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Speir-Bhan

 
  

 

BY TANITH LEE

 
This I offer to the memory of my mother,
my unmet grandfather and great-grandfather—who never, 
so far as I ever heard, reneged on any bargain.
I

 
 This story, if that’s what it is, is written in two voices. Both are mine. My blood is mixed, fire with water, earth with air. 
  

 
 I WAS NEVER in Ireland, though from there I came. 
 The answer to this riddle is simple enough. I am mostly Irish, genetically and in my blood, but was born in another country.
 My mother it was who had the Irish strand. Her eyes were dark green—I have never seen elsewhere eyes so dark and so green, save sometimes now, with those who wear colored contact lenses. 
 She it was who told me of that land where, too, she’d never gone. O’Moore was her maiden name. She said the weather there was “soft”—which meant it rained, but a rain so fine and often warm, a sort of mist, accustomed as the air. They came from the Ghost Coast, the O’Moores of my mother’s tribe, the haunted west of Ireland, where the rocks steep into the sea, harder than hearts. My mother’s father had a Spanish name, Ricardo. She used to speak of him lovingly. His father, her grandfather, was a gallant man called Colum. He lived to be over a hundred, and died in his hundred and first year from a chill, caught while escorting his new wife, a young lady of forty-five, to the theatre in Dublin. Ah the soft weather then wasn’t always kind. 
 Ireland is the land of green—emerald as her eyes, my mother. She has gone now, to other greener golden lands under the hollow hills. But one day, searching through her things some years after her death, I found my great-grandfather Colum’s book. It wasn’t any diary, or perhaps it was. It seemed the book of a practical man who is a poet, and cares for a drink, the book of a canny liar who will tell stories, or it is the book of one who speaks the truth. All of which, with arrogant pride and some reticence, I might say also of myself, saving the book and my gender. 
 There arrived a night when, having found his book, I met my great-grandfather Colum, for the first, in a dream. He was a tall, thin man, who seemed in his sixties, so probably he was about eighty, for at ninety-nine I had heard, he had looked ten years his younger. 
 “So you found it then,” he said.
 “So I did.”
 “Where was that?”
 “In a box that had my mother’s letters and some of her mother’s things.” 
 “Tucked up among the girls,” he said. “Why should I complain.”
 I didn’t mention my grandmother’s fox-fur cape, also in the box—I had been afraid of this cape when a child, and last week, locating it again, had sent it to a charity. 
 In the dream, Colum told me of his house that was of stone, and had a narrow stone stair. The windows looked across the valley to the sea, where the sun went down at night. It was not the Dublin big house of later years, this, but where he had been a boy. 
 In the dream, we walked, he and I, through that valley of velvet green. We climbed up inside the house and watched the sunset. Birds cooed, settling on the roof, and in the yard was an old well, full of good water. 
 Nearby—that was, maybe, seven miles along the shore—stood ruinous and supernatural Castle Seanaibh, or Castle Sanvy as the tourist guide has it. 
 In his book, Colum says that he was there all one night. In the dream he told me that, too.
 We drank whisky, the color of two garnets in amber, and the red sun set, and a magpie flew over the stone house in the valley, chattering its advice. 
 But all this I dreamed had been written in Colum’s book anyway. Along with a story, between two lists of things, one of which is a list of fish caught from a boat, and the second a list of likely girls he had seen in town. 
  

