingers. When Ebba investigated the grassy crib she fell in love, her own yearnings sparked by the soft down of his hair, the delicate smell of baby.

She bent over and touched him, his tiny hands curling around her finger and a shock fizzed up her arm, across her chest to her heart. ‘Oh, my babe,’ she sighed, as her sight blurred. A vision of a dark-headed man walking away into a familiar distance wafted in front of her like a gossamer cloud. Ebba ran her hand over the infant’s head. ‘Aye it’s almost as black as an unseelie night. Is it you in my vision, my sweet?’

She eased him out of the nest into her arms where he cuddled unconcerned, eyes locking onto the carlin, and she felt bonds looping like a Traveller’s knot, over, under and through. In her wise way, she saw a linking destiny and headed back to the estate to apprise the Squire of her new family member.

She rigged a story - the babe was her sister’s child and sadly the mother had died giving birth, for tough times had led to a fraught labour. Had not many mothers and infants died in the Archipelago this last year? The Squire, Merrick by name, saw no reason to doubt the words of the carlin, ‘By all means adopt him, rear him and good luck.’ He chucked the baby under the chin and nodded vaguely. ‘It’s your life, your family blood, Ebba. You must do what you believe is right.’ He would never have disputed the woman’s decisions anyway. Not a carlin, never, this she knew.

So Phelim and Ebba coexisted quietly, fondly, Ebba aware of the incipient difference in her child. As he grew older, she heard him sing in the Travellers’ language when she had taught him none and chanting rhymes that weren’t childish and in an altogether different language she could fear. In his turn Phelim loved Ebba fiercely. He had been made aware early on that Ebba was his step-mother and he minded little as he had seen foundling lambs mothered up with ewes whose own lambs had died and he thought there was a similarity in his own story. In addition Ebba’s unique nature, that of an exceptional mortal wise-woman and healer thrilled him and he felt comfortable in her presence, watching with studious care when she talked to the elements or mixed potions.

Ebba’s skill was linked with the earth and the air, with fire and water. She talked to the wind and received answers from the sea. Squire Merrick considered Ebba’s domicile a blessing on the fecundity of his estate. She kept he and his workers happy and safe, but none in the demesnes, neither worker nor Squire, were aware that for all of Phelim’s life, the carlin had never revealed his true identity to him or anyone else, a secret that forever weighed heavily on the conscience of the woman.

The evenings were long with light on Maria Island. It gave the inhabitants pleasure to eat a meal after a hard day’s work and then watch the sun set, leaning back on a settle against a west-facing wall, warm with the day’s heat. Ebba would sit in the arbor at the front of her house, Grimalkin, the white cat, at her side. She would light her pipe, filling it with a sweet weed and puff away, a glass of the best of her wines within fingertip’s reach. She often had a vision at this most relaxed of times. Good or bad, it never worried her deeply. Later she would note it down and if necessary impart a precaution to whomever it concerned.

Phelim would spend such evenings lying on a tussocky headland overlooking his favorite cove, head propped on folded arms, staring out to the Passage. This evening a strong seabreeze herded waves from the windward side of the island and tossed his hair, revealing the odd wine tint that streaked it here and there as if he spent days and years in the sun. As he watched, grey and blue shadows chased each other across the water and gannets and gulls skimmed the surface, the cries of larger seabirds filling the air as they jostled for position on the rocky coast.

Sandbanks rose up and skirted the shore of the cove, shielding it from the onslaught of coastal grasses. Clear water lapped at the edges of the bay, reminding Phelim of a delicately coloured glass pitcher the Squire had ordered from a Venichese artisan. He heard tell of these far flung places when journeymen took advantage of Ebba’s hospitality and sometimes the need to travel, to find the end of the cord that pulled at his soul was so strong his feet could almost begin walking before his mind could catch up. But he would look at Ebba grinding her herbs to a paste, delivering a child, seeing some message in the drift of a leaf or a cloud in the sky and his heart would tug his soul and thence his feet and he would settle again.