 
 IN THOSE DAYS, Colum was twenty, tall and slender and strong, with hair that was black, and eyes that were grey, with the smoky ring around the iris no one, who does not have it—they say—can ever resist. 
 He worked at a desk in the family business, which was to do with leather goods, nor did he like it much, but it left him time and gave him money to go to the dances, and once a week to drink until he could call to stars, and they would fly down like bees. It was on a night just like that, having danced for five hours and drunk for two, that Colum set off along the road to get home. It was about a mile along that road, to the house. On either side the land ran up and down, and trees stood waning in the last wealth of their summer leaves. The full moon was coming up from her own boozy party, fat and flushed and not quite herself. So Colum sang to her as he walked, but she only pulled a cloud across her face, petulant thing. Oh, there were girls like that, too. 
 A quarter way along the road, Colum stopped.
 It felt, he said, as if he had never been on that road, not once, in all his days, when in fact he had traveled it twice a week for many years, and often more than twice. Since he was an infant he had known it, carried along it even, in his mother’s belly. 
 Boulders lay at the roadside, pale, like sheep that dozed. That night he felt he had never seen one of them, though he had carved his name in several. 
 It was not, he reckoned, a special night, not a night sacred to any saint that he could think of, or to any fey thing, not Samhain, nor Lug’s night either. He stood and blamed the pub whisky, or the fiddler in the hall, for the way the road had altered. 
 And then there they were. Those Others.
 He said, in the dream, “It wasn’t like the magical effects they do now, with their computer-machines for the films.” He said, one minute there was just the empty road under the cloudy moon, and then there was something, as if vapor had got into your face. And then you saw them. 
 They were of all kinds. Tall as a tall man, or a tall house, or little as a rabbit, or a pin. They trotted along the road, or walked, or pranced, or rolled. There were horses, with flying manes, but they were not horses, you could see that plainly enough; they had human eyes, and human feet. 
 None of them had any colors to them, though they looked solid. They were like the stones at the roadside, only they moved, and all of them in front of him, and none of them looking back. 
 Another man would have dropped down by the boulders. Another again would have run off back to the dance hall and the public house. 
 Colum fell in behind the travelers, at a mild, respectful distance.
 He had learned two things in his young life. First, he could not always get or have everything he would like. Second, he could have and get quite a lot. 
 He thought anyway, none of them would turn to see him. They were the Royal Folk, some band of them, and what they were doing out he didn’t know, for they had no business to be. He was not afraid. As he told me, if he had danced and drunk less, he might have been—but that was to come. 
 So he followed them up the road, and soon enough it turned in at a wood. There was no similar wood in the area that he recalled. The trees were great in girth, and thick and rich with leaves, and moon-washed. The road was now a track. They and he ambled along, and presently the track curved, as the road never had, and then they were climbing up and up, and where the tree line broke, Colum saw the fish-silver ocean fluting down below. They must all have covered seven miles by then, and done it in record time, for next up ahead he beheld the castle called Sanvy. But it was not a ruin that night, it was whole and huge, and pierced with golden lights like spears. 
 It was haunted, naturally, this castle. Every castle, crag, cot, and byre is haunted, it seems, along the Ghost Coast of Ireland. So Colum thought it was the ghosts who had tidied up and lit all the lamps, and he waited for some coach with headless horses, or running fellow with hell’s fire all over him, to come pelting down the track. But instead there came a walking woman, with a burning taper held high in her hand. 
 Ah, she was lovely. Slim and white, but colored in, not like the others, for her hair, which was yards long, was like combed barley, with stars in it and her eyes, he said, like the gas flame, blue and saffron together. 
 She let the Host pass her, bowing to some, and some in turn nodded to her. Then, when they had gone by and on toward the castle gate, her gas-flame eyes alighted on Colum. 
 Colum, well he bowed to the ground. He was limber enough and drunk enough to manage it.
 She watched him. Then she spoke.
 “Do you know me, Colum?”
 “No, fair miss. But I see you know me.”
 “I’ve known you, Colum, since you were in your cradle, kicking up your feet and sicking up your milk.”
 Colum frowned. You did not like a pretty girl to remind you of that sort of thing.
 But at his frowning, she laughed.
 She came down the track and touched him on the neck. When she did so, it was the coldest—or hottest—as ice will burn and fire seem icy—touch he had ever felt. He paused, wondering if she’d killed him, but after a moment, he felt a strange sensation in his neck. 
 “It was as if an eye opened up there—as if something looked out of me, out of my throat.”
 After that, he found he could speak to the woman on the track in another language, that he had never known, though perhaps he might dimly have heard it sometimes, among the tangle of the hills and valleys. 
 “What night is this, fair miss,” he said, “when the Folk are on the road?”
 “Your night, Colum,” she said.
 Then she turned and moved back toward the castle of Seanaibh Sanvy. And he realized, in that instant, what and who she was. She was a Speir-Bhan, his muse. So he ran after her as fast as he could. But, just before he raced in at the gate, he threw a coin away down the rocks into the sea, for luck, and since no others were left now save that water, and the moon, to watch his back. 
 Then he was in the gate, across a wide yard, and up among the lights.
  

 
 WELL, HE WROTE this in his book—wrote it in years later, obviously, in another ink. It says: “I have seen a motion picture in color. An American gentleman showed me. It was like that, when I went in there.” 
 He said, coming in from the yard to the castle’s hall, it was as if a rainbow had exploded, and the sun come up out of the night without warning. 
 If there were a hundred candles burning, there were a thousand, nor did they resemble any candles he had ever seen before, but were stout, and tall like a child of three years. In color they were like lemon curd. And behind, torches blazed on the walls, and showed tapestries hanging down, scarlet, blue, and green, and thick with gold. The Royal Folk had taken on color too. He could see the milk-whiteness of their skins and the berry-red of their women’s lips, and how their hair shone like gold or copper. Their clothes were the green of water or the purple of lilac, as the trees are, half of them, they say, in the Lands beneath the hills. But that was not all, for all around, in the body of the castle, which had suddenly gone back in time and back to life, sat the human persons who had once dwelled there, kings and princes from countless centuries, in their finest finery. And the fey horses with human feet walked couthly up and down, white as snow, with silver manes, and the tiny little creatures bounced and rang against the walls like bells, and white dogs with crimson eyes and collars of gold lay still as statues. Yet one thing now was all the same with them. Every eye in that great place was fixed on Colum. 
 Colum was a handsome man, and used quite often to being made much of. He was accustomed to going into a room, or a dance hall, to a crowd of eyes that turned and whispers behind hands. 
 But never from such as these.
 He turned to stone himself, stood there growing sober as a pain.
 However, she, his Speir-Bhan, she turned and took both his hands in her cold-fire fingers.
 “Now, Colum, it’s your night. Haven’t I told you. What is that you’re carrying?”
 And looking down, Colum saw that now in his left hand, which she no longer held, was a small curved harp of smoothest brown wood, with silver pegs and strings the light had gilded. 
 “Fair miss,” said Colum, “if I’m here as the harper, you’d better know, I can play ‘Chopsticks’ on my granny’s piano, and that’s the sum of my parts.” 
 But she only shook her head. And by then, somehow, they had got to the centre of the room.
 Directly before Colum on four great chairs knuckled with gold, sat two kings and two queens. No mistaking them, their heads were crowned. “I have never known enough of the history to describe those clothes they wore,” said Colum, “but I thought they were from the far-off past, before even the castle had come up there out of the rock. And one of the queens, too, she that had the creamy golden hair falling down to her little white shoes, I think she was not only earthly royal, but of the Royal Folk, too.” 
 “Well, Colum,” said the king to the right, “will you be after playing us anything, then?”
 Colum swallowed.
 Then he found his hands—the hands the Speir-Bhan had held—had each opened, like his neck, an eye—not visible, but to be felt. And he put both hands on the harp and a rill of music burst glittering into the many-colored room, and everywhere around was silence, as they listened. 
 This was the song that Colum sang, written as it is in his book:
Woman veiled with hair, shaming the gold of princes,
In your sun-bright tresses dwells
A flock of sun-bright cuckoos,
That will madden with jealous unease
Any man yearning to possess you.
So long and fair your streaming crown,
It is a golden ring,
And your face set in there like a pearl,
And your eyes like sapphires from a lake.
This is your finest jewelry,
These yellowest ringlets,
Which have caught me now in their chains,
Shackled, your thrall indeed.
No wonder then the cuckoo
Winters in the Underlands,
To sleep in the heaven
Of your veil of hair.
 Colum struck the last chord. The silence stayed like deafness. And in the quiet, he heard over in his mind what he had sung—the musicality of his voice and art of his own playing—and the unwiseness of his words that none could doubt he had addressed to a woman of Faerie, sitting by her lord. 

Now is the time, thought Colum, to take my leave.
 He had forgotten the right of harpers to praise the beauty of any woman, royal or not.
 Then the applause came, hands that smote on tables, feet that stamped, and voices that called. He saw the Royal Ones were amused, not angry. 
 The king to the left got up. His tunic was the red of blood, and his cloak was made of gold squares stitched by scarlet thread to yellow. He was, Colum thought, a human king, and from long, long ago. 
 “You are the one to do it, Colum,” said this king, “as heroes have before you.”
 Colum, who had blushed with relief, and pride, changed over again in his mood.
 “What would that be, that you want doing by me, your honor?”
 “Why, that you rid the land of the threefold bane that’s on it. For only through a song can it be done.”
 Colum gazed round wildly.
 The Speir-Bhan poised at his elbow, cool as Sunday lettuce.
 “What do I say now?” he asked her. “Tell me, quick.”
 “Say yes.”
 Colum cleared his throat. She was his muse, but he knew some of the old tales, in one of which he seemed presently to be snared. A “bane” could only be something bad, some fiendly thing, and it was “threefold” as well. And he was to tackle it? 
 Before he could speak, either way, the noise in the hall, which was still coming and going like waves, died again in an instant. The hall doors shot open, and in trudged a group of men, and they too were patched in bloodred, but now it was not any dye, and it was wet. 
 “They are out again,” cried one.
 Another shouted, “My wife they have killed! My lovely wife, and my child in her body!”
 “And my living son!” cried another.
 Then all the group roared out examples of death, even of whole villages laid waste, doors and roofs torn away, and babies dragged out on the track, rent and devoured. 
 “No pity, they have none.”
 Shadow fell in the gleaming hall of Seanaibh. The candles faded. Colum stood in the dimness, and the fey woman he had sung to, she with the hair of golden shackles, she stood there before him, one last torch that blazed. 
 “Those they speak of are three uncanny women, Colum, that with every full moon become three black foxes, each large as a boar. They roam the hills and do as you have heard, killing and eating humankind. The one geas on them they must obey, makes them love the music and song. If any goes where they are that has great skill in these things, he will live. Oh, warriors have gone out against them, with swords, and been brought home in joints, what was left. But you are the harper. Once they were slain before, in this way, this sort of way. Listen, Colum, if you will do this, I will gift you a sip of Immortality from under the hills. You shall live a happy hundred full years in the world of men, and die soft and peaceful in your bed.” 
  

 
 IT WAS AT THIS POINT in my great-grandfather’s story that I had to turn a page of his book. What should I find on the other side, but this: 
 “I woke at the roadside in the dusk before the dawn. My head was sore and the road looked as you would expect. So I knew I had dreamed it.” 
 And then; “Next week, in the town, I noted a very taking girl. Her name is Mairi O’Connell.”
 There follows the list of young women I mentioned before.
  

 
 WHEN I READ THIS, over the page, I thought at first other pages had been torn out. But there was no evidence of that. 
 Then I thought, Well, he spun his tale but had no idea of how to go on with it. So he leaves it in this unsatisfying way—as if someone had set a rare old meal in front of you, with meat and fruit and cakes and cream, tea in the pot, wine in the glass, and a little something stronger on the side, but as you pull up your chair, the feast is carried off, a door closes on it, and there you are, hungry and thirsty, the wrong side.
 Madly I thought, If it was a dream, still he did it.
 For she promised him a hundred years of life, and he wrote of that in the faded ink of his youth, as of the promise of a soft death—and both of them he had. 
 Then, that night when I had my own dream that I met Colum in Ireland, in the stone house, he told me this, the very matters that should have been there on the following pages. 
 He said, once the fey woman had spoken, the castle faded like its light, and all the people with it, human and un, and there instead he was, on the savage hills that ran behind the cliff. The moon had put off her handkerchief, and was round, and pale as a dollar. 
 Up from the ancient woods of oak and thorn there ran three shapes, which cast their shadows before them.
 He thought them dogs, then wolves, then giant cats. Then he saw they were three black foxes, black as the night, with white tips to their tails and eyes that smoked like sulfur. 
 And he struck the harp in a panic, and all that would come out of it was a scream, the very one you can hear a fox give out in the country on a frosty autumn night, the cry that makes the hair stand up on your head. 
 No one else was there with Colum. His muse, he noted, had deserted him, as sometimes, in the worst extremity, they do.
 It seemed to him that after all the royal lord in the castle had sent him here to punish him for his impertinent song, and Goldehair herself, she had been glad enough to see him off. And all the while, those three black, long-furred things ran nearer and nearer up the hill, and they screeched as the harp had done, a cry like the Devil himself, and Colum’s hands were made of wood, and his throat shut. 
 “It was plain fear woke me up,” he said, as we drank the dream whisky in his house, “So I believe. I could no more have stayed there in that mystic horror—be it sleep or truth—than held myself down in a pool to drown.” 
 “Yet,” I said, “she gave you your hundred years.”
 “I’ll tell you,” he said, “I was no harper, no poet. Speir-Bhan though that one was, she went to the wrong fellow, so she did. And for that, I think, they let me wake, and gave me a present for my trouble. But you,” he added to me, “now you have the means.” 
 “What means?” I said.
 “Is it not,” said Colum, sad and resigned, “that you can play and sing a little?”
 I scoffed. I said, pointedly, “But the Speir-Bhan is the muse of male poets and bards. And all the heroes are men.” 
 “There is Maeve,” said my great-grandfather, “riding on her raids in her chariot. There is the nun, Cair, who sang like the angels on her isle.” 
 In my dream, the magpie was on the roof again. I heard what it said now. “Give it up! Give it up!” 
 So giving up, as Colum did, I woke.
  