He sighed with relative content and focused on a swell of dark blue wafting past the headland and his attention sharpened as he discerned a shape forcing through the wave towards his cove rather than being pushed away to the far distant shore. He put a hand to his forehead to shield his eyes from the glare of the setting sun.

An unusual vessel approached. Shaped like a dug-out but coated in animal skins like a coracle, it zigzagged toward the shore, the ends of the paddle hitting the water on either side with a thump as though the boatsman was exhausted, weak beyond belief. Rather than jumping up, Phelim lay very still and watched as the craft floundered around the headland. The rower, a girl Phelim thought, slumped for a second and he could see a small back heaving. And then the paddle dipped again and the vessel made for the shallows whereupon she clambered out, fell to her knees, staggered up and pulled the craft onto the wet sand by the side of a cluster of rocks. Grabbing a small bag from inside the hull, she passed a hand over the boat and it dissolved into a pile of dust on the sand.

Unsurprised, Phelim knew this action was the right thing to do and that it was as strangely familiar to him as the action of breathing. What did distress him was the subsequent action of the slim young woman. She clutched the stuffed pack to her chest and began to cry as she leaned on one arm, the hand and fingers spread out over the rocks.

The seashore was one of the places most feared by mortals with its conglomeration of malign water wights who could shape-change in order to devour a luckless soul as quickly as a thief pockets a coin. On this evening a normal creature, neither malicious nor Other, sensed the fingertips trailing in the shallow rock pool and with blue spangles flashing, it wrapped six of its eight tiny tentacles around the fingers and wrist of the woman, to grip and bite hard.

She gave a sharp cry, rubbed at the hand and then lurched up the beach. Within seconds she had fallen to her knees, groaning and sucking in vast gasps of air. Then she collapsed to lie very, very still.
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Chapter Two
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Phelim ran down over the rocks, through the sandy sags and swathes of samphyr, aware of the dangers of the rockpools. Before him the fragile chest heaved, dark eyes sightless, registering nothing of his presence. The slim hands clutching at the bag had long fingers that were chafed and red with blisters and the lips through which each agonized breath was sucked were split and dry. As Phelim’s glance searched the victim’s wrist, he saw it - the telltale carmine sucker marks from a tiny sea-spider. Within seconds the creeping freeze had started, within minutes rictus would occur and no air would be able to enter, the heart stopping dead.

‘Get Ebba, Spot, go,’ he ordered and the dog sprinted away in a skirl of sand. Phelim hefted the slight woman into his arms just as the final breath stopped, her eyes vacant and wide. Holding her close, her matted hair hanging in ropey skeins over his arm, he puffed air into the rigid lips as he had done for struggling newborn lambs, as he had seen Ebba do with human babes. Then he began to run awkwardly, stopping to puff, squeezing the chest against his own but gaining ground nevertheless. Her fingers had stiffened around the small shabby bag she had clutched moments earlier before her life had been so dramatically altered and Phelim despaired of saving her. So quick and powerful was the poison from the sea-creature that it could kill twenty men in three minutes, but he puffed and squeezed and ran anyway.

Above him the heavens darkened to evening. The breeze dropped and from the sea came the haunting song of the roanes who graced the further rocks. Phelim could see them in his mind’s eye as he jumped over tussocks - beauteous as such wights always were, their graceful tails undulating in the tidal wash, phosphorescence caught in the moonlight gleam, their shoulders and breasts creamy white and covered in a shawl of trailing silver hair. Their song echoed and murmured, murmured and echoed - an eery melody to entrap the unwary, as evil and full of intent as the octopus that had given the kiss of death to Phelim’s burden.

The bay glittered under the light of a full moon. Its reflection traced a path almost to Phelim’s feet so that he could walk on it if he chose - a moon bridge, a path to the Others or so the folks in the village would say and he wished now that he could walk this woman away from her doom along the bridge to safety.

His path along the cliff-top was dogged by spriggans who chanted quaint rhymes and teased the shepherd.

‘Shepherd carries bag of wool.