 
 THE FLAT IS IN BRANCH ROAD, ten minutes walk from the last stop of the underground train at Russell Park Station. 
 I work in English London four days a week, a dull job to do with filing papers, making and taking calls, and preparing coffee for my betters. It pays enough to keep the flat, and leaves me free on Thursday night till Monday morning. Those between-times then, I go to play in the clubs and pubs—by which I mean play music. It isn’t a harp I carry, but my guitar, shiny brown as a new-baked bun. The name I use for myself on these occasions, is Neeve, which should be spelled Niamh, nor is it my given name. But there we are. 
 This life of mine is curious. It feels like a stopgap, a bridge. As if one day something will change. But I’ve passed my thirty-ninth birthday, and nothing has, so perhaps it never will. 
 It was Thursday night, and I was coming home on the tube from London, deep in the hollow underground that catacombs below all the city and half its suburbs. 
 I was sitting there with my bag of groceries, reading my paper and thinking how the world was going to hell in a hurry, just as it always has been, since the Year 0. Then the lights flickered, as they do, and there in the tunnel, also as they do, the train halted. As I say, that happens. There was a small crowd left on the train, for we were still five stops from the end of the line. The visiting tourists take a stalling tube in their stride, used to the efficiencies of the New York subway and the Paris Metro, but we locals look about, uneasy, distrusting what is indigenously ours. 
 After a moment, the train started up again with a cranking hiss. That was when the old woman came staggering between the seats and sat herself down beside me. I thought she was drunk, she smelled of liquor, I thought. I have some sympathy. In my bag there waited for me, with the bread, cheese, and fruit, a green bottle of gin. On the other hand, when she turned her face to me and spoke, I deeply regretted she was there, let alone drunk and there, and myself her chosen victim. 
 “It’s cleaner they are now, the filthy worms.”
 I smiled, and turned away.
 Insistently the old woman put her claws on my arm.“The trains it is, I’m meaning. Like worms, like snakes, running through the bowels of the earth. Look there, a paper on the ground—” And leaning over she scooped it up. It was the wrapper from a chocolate bar. She read the logo ponderingly, “Mars,” she breathed. Not for the first, I confess, I, too, considered the notion of a chocolate named for a planet or god of war. A delicious smell rose from the wrapper—but died in the wall of alcohol that hung about the old woman and now me. Everyone else, of course, stayed deep in their books, papers, thoughts. They weren’t going to see the old woman. She was my problem. 
 For a moment I wondered where she had come from. Had she been on the tube all this while, and just got up and come staggering along to me on a whim? She spoke in the musical lilt of the green land, but I do not, for I’m only an Irish Londoner. 
 Then off she goes again.
 “What’s there in your bag? Is it of use? Sure, it looks nice to me. A rosy apple and a bottle of green glass. Well, we’ll be dancing, then.” 

We?

 I read my paper, the same paragraph, over and over. And she kept up her monologue. It was all about me, and the bottle, and what the train was like, and how it was a snake, and that we would soon be home, so we would. 
 Well, I thought of calling the police on my mobile when I stepped off the train at Russell Park, and she came lurching off with me, clutching my free arm to steady herself. Should I ease away? Should I push her, shout at her—or for help? No. Nobody would pay attention, besides she was a poor old inebriated woman, in quite a good, clean, well-made, long coat, and boots of battered leather. And her long grey hair was a marvel, thick as wool and hanging to her waist; and if it was all knotted and tangled, no surprise, she would need to groom such a mane every day, like a Persian cat, to keep it tidy, and obviously she’d had other things on her mind. 
 Before I could think, we were on the escalator, riding up toward the street, and her still on my arm as if we were close friends, going to the cinema in 1947. 
 Embarrassed, I looked around and noticed two or three Goth girls were on the escalator behind us. They had the ferocious, look-at-me beauty of the very young, all in their black, and liquid ink of hair. They wore sunglasses, too, the blackest kind—all the better not to see us with. I only gave them a glance, relieved really they’d have no interest in me or my companion. 
 “Where is it you need to get to?” I asked her, politely, as we arrived in the ticket-hall.
 “Here I am,” she said.
 “No, I mean which station do you need? Or is it a particular road here you want?”
 “Branch Road,” said she, in a stinging puff of whisky.
 Oh my Lord, I thought, oh my Lord.
 But it wasn’t until I went through the mechanical barrier with my ticket, and she somehow slipped through exactly with me, which is impossible, emerging the other side—not till then that I began to see. But even then, I didn’t. I just concluded she was criminally adept, though drunk as a barrel. 
 So out we go on the street. And the dusty summer traffic roars by, and she clicks her tongue in fascinated disapproval.
 “Well, now,” she says, “well, now, cailín, let’s be going where we’re to go.” 
 Then she winked. Her eyes were blue, but as she closed one in the wink, they gave off a flash of daffodil yellow. So then, I had to know, didn’t I. It was only seven days before, mind you, I had found and read Colum’s book and talked to him in my dream. 
  

 
 OUTSIDE THE FLAT, the trees in the street were a green bloomed by dust and pollution, but they filled the front windows like flags of jade. All was as I had left it, messy, cleaned four weeks ago and not since, the washing machine full of washed and dried washing, the cupboards fairly bare. 
 I put my bag down and watched the Speir-Bhan as she pottered around, peering into this and that, craning into the tiny bathroom, lifting the lid of a pan of baked beans left on the stove. When she managed to undo the washing machine and most of the load fell out on the floor, I made no move. I couldn’t have kept her out of the flat. 
 I couldn’t stop her now.
 “What do you want?”
 I knew. But there.
 She was at the fridge by then, cooling herself with sticking her head, tortoiselike, forward in among the salad.
 “Well now, look at this, they keep winter in a box. That’s clever,” she congratulated me. Then she shut the fridge door and turned and looked at me with her blue-saffron eyes. “Ah, cailín,” she said. She, too, knew I knew what she was there for. 
 “Calling me ‘colleen’ isn’t enough,” I said. I added, “Your Highness—”It’s as well to be courteous. “I’ve never been over the sea to the Isle. Colum made a bargain, or you did. It isn’t mine.” 
 “Yes,” she said. “How else did you get your talent? Oh, it was there in him, but he wouldn’t work for it. He preferred the desk behind the leather shop and then the boss’s desk at the factory in Dublin. Oh, the shame and waste of it, when he might have made his way through his voice, and by learning a bit of piano in his grandlady’s parlor. He kept his music for talk, to woo the women. Well and good. He was not the one. But it’s owed, my girl, for that night.” 
 I hovered in the kitchenette. I said, “And when he was on the savage hill, and they came running, where were you?” 
 “Where should I be and all? Up in his fine skull, waiting for him to hear me inspire him.”
 “There’s the gin,” I said.“Have a drink.”
 I went and ran a bath. I knew she would never come in to plague me there, nor did she. She was from a forthright yet modest age. But when I was out and anywhere else in the flat, there she was. 
 She sat, like my own geas, across from me at supper, eating apples. She sat by me on the couch as I watched TV, drinking gin. She lay down at my side—somehow, for the bed was narrow—when I tried to go to sleep. And all night long as I stretched rigid like a marble figure on a tomb, she chattered and chanted on and on to me, telling me things that filled my head so full, I myself couldn’t move about there. Near dawn after all I slept, hoping to find my great-grandfather again and have a word. But if I dreamed, I didn’t recall. 
 The next night I was to go to sing and play at a pub in Kentish Town. Waking up, my throat was as sore and hoarse as if she, the old hag, had been strangling me in my sleep. Yet no sooner had I croaked into the phone and canceled my gig, than my throat was well, as if from the strongest antibiotic known to man. 
 “I won’t,” I said.
 But she only opened the fridge door again, and spoke to the winter within, of ice and snows and berries and belling stags, and low sun and the lawless winds of the Cailleach Bheare, the winter goddess from the blue hills. 
 I must pay her no heed. There was nothing to fear. Ignored, in the end she would leave me alone.
  

 
 ALL FRIDAY, all Saturday, there we were, we twain. 
 Saturday afternoon I went out to the shops, and she went with me, hooking her loathsome, withered, iron-tough arm in mine. A tourist herself from another time, another country, another dimension, oh such pleasure she had among the market stalls, and in the supermarket. No one else either saw or heard her, but once or twice, when I forgot and spoke to her, as when I told her to leave the cabbages alone, then I got the funny looks the crazed receive. 
 Perhaps that was it. Had I gone crazy?
 “Hoosh,” said she, “that is not your fate, my soul.”
 When we were coming back from the shopping, she dragging on my arm like a bundle of whisky-damp laundry, the next thing happened. In fact, it had happened before, and I knew it had and that it must, if not quite yet what it was. 
 “Who are they?”
 “Who do you think, my soul?” said she.
 “The Faerie Folk?”
 “Hush, never call the Gentry that, keep a wise tongue in your head, so you must. But no, nor they are.”
 At which I must know, for what and who else was left then that they could be? 
 They darted through the crowds, the three of them, silken-lithe and gorgeous. I recollected I had seen them before on the escalator, and today in the market, and taken them, as you would, for three Goth girls of unusual beauty. They were clothed in fringed black down to their ankles and to their little black boots, and on their hands were black gloves and bracelets of gold that might be Indian, and off their milk-pale faces, the black hair poured like three black rivers to black seas, and to the backs of their very knees. Unlike my old woman, these were not truly invisible. Some people did see them, and turn and look admiringly at them, but I doubt in that case anyone noted their sunglassless, kohl-ringed eyes, just as I never did till we were nearly at my door. For if any had— 
 “Run—run, old lady—”
 So we ran, and she, bounding along at my side, the eldritch wretch, as if she staggered now on the limber springs of a kangaroo. Up the steps, in the door, away and away into the upper rooms of the flat. Door slammed and locked. From the window I squinted down. There they were still, out on the hot summer pavement of London’s Russell Park. Three beautiful young girls, loitering. 
 Irish eyes—I said: Who, that doesn’t have them, can resist. Put in by a smutty finger, they call that smoky ring around the iris. Colum had it, and my mother did, and her father, too, and I. She had it, the Speir-Bhan—And they did, down there, the trio of Goth girls in black, who were not. For inside the smoky rings, the irises of their eyes were sulfur-smoking-red—the fleer-fire optics of foxes in a nightmare I had once as a child, about that fox-fur cape of my grandmother’s. 
 Scathing eyes, cruel eyes, heartless, mindless, soulless eyes—no-pity eyes that would tear you up in joints and eat you blood-gravy hot—if they had no teeth to do the service for them instead. But they had teeth. They smiled them up at me from below. 
 The Speir-Bhan brought me a cup of tea, strong, with gin in it. I’d never known a poet’s muse could make tea. I suppose they can, if they can haunt you to claim back a family bargain for the Fair Fey Folk, do anything they please. 
  