Silly man, silly fool.

Faeran gives ‘ee much despair.

Leaves ‘ee lost wi’out a care’.

They repeated the same verse but in Other language and whilst the word ‘Faeran’ set up a tingle, Phelim endeavoured to ignore them, hearing a bark close by. As he rounded a corner in the track, Ebba and Spot met him.

‘She was lucky you were there.’ Ebba reached for the delicate arm as Phelim laid the girl on a bed of bracken.

‘You knew?’

‘Aye,’ she said in her matter-of-fact manner. ‘I met Spot halfway. Aine Phelim, I hope we’re not too late.’ She prised the girl’s fingers away from the bag and tossed it to her stepson, bending to place her ear against the girl’s slight chest. ‘It beats faintly.’ She pushed a breath between the girl’s lips. ‘Phelim, she’s very cold, light a fire while I work.’

Phelim piled bark and twigs and stroked a deft spark off his knife. In the flaring flame as Ebba pumped the girl’s chest and then stopped to breathe into the girl’s mouth, he could see the rigidity of the body, the wide eyes, the faint lilac of the lips.

‘Ebba.’ He touched her thin shoulders thinking she wasted her time.

‘Phelim, I shall tell you something,’ she puffed again and then compressed the chest. ‘This girl is Faeran, I can feel the frisson that is Other. I may yet be able to save her.’ Puff. Compress. ‘If I can breathe for her for a little while, she may survive the poison more so than a mortal.’ Puff. Compress. ‘Other than that,’ puff, compress, ‘there is nothing - no medic, no carlin’s charm to stop a poison strong enough to kill twenty mortals.’ Puff, compress.

They took turns as the night dragged the moon across the sky and as the first bird called in the Squire’s avenue of oaks, a gasp echoed around the clearing.

‘That’s better! Come on muirnin, again.’

Another throaty breath followed and the eyes, so fixed and dilated before, moved to focus. Black eyelashes feathered down over pallid cheeks and then wafted open again, the reduced pupils gazing vaguely at Ebba.

‘Cannot.’ The young woman’s voice rasped, her chest rising as each agonizing, greedy gasp was sucked. ‘Bane.’

‘Rubbish, child,’ Ebba scoffed. ‘Just breathe slowly.’

‘Soul flies.’ A tear trickled from the dark eyes and over the sculpted face. ‘Name Lhiannon. Help me.’ Her delicate fingers sought for something.

‘Phelim, the bag,’ Ebba grabbed the dirty chamois bag from her stepson and laid it in the clutching fingers as the hopeless eyes scrutinised the carlin.

‘Must help. Carlin. Almost Other.’ Breaths sucked in and out. ‘Bag to Jasper. Veniche.’ More breaths and fingers grasping Ebba’s own with bone-white strength. ‘Must help Others.’ The vague eyes sharpened for a moment and Ebba felt herself sucked into the vortex of their depths.

‘Jasper. The bag. I understand, muirnin. Rest you now.’ Ebba’s hand gently stroked the woman’s forehead as the breathing softened, becoming distanced and shallow. The eyes had closed and the boyish chest suddenly ceased its irregular rise and fall and Ebba, having placed a finger on the fragile neck, ran a soft and gentle hand round the girl’s face, blessing her in carlin-tongue.

She stood up, her stepson helping her. ‘She’s gone.’ The carlin whose daily life familiarized her with death, spoke with empathetic calm. ‘She did well to battle as long as she did. The sea-spider kills swiftly.’ She looked down at the girl. ‘What a mystery.’

She and Phelim laid the girl on a shawl in their dory in the creek by the side of Ebba’s house. Birds twittered, welcoming the warmth of morning and a welkin wind laced through the trees with whispers and sighs that came from some Other source. But they were kind whispers, sad sighs, as if whoever watched was bereaved and grieved.

‘If she was Other, Ebba, why didn’t she survive the bite? Is there not glamour she could have used? And if she is on a quest, why did she not return to Faeran through one of the Gates. Why even venture into the mortal world?’ Phelim folded the girl’s hands with consideration.

‘Indeed. But you must remember that Faeran are not infallible. They are as prone to bad judgment, Fate and timing as the rest of us. Patently the sea-creature was her bane and that proving so, she would never have survived. To be immortal was not Fate’s choice for her, poor wee thing. Although I confess I’m surprised. She is so young. Faeran usually go lifetimes beyond our own before they meet their bane. Why so short for this one?’ She tucked the fringes of the shawl away from the water with thoughtful fingers. ‘As to the Gate, the closest is reputed to be far from here and I suspect she was under duress, being hunted perhaps. Who knows? And her glamour? That I don’t know, perhaps she was exhausted beyond belief. Aine knows she looked it. Like I said, Phelim my love, it’s a mystery. But all that aside, here is a shade that must be sent on its way with all the respect it is due.’ A longer sigh whispered from under the veil of a willow and Ebba looked up. Even though she saw nothing, her skin tingled and she felt the touch of something odd and a knowledge that she didn’t want and wouldn’t countenance.

Phelim pushed the dory away from the bank and watched the current grasp it. The bag swung by its cords in Ebba’s hands, and as the craft floated to the centre of the creek, he touched Ebba’s shoulder. Birds called and a lacy vapour wrapped around the boat so that it vanished from their sight.

‘Do you see anything, Phelim?’ Ebba asked.

He barely needed to squint. ‘A throng of beautiful people who are sighing and crying,’ he said. ‘They’re wrapped in mist on the far bank. But I’ve no doubt it’s just a wild imagining.’

Later, Ebba watched as Phelim stride off, shadowed by his dog. Every day she watched her stepson walk away filled her heart with pain because she knew it was one day closer to the moment of her vision. The calm that habitually flavoured her life disappeared as she gazed, so she shook her head and turned to the wooden trough to wash and stow her utensils. Then picking up her ashwood staff, she walked to a settle at the window and seated herself amongst cushions, Grimalkin leaping onto her lap, and she and the cat sat together staring at the chamois bag lying on the seat. She took it in her hands, mouthing a protective charm, and turned to the window to get a better look.

The soft grey chamois had a layer of dirt and dried salt crystals in its folds and its neck was gathered tightly in a cord. Ebba’s bent and swollen fingers worked at the fibres, easing the knot apart until it slipped free. An opaque white mist drifted out intimating winter, frost, ice...

And something else.

She couldn’t bear to leave the bag open, grabbed the ends of the dark cord and jerked it shut, sitting with it closed in her fingers, her chest rising and falling. They’re souls! Faeran souls! Aine protect them! Aghast, she quickly placed the bag back on the seat and shrank against the window embrasure. Grimalkin had arched his back, hissing as the hair rose in a rigid line along the chain of his spine.

The frigid puzzle in front of Ebba was something of which she only had the most basic knowledge. Faeran souls could be stolen with the legendary soul-syphon she remembered. Is it about then? Against all belief had it reared its terrifying head?

And what about Jasper? The girl had mentioned him as if he were the solution to all the mysteries that curled in frightening fashion around Ebba’s shoulders. She had hoped never to hear his name again and suddenly his existence was as noticeable as the headache that threatened to crush her skull. She sat back and lit a pipe with the fragrant weed she so liked tamped into the bowl and sucked away with anxious puffs.

***
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I could imagine Ebba’s disquiet as she handled the souls. I had felt the same when they were in my own hands. Their black texture was indescribable, it made every part of me shiver and tremble and I felt guilty of an assault as I handled them weeks before - such intimate things, the very life-source of a being. I could imagine it would be like someone touching my own naked body without invitation. And to see them so vulnerable and treated with such disrespect by Severine made me not only vicious and angry but in the same breath unbelievably sad.

Even then everything seemed so black, so hopeless, and it just seemed to get worse, like sinking into quicksand. But at least I knew the provenance of the souls and I had the advantage of Lhiannon as a knowledgeable helpmeet and companion. Poor Ebba knew nothing, neither whether the souls represented friend nor foe. Nor from whence they came and why.