 
 “WHAT ARE THEY?” I whispered. “What—what? Do you know?” 
 City dusk had come down. The moon was up. It was one night off the full, and never till now had I remembered.
 I was lying down with my head in her lap, the Speir-Bhan. It was as if I had my mother with me again, and my grandmother as well. Though they had not been so exacting. 
 She told me the story, and I listened, for outside on the pavement, under the rustling dusty English trees, they still idled, the three fox-vixens, with their rows of glinting teeth. 
 The Speir-Bhan told me of two heroes, sons of the gods or the Fey Folk, and of how one sat harping on a hill, and the three devilish women came to hear. They were, by birth, the daughters of some sort of demon in a cave, but in those days, their shapeshifting was to a kind of wolf—a werewolf, no doubt—human, or passing for it all month, but not on the night of the full moon, when they would change their skins and prey on everything they could find that lived. It occurs to me now, that by Colum’s day, no wolves were left in Ireland, only foxes. And maybe the foxkind was angry with mankind, as wolfkind had been, seeing as how foxes were hunted by then instead, and made into coats and capes. 
 Whatever it was, one hero harped, and he persuaded the demon-girls to put off their wolf-skins. And then they sat as human to hear him, one beside another, elbow to elbow, the story said. 
 “No doubt they were fair to see,” sang my muse to me, “fair as three dark lilies on a stem. But no doubt of it either, between the long teeth of them was the rose-red blood of what they had slaughtered, and matted in their sloughen skins and raven locks, the bones of babies.” 
 So while the women were tranced by the music, and songs that were so flattering to them, the second hero, standing below the hill, took his longest, sharpest spear, and slung it, as only heroes can. Up it flew, and passed in at the arm and shoulder of one girl, straight through her heart to the body and heart of the second, and through her into the third, body and heart, and came out at her neck. Then all three were there, spitted on the spear like three beads on a thread. 
 Did I ask her why that had needed to be done while they were in human form? Was that the only sorcerously potent method to be sure of them—or had it been easier to kill a woman than a beast? I think I never asked. I have no answer. 
 All I have is the story, which she then concluded. “After which, he took off their heads with his sword, he did.” So crooned my Speir-Bhan. She was uncivilized and cruel, too, of course—what could you expect of a muse? Yet not so bad as young girls who rip lambs and children apart with their fangs. The heroes had only done as they’d had to. 
 “Then it’s a job for two strong men,” I said.
 “It’s a job for one that’s cunning,” said the Speir-Bhan. “But first there must be the song, or they will never stay.”
 “They’re out there on the street,” I snapped. “They’ve stayed.”
 “Sing to them, and you live. Without a song, they’ll tear you up the first.”
 “Or, I could stay in. Bolt the door. Wait till Monday—the waning moon. What then?”
 “They’ll always be there, patient. Till next full moon,” the old horror murmured, in that honey brogue I can’t speak at all. “And next after that next, and next forever.” Not whisky on her breath—uisege beatha and flowering heather. 
 “Why?”
 “You found Colum’s book.”
 “Hasn’t anyone ever read his bloody book before?”
 “You have,” said she, “eyes in your eyes. You see what others don’t. The curse of your kind it is. And your blessing.”
 We remained as we were, and the fat moon came up. It glided over the window. That was Saturday. Tomorrow the fat moon would be full. 
  

 
 THAT SATURDAY NIGHT I SLEPT, but had no dreams. I had other experiences. The Speir-Bhan did me the great kindness of sleeping on the couch. Twice I got up. The first time it was about 4 A.M. Outside, down on the pavement, I couldn’t tell if they were there or not, among the tree shadows and the orange bluster of the streetlamp. 
 Then, near sunrise, a noise—something—in the garden-yard behind the flats—and I got up again. I went to the back windows now to see, and saw. Shapes . . . shapes in long sombre gowns, circling the single tree that grows there among the rough grass. A glimmer of bangles, spangle of eyes—oh as if their bracelets and their eyes together sprang right at me so I started back. The eyes were red, redder than the lamps over the wall. For a moment as I stood there on the floor, the memory of their red gaze locked with mine—it seemed to me my eyes were just the same, bloodred, like theirs. 
 Minutes passed. I made myself creep back and look again. The dancing figures by the tree were merely someone’s washing, hanging on the makeshift line that now and then appears there, and the gleam of gold and red—some trick of my vision in the fugitive dark. 
 It was like the dentist’s. You can only put up with it, put it off so long. Something has to be done once the thing’s gone wrong. 
  

 
 WHEN I WAS A KID, I used to travel on the tube with my mother. She would hold my hand as I climbed laboriously on. I recollect journeys, and her wearing the French perfume she wore then, called Emeraude—Emerald. She told me stories on trains. They’re gone; she told me so many, just wisps and drifts of fantasy and idea left behind, which mold quite often the things that I create. In her teenage years, before there were teenagers, she’d written songs and sung them. She had a wonderful singing voice, I’ve heard, but I never heard it, for by the time I was born, somehow it had left her. 
 To my embarrassment, I don’t even know if they have an underground system in Ireland. Surely they must? Lord help them if they do. Because it will pass, won’t it, through all the hollow hills, through all the supernatural caves—in and out of the Many-Colored Land, which is the Hereafter, or Faerie—or both. 
 This time, the Speir-Bhan did not hang heavy on my arm. She walked unaided with a steadier and more sprightly middle-aged tread. She had become, too, more assimilated. Her hair was less knotted, and shiny. Like me, she had on jeans and a T-shirt, though she’d kept to her old boots and her long coat. There were earrings in her ears. They looked to me like polished diamonds, or, more likely, stars. Maybe, maybe. Her wardrobe was psychic, of course, and she could put on what she wanted. 
 I carried my guitar in its case. I’m used to taking it on the tube. It’s alive, but I never need to buy a ticket for it, because no one else sees it’s alive—and so with the Speir-Bhan. We slipped through the robot barrier on my ticket like melted butter out of a crock. Then down the escalator, she and it and I, into the hollows under London. 
  