But now you must follow the bees again until you come to the next piece of embroidery. It’s a sprig of blue and yellow heartsease with smiling kitten-like faces. The whole is arched over by a sprig of honesty with its mother of pearl seed casings and another sprig that is in full flower. I hoped the astute observer would mark the bud, the flower and seedpods and imagine a season passing from the end of spring, through the heat of summer to the beginning of golden autumn - a reflection of time passing for me in this accursed place. It gives me a perverse pleasure to mark this passage.

I want you to lift each of the leaves and you will find two books and three more under the heartsease. There is no excuse for you to stop.
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Chapter Three
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‘This is paltry. Where is the progress I demanded? At this rate you shall be in your dotage before you finish half of it. What in Hell’s name have you been doing?’ Severine threw the stitching down in disgust, her face drawn sharper with her whining demands.

‘Stitching, what do you think?’ Adelina turned an insolent eye on Severine, daring her to strike again. Like the times she had hit her when Lhiannon escaped. ‘Do you think that I play games with myself in your absence?’

But Severine folded her hands into a tight knot, refusing to be drawn. Instead she spoke in quicksilver tones. ‘Have you looked through the gate into the field at your beloved Ajax lately?’

‘If you think to scare me with your threats, Severine, don’t bother. I am doing the best I can. But then this you know, don’t you - I am the best or you wouldn’t have imprisoned me to do your wretched embroidery for you. Aine knows you could never have stitched it yourself because you were never an embroiderer, were you? Never inherited your mother’s skill. There was a stitcher.’ She looked at her captor; every word, every action designed to cause loss of control for there was masochistic pleasure in punishment, each little word aimed to strike with the sharpness of a stiletto point. ‘Besides, have you got the souls back? The need is hardly great when you have still to find them. Oh but of course,’ she laughed as she stared at her adversary. ‘You do have that loathsome ring. You could find some more Faeran, syphon more souls... couldn’t you?’

Palpable anger rippled across Severine’s face. Adelina’s convoluted spirit soared to triumphant heights as the woman hastened to the embroiderer’s side and pinched her shoulder in a painful grip. ‘You push too hard, bicce! Keep pushing and I shall kill that nag of yours.’

‘Kill that nag of mine and I shall never finish the robe. You kill him, you kill me, end of embroiderer, and oh dear, end of robe. Go away, Severine, leave me solitary. The more you are in my ambit, the less I feel like working.’

Severine sucked in a frenzied breath, nostrils dilating and storm grey eyes freezing further. Her hair fluttered about her face as she turned, black strands slick with a silky sheen. Her gown flowed like liquid around her body.

‘Work, Adelina. Your life will be worse if you don’t.’ Severine stormed from the room, her henchman Luther pulling the door shut behind the two of them.

Adelina thought back to a Faeran phrase Liam had taught her. Bain as, oh, bain as! Piss off, she thought with disgust and then sighed as she wondered how many months she had been imprisoned and counted on her fingers. One, two, three - three since Liam and Kholi had been murdered - three months during which time she had been intimately privy to the evil Severine and Luther manifested.

One day in the acres of garden, waterfowl had exploded into the air with a cacophony of bird cries as gunshot after gunshot peppered the air. Ducks, geese and heron had fled in a feathered stampede as one after another of the flock was hit by gunshot and plummeted to the ground in a horrifying eruption of down. Adelina froze to the spot, her hands over her mouth, eyes wide.

A swan-cry echoed across the sky as she saw the elegant bird banking to flee the massacre. She heard Severine scream orders to Luther and then the bark of the harquebus, saw the ebony shape tumble and flutter and found herself running to the killing-field.

Surrounded by the bloodied and shattered bodies of birds, a swan-maid lay in a huddled black heap gasping, her shoulder shot to pieces. Severine rolled her over with a disdainful toe, grinning at Adelina as the brutalized maid uttered a faint cry. Adelina threw herself down by the Other’s side, wadding a kerchief and trying to staunch the blood from the gaping hole.