 
 UNDER THE TUBE, around the tube, are Roman remains, ancient banqueting halls, plague-pits. I’ve never heard of fey things there, but naturally there are ghost stories. Like the castle then, Castle Sanvy, where Colum went that night, among the ghosts and Lordly Ones. 
 We sat facing forward.
 After four or five stops—I wasn’t counting or looking—the lights flickered. The train halted. I glanced about. The carriage, apart from ourselves, was vacant. Then it was full of something else—clouds, I’d say, clouds on the underground. They tell you, she comes from the sky, a Speir-Bhan, Speir Bhean, Shpervan . . . her name means something like that, to do with beauty and the firmament—she is Heaven Sent. 
 We three, she, it, I, were out in the tunnel next, soot-black and echoing with trains. And then the tunnel, too, was no more.
 I have said, I’ve never been in Ireland. I meant, never in the flesh, to visit the actual place. Where now I went, I believe, was the genetic Ireland in my blood and physical soul. There. 
  

 
 WHETHER AT SUN’S RISE OR EVENING, by land or water, though I know I must die, thank God, I know not when . . . 
 It was night.
 I was on a hill. The Speir-Bhan had vanished. She had said she would sit in the brain to inspire, as she must. So perhaps she did. 
 This then must be how I imagine Ireland, or so I suppose. That is, the Ireland not only of its own past, but of its own eternity, behind the cities and the accumulating modern ways, the trains and graves and Euro currency. 
 Over there, the cliff edge, not even a castle on it now, but the late-summer dash of the sea over and beyond. The sun was sinking to the ocean. The water was like wine. The land was green and everywhere rolled the woods of yew and oak and rowan and thorn. Hawks sailed away down the air inland. Bear moved like brown nuns through the thickets. It was very quiet. I could smell wild garlic, flowers, and apples. 
 For myself, my clothes had altered in some incoherent way, but my guitar had not become a harp. I tuned it as I waited for the dark to begin, and the round moon to rise above the woods. As I waited for them to come running, with their barking shadows before them. I was lonely, but no longer afraid. Can I tell you why? No, I don’t know why it was. 
  

 
 AFTER THE MOON CAME UP, I waited still. Then I began to play, just some chords and showy skitters over the strings. I knew they were coming when the guitar itself barked out in their vixen scream, the sound that puts the hair up on your head. Colum hadn’t known what it was, how the harp had done that. But I had guessed. It was calling them in, that was all. The way you sometimes say to the crowd, what tune will you have? 
 I watched them run out of the woods. Not girls now, but three black beasts, too big for foxes, far too big, thick-furred, and neon-eyed. 
 My hands played and the guitar played, and up the hill they sped.
 I could smell them. They didn’t smell of animals, even the feral sort, but of summer night, like grass and garlic and blooms, but also they reeked of uncooked meat and blood. 
 They circled me, panting a little, their long, black tongues lying out, so the spit sometimes sparkled off them to the ground.
 Part of me thought, They are weighing it up, to see if they like the music well enough to sit down, or if they’ll prefer to kill me and have dinner. 
 But the other part of me started my voice. I began to sing to them a melody I had made for them in my head.
 I’m used to awkward audiences. Noisy ones and restless ones, the chime of glasses and raucous laughter, to keeping on, weaving the spell if I can, and making the best of it if I can’t. But these creatures, they, too, in their own perverse way, had the blood of the green land. Presently they gave over their circling. They sat down before me in a row, closed their jaws, and watched, with their ears raised like radar bowls. What I sang them was this: 
 
Women veiled with hair, shaming the black of the raven’s wing,
In your night-deep tresses dwell
A murder of crows,
That will madden with delight or envy
Any, be they woman or man,
Seeing you go by.
So long and be-glamoring your streaming crowns,
That glow like the blue-burning coals,
And your faces set there like three white flames,
And your eyes like sparks from the fire.
This is your finest jewelry,
These midnight ringlets,
Which catch the moon herself in their chains,
So she must serve you, shackled,
Your slave indeed. No wonder then the crow can prophesy to men.
Since he lives in the starry heaven Of your veils of hair.