‘Oh please stitcher, control yourself,’ Severine gazed down, her voice stripping away the last of Adelina’s sensiblities. ‘She’s a damned shape-changer, no doubt sister to the one who took my souls. What does it matter? One less methinks and glorious retribution for me.’

‘Bicce. BICCE,’ Adelina screamed but the woman laughed - a single ugly sound. Adelina went to leap at her but the swan-maid grabbed her hand and pulled her down close by the beautiful mouth.

She whispered a faint plea. ‘Tell Maeve Swan Maid. Revenge.’ Her eyes closed and her hand fell away, leaving her just another lifeless shell amongst the feathered debris of the killing spree.

Back in her room, Adelina had shivered as the morass of hate bubbled away. She needed the comfort of companionship and care. She missed Ajax... even as she sat and sewed she could smell that wonderful equine fragrance. She could feel his muzzle brushing over the top of her hand, tickling with his chin whiskers and she could hear the quaint ‘lollop’ sound he made as his lips mouthed her palm, licking off the saltiness of human sweat. And then she imagined another altogether more lusty mouth licking her palm and other parts but she pricked her finger with the needle in agitation and resolved not to dwell on Kholi for if she did she would cry a stream, a river, perhaps even an ocean.

She missed her kindred spirit Ana, missed the sisterhood. She missed Liam, the love of Ana’s life. Adelina had watched him, this Faeran who was supposedly immune to pain and grief, watched him curl in upon himself and suffer the same gut-wrenching pangs any mortal endured. Adelina had held strong views about the avaricious egoism of all Faeran and he was some of that - a little bit - perhaps. Ah, he had been such an enigma. He had wanted to learn about mortal life, to feel the pain, experience the dross as well as the gold. He had forgone his immortality, desiring to be as close to Ana in death as life, never imagining death would be waiting only seconds away for both of them. How Adelina had delighted in telling Severine that Liam had taken potions to remove his immortality. But the insane woman still maintained it was an immortal Faeran soul she had syphoned through her grim little ring that fateful day. Adelina gave a wry, watery smirk. A Faeran soul to be sure... but a soul as afflicted with mortality as Luther’s or her own.

‘Don’t fret, milady of the thread.’

Adelina’s head jerked up at the voice that spoke from behind her and she spun around.

Standing leaning against the wall was a thin young man with wispy golden hair cut around his face. His clothes seemed covered in shadows that patterned him all over. As if broken light dropped through leaves and buds. Boots laced up his skinny legs and his grin alighted on her in a friendly way. The angular face exhibited a chin dusted in fine down as though by growing a fledgling whisker he was learning to be a man.

‘A time spent in melancholy is time wasted. Better to enjoy the moments you are given and let sadness drift away,’ he spoke melodically and picked up a piece of silk thread to toss it in the air, ‘like a piece of silk on the breeze.’ The cerise thread hovered for a moment and then drifted on a current towards the open window and out, up into the sky. The lad pointed with a lazy finger. ‘Like so.’

‘Indeed.’ Adelina’s crisp voice replied. ‘And as you are Other for how else would you manifest in my room, that would be easy to do. Enjoy the time rather than dwell on sadness, no matter how profound.’

‘Sadness is an emotion that has little place in my life because I choose not to let it, Needlewoman. If that be Other then so be it. But I tell you this. I know sadness. I could be sad.’ He walked to the window and squinted into the light, perhaps to discern the thread he had consigned to the air. ‘But I choose not to.’ He spun round quickly and walked to her side to lean back against the table and look down at her. He grinned, two dimples marking the lower edges of his cheeks, and she noticed his green-flecked eyes. ‘Do what I do, Adelina. You have work to finish and plans to be made. Such introspection wastes your time.’

‘I shall do what I like and when, thank you sir. Who are you anyway?’ Adelina picked up her sewing and feigned interest in a loop of rather boring stem-stitch.

‘Oh what a conundrum! Do I tell you my real name and be under your thrall or do I give you another name?’ The lad placed a fey finger on his chin. Adelina put her birchwood hoop on the table and pushed back her chair to move to the window, the afore-mentioned thread long gone from her view. She turned to the young man and raised an eyebrow before tossing her hair over her shoulder. ‘Well you know my name, but if you don’t mind my saying, I think your opinion of yourself is altogether too big to even warrant me wanting you in my thrall. Truly sir, I would rather know what you are than who you are?’

‘I am a Goodfellow, a shape-shifter, a hob. I can be anything. An urisk.’ He spun around on the spot and became that most unusual faun and stood hands fanned out, one ankle crossed languidly over the other. ‘The Bodachan Sabhaill.’ Again he spun around, re-appearing as a man with a threshing tool, wrinkles and a drooping cap and liripipe failing to camouflage the glinting young eyes. ‘I can even be a silky, if you like.’ As he spun, the room filled with the scent of lily of the valley and his form became a beauteous woman garbed in honeyed silk that rustled as she moved.

Adelina had never seen such Others in her life and was in secret awe. Fascinated with the unique flow of the silky’s dress fabric, she watched it undulating and shifting in the welkin wind and longed to run it through her fingers. But she had heard of the Silky of Denton Hall who had uncharmingly become a feared poltergeist and the Silky of Gilsland who was so protective of its household family, it strangled an unwanted intruder.

‘I don’t care for silkies thank you, somewhat frightening. And as the Bodachan Sabhaill you would be useless. As you can see, I don’t live in a barn. I liked the urisk best but should you be seen, you will drag attention to me and no doubt I will be punished more than I am already for consorting with Others. So if you must be anything, be a good fellow.’

‘Goodfellow,’ he returned a trifle sourly. ‘Have you not heard of Robin Goodfellow? Of Puck?’

‘I have and know mischief figures as strong as make good.’ She knew she sounded crisp and dry but cared little.

‘But I’m not here to make mischief.’ He seemed aggrieved.

‘Indeed. Then why are you here?’

‘Under orders, lady. Did Lhiannon not say?’

‘Lhiannon? You know Lhiannon?’ Adelina’s heart jumped two beats. ‘Oh, what do you mean?’

‘She told me to mind you, keep company, help sometimes? But,’ he began to turn away. ‘If you are happy as you are then I shall be on my way.’ He walked towards the blank wall in front of him as if it were an open door.

Adelina hurried over to him, the thought of an empty room too much to bear. ‘No! No, don’t go, I’m sorry. I’m always illhumoured these days. Please. If you are the sprite Lhiannon said would come, then stay.’

‘Not today I think, Lady Stitcher. I need time to consider whether I want to be with such a melancholic crotchet. Adieu.’

And with that he was gone. Vanished. As if he had never manifested in the first place.

Her room, echoing faintly with the low shush of the wave-sucked shingle from way below, was filled with the silence of one person - a prisoner whose only contact was with an assassin and a lunatic. She sat back at the table and picked up the birchwood hoop and looked at it. The thought of any of the hob’s forms for company was suddenly what she craved even more than her freedom.

She threw the hoop as hard as she could against the wall so that it cracked and splintered and fell apart, leaving the embroidered fabric to slide miserably down the wall.
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Chapter Four
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Ebba sat thinking of the dead girl and her morbid quest to deliver the souls to Veniche and into the waiting hands of Jasper. Why, why? Oh Aine, Mother Mine, please help me, tell me what this is about. She had hoped never to have dealings with the old Faeran, not whilst Phelim...

She thought of her stepson down at the withy, sweat dripping off his brow, the sheep gripped between his legs as he clipped the fleece away. She could imagine the dusty light, the bleating and moaning of the sheep, the smell of lanolin and droppings. Her Phelim would be enjoying every sweaty, aching, exhausting moment despite...

Jasper. His name came back again and again and she shuddered at the memory. Damn, the pipe’s gone out. She thrust it on the settle and walked to the door, determined a walk would heal her troubled mind.