 
 It was Colum’s song, of course, or the song he had been given to please the Faerie woman at Sanvy, and which I had adapted for these three daughters of the dark, to flatter and cajole. As it seemed it did. 
 When I ended the song, and only went on lightly playing little riffs and wanderings, they were still there on the hillside before me. But they were not elbow to elbow, nor human. 
 Then I did what the first hero did. Over the music, I said to them softly, winningly, “Oh, how beautiful you are as foxes, my highnesses. But I know that, as human women, your beauty is beyond the beauty of the moon herself. Never forget, I saw you, even in your female mortal shape.” Then I paused, playing on, and said, musingly, “It occurs to me, as you exist mostly in your human form, you’d hear my songs to you better with your human ears.” Did I speak the Gaelic to them? I shall never know. 
 The guitar certainly would do anything I wanted. I could fashion things with it, things of light and air, that I had never been able to call up before, and never would again. My voice, too, which is good enough, was that night on the hill of Other-Ireland, the voice you hear sing only in your own head. 
 Presently, as in the legend, they removed their skins.
 I have seen films, movies with computer effects that are miracles, but never did I see anything like that disrobing. Each of them, one by one, rose up on her hind limbs and drew off her fox-body, as a woman pulls off her dress. Off over their heads they drew the fox-skins, and laid them on the ground. Then they shook themselves and sat down once more, in their white complexions and mantles of ebony hair. 
 Their eyes, I’ve said, were awful either way, but now I got used to their eyes, as you can, to anything, yes, if you must, and even quite rapidly. And then, once I was used to their eyes, I learned the real atrocity of them. For these three were the most beautiful beings of any sex I have ever seen, yet there they sat, and I could clearly make out the piles of gnawed bones and the gouting blood, not caught in their hair or teeth, but snarled up in those eyes, mired and stuck deep, like poison, in their ruined astral insides. They were like lovely women riddled with some wasting death for which there is no cure. Except, they never could really die, they must, as now, always somehow eventually come back, and besides, who could, even for a century or so, kill them? They would never be done with this. And, just as I’d become accustomed to them, so they had become accustomed to themselves. 
 Did that mean they liked it? No, for you do not have to learn to accept that which you love. It is a part of you, from the start. 
 All these facts were there in their sulfurous eyes, like rot in apples. And like the apple skin, they mostly hid it, but only from themselves.
 I’d sung to flatter them, aiding and abetting their self-deceiving. To flatter them stupid, for perhaps that way, I’d thought, I might be able to strike some new bargain. I hoped some inspiration would come to me, trusting the music, and the muse in my head. 
 But now I found I sang no more of that. I had begun instead to sing of what I saw lying there, putrid, in their eyes.
 Colum had taken his chance, praising the golden-haired woman. Now I took mine. We neither of us had a choice. The poet’s right—and curse. 
 Over and over. Not able to stop. I sang about those dreadful things within them. Till the beauty was all mingled with the stench and terror, and the filth hammered down into the beauty. And there they were, those hellgirls, with their fox-skins lying on the ground, sitting elbow to elbow, listening in a trance. 
 Now was the hour, like the last time in the legend, for my best friend, or my brother, to stand below us on the slope and cast the spear. Up through arms and hearts and breasts and necks. After which he must come striding with the beheading sword to finish our task. But I have no one like that. All my lovers and kin are under the hollow hills. All I keep is the past, and a Speir-Bhan up in the gallery of my mind. Plus my guitar, which is not a harp. 
 Yet, singing the horror to them, I saw them change, those three on the hill. Not from fox to girl, but from beast to human. I saw their eyes sink like six red suns covered by white skies of lids and thunder-burning clouds of lashes. Then they got up. They stared at me, but now with their closed eyes. 
 I could never have stopped what I was at. The music and the voice came out of me, and I hung up in the air and watched it all. 
 In that manner, I saw how they began, the tears that slipped out under their lids. They were ghastly tears, as the eyes were ghastly, the color of old, sick blood. Yet tears they were. I heard them, too, maidens whispering, but like dead leaves on a dying tree. They spoke of their father, some demon-lord, I didn’t properly catch his name—Artach, or something like that—they spoke of a childhood they had never had, of a mother they had never seen, of wicked things done to them, of misery, and a life like night without stars or a lamp. There was nothing in their voices to match the tears. No sorrow. They had no self-pity, being pitiless, but even so, most evils spring from other evils done, and they were no different in that. 
 Down their faces fled the soiled tears, then the talk stopped, and in unhuman screams they began their emotionless lament. They rushed about the hill, snatching and scratching at each other, yet avoiding the spot where I sat as if it would scald them. They shrieked now like foxes, now like owls—and now, worst of all—like children in fear, perhaps the very ones they had preyed on. But they were not afraid, not unhappy—it, too, was worse, they were damned, and they knew it. 
 I couldn’t end my song. On and on it went. It made me ache, my hands bleed, throat all gravel, and it broke me down. I could do no other than play and sing, and witness them as they screamed and ran in circles, weeping. 
 Then, oh then, I understood. I had done the work of two. I had tranced them with music, and with music also I had pierced their hearts of steel, and now, by music, too, I took their reason, and they lost their heads. 
 If there had ever been a bargain at the whim of the Fair Folk, or if demons had only got the scent of Colum, and so of me, these three had no further use for it. They did not care now that they were alive, or what they were. Did not even care to be girls, or foxes that slaughtered. 
 The wind came up the hill. It smelled of wheat and moonlight, and furled them up like the dead leaves they were. They blew away with it, down the slopes, over the tree-hung heights and valleys of my imagined Ireland. And on the ground they left the fox-skins lying. 
 Only when their three figures were gone from my sight into unmeasured distance, did the song leave me. I’m glad to say I remember not a word of it. If I did I would, trust me, never write it down. 
 My numb hands fell off the guitar, which they had covered with my blood.
 At last, in the silence under the sinking moon, I dared to pick them up, those flaccid, forgotten skins. They were, all three, briefly like that cape of my grandmother’s, which had so scared me in my fourth year, and with the same demonic, frightened eyes of leaden glass. And then, they fell apart to nothing. 
 The moon though, as she set, blinked, yellow-blue.
  

 
 I WAS ON THE TUBE, of course. It was very crowded for a Thursday night. My hands were clean and healed, my throat not raw. The Speir-Bhan was shambling down the carriage, an unsober old hag with dirty hair. She plumped herself beside me and said, in ringing tones that made most of the carriage look up at her, “ ’Ere, luv, tell us when we gets up Holland Park.” 
 She smelled of port. I explained she was on the wrong tube line.
 Philosophically if copiously she swore, and at the next stop, hiccuping, she left the train.
 Months later, not even on a night of full moon, I dreamed I put on the skin of a black fox, and ran over the hills of a vague, perhaps Ireland. And though I avoided killing anything be it a sheep or a man, a rabbit or a baby, with my teeth, yet I learned from this dream the lesson of my success, why Colum had not succeeded, maybe why the heroes had. It wasn’t only music, but also the spear and the sword. Not only courage, or honor, but unkindness. Not only talent, but the emptiness with which talent pays for itself. It is, you see, the mirror that reflects best the flaws it is shown in another. 
  For them, they never came near me again. Nor she, the Speir-Bhan, though I will suppose she’s there, up there in my brain, where they generally sit. 
 As for Colum’s book, I never read another sentence, not even his leather accounts. I burned it that autumn on a handy neighborhood bonfire. A shame, but there. 
 For the mortal foxes that steal now and then into the gardens at the back of the flats in Branch Road, I remain one of those that feeds them, dog food and brown bread. Their coats are russet, their eyes the color of whisky, the uisge bheatha, Water of Life.
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 AS IS OBVIOUS from the dedication of this tale, I do indeed have Irish blood (though less than that of the narratrix, just as I am quite a few years older), and am very proud of my Irish connection. That side of the family hails from what I call the Ghost Coast—the west of Ireland—County Clare. After this, of course, fiction parts from fact, but not entirely. You must judge what is true and what fantasy—as so must I. 
 Tanith Lee 2002 
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