The fragrance of ocean wafted amongst the trees and the wind shifted once again more southerly. Ebba stopped on the track to dig between the roots of a wild hazelnut tree and presently a dark mound of rotted fungus lay in her hands. The smell wafted upward as she stowed the truffles, later to be shaved into the creamy potage that simmered in her kitchen. Further on she found some honeysuckle crawling up the tumbled remains of an old mill and which would aid in the understanding of mysteries. She shook out a calico bag to place the leaves gently inside, being careful not to bruise or damage the surfaces, hanging the bag from her belt. As she walked on she seemed like some strange chatelaine whose belted keys were strange bags of herbage and flower and which neither rattled nor clanged.

‘Lady, I can smell the fungus from the other side of the glade.’

A figure materialised at her side and stepped along in unison and Ebba betrayed no surprise at her companion’s sudden appearance. Indeed the arrival was welcome because she could feel herself beginning to dwell on her stepson and unpleasant matters. ‘Mr. No Name, it’s a while since we spoke.’ She was wary of thanking him directly for speaking to her. To show such gratitude would send the Other on his way, far from her side.

‘It’s a pleasure, I’m sure.’ The figure put his hands behind his back under the tails of a fine brown coat.

‘It’s unusual to spy you in daylight. Are you not afraid that a mortal will see you, saving myself of course, and be startled out of their wits?’

‘Why mistress, are you sure it is not you who are addled? For I am far more like to scare a mortal at night should they see me, than during the sunlit hours. Have you forgotten it is good fortune to sight an urisk in the day?’

Ebba stopped and turned, her frosted hair lifting in the breeze winding amongst the trees. She frowned at her companion, noting the fawn hirsute legs and the cloven hooves. She marked the way he ran a slim hand over his head, smoothing back the flowing taupe locks. In amongst the abundance, two small cream horns curled shyly skywards. A crewel embroidered vest and lawn shirt underneath the attractive brown tailcoat indicated a degree of fastidiousness at which she smiled. ‘Of course! Forgive me. I am confused of mind today.’ She tapped him on the arm, clearing her head. ‘You do look smart. Where did you find such apparel for I know if the manor people had laid it out for you, you would have departed.’

‘Yes, it’s true. But I found these shall we say, on the clothesline behind the dairy. A bit of alteration and they fit well.’

Ebba laughed. ‘Then I’ll not tell a soul. You look well, my friend. They’re looking after you at the manor.’

‘They leave milk out each night but I’d rather quaff a wine and so I feed the milk to the cat who is becoming rather rotund and I help myself to the squire’s grog and vittles while I wave a finger at the house brownies as they slave away. As all house brownies should, of course. You know I can never understand why brownies should so wish to scour houses in the dark of night. I have always said their prodigious energy exceeds their thinking.’ He tossed his coat tails upward with his hands.

‘Mr. No Name, you have no shame and you make me laugh which helps me through my current dilemmas.’ Ebba touched his arm.

‘Shall we sit?’ Mr. No-Name took her hand and led her to a mossy covered log by the side of a wide pond. Above them a pale blue sky was streaked with the wisps of mares’ tail clouds and a black swan flew over the trees, casting low for a place to land. Ebba and the urisk watched the bird as it settled and swam towards them, both realizing it could be, probably was a swan-maid. As they talked, it drifted gracefully back and forth.

The urisk spoke. ‘I think you have had an interesting night, have you not?’

Ebba looked at him with slitted eyes but realised he knew more than she of the past, maybe even the future and everything in between.

He continued. ‘To hold a bag inside which lie Faeran souls must surely un-nerve you.’

She nodded.

‘There is a story behind them and because I am an urisk and wise and all-seeing, I could tell you if you want.’

She opened her eyes wide, her heart beating fast. She had always respected the urisk, he treated her well and she had no misgivings about the trust she placed in their relationship. As to his knowledge and how he came upon such, he was Other, she was mortal. It would be rude and insensitive to cross-question him. She nodded and said, ‘But of course, I’m
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