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      Enter the SF Gateway …


      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


      

      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.






Prologue

 

It was an hour for bog colors: the close of the workday in the Bog of Allen. The boy-os working the Bord na Mona mechanized turf cutters were just beginning to put their shirts back on in the sea wind of early evening. That wind was cool and saline and it drove forty miles in from the shore.

They had gotten low in this particular deposit, cut deeply today, and even the men on the machines thought that a pity.

Some parts of this bog, the greatest in the world, were now stripped to the rock. The demands of industry, the world market, and the new power plants had done more damage in a decade than the frugal spades of the Irish had done in thousands of years. With no chance for the sphagnum beds to regenerate, biologists warned, it would be gone in a generation.

Fine traditions would go with it. The seasonal work of "winning the turf" in great teams of family and neighbors. Heavy men's work with the long peat slans. And then women's and children's work: the stacking and drying. The ceilis afterward.

Missed above all would be that scent which is enjoyed even in the cities, in hearths or modern stoves. The scent of the peat as it made its slow, even, nearly smokeless flame: it was the age-old smell of comfort and crachon—conviviality. The smell of home.

Surely something beautiful would be gone out of the world. Besides the value they serve as producers of fuel, bogs are wonderful, mysterious places. Sometimes dangerous, they always hold secrets. Wild, eerie, with their outcroppings of rocks, their coffee-colored dim pools, their heather, gorse, and bog willow, thick with birds of all kinds, a bog is a fit place of concealment for a fugitive, a treasure, or a whisky still.

But the bogs shift. Old people can tell you about that, for their changes can occur within one lifetime. Sometimes things hidden in them will disappear. And reappear, far removed in time and place.

The chemistry of the turf does strange things. It colors and preserves. Occasionally a farmer, lifting his winter fuel in summer, will come upon a sealed bucket of long-forgotten workmanship, filled with what once had been butter, stored in the cool moss long ago. This dark grease is found to be wonderful for skin complaints, lubricating axles, and for healing the roughened udders of cows.

Roots of the red bog oak and sally will come up too. If set aside and slowly dried out, the dark wood is good for any construction that requires great streangth and resiliency. It can be made into a "creepy" stool, or a flour cist, or even (in the old days) the belly of a harp.

But every so often something appears in a bog that makes people cross themselves and go for the priest or policeman. Bodies appear occasionally. Generally, the corpse is found to be some poor fellow who twenty or even two hundred years ago got lost and was drowned for his trouble. But these finds are uncanny as well as disturbing; however old they are, the lost child of fifty years ago or the ancient sacrifice to Crom Duv of twenty-five centuries ago, they are recognizable—as intact as if they had died yesterday.

The National Museum has gained greatly from these finds. And since the Bog of Allen was first exploited technologically, it has yielded hundreds of artifacts to enrich the collective memory of the Irish people. Wooden things, vessels of all kinds, carvings, votive objects, jewelry. Ancient livestock and wild creatures. Textiles, dresses, cloaks, shoes, belts, often left deliberately in the peat by their original owners to get a fine, brown color from the chemistry of the bog, and then lost in the deep, slow currents.

Now and then things turn up which have clearly been "killed" there: objects thrown in to hide them forever. Sacred things of the old church and of paganism hated by Protestant iconoclasts or the Catholic Jansenist priesthood, these were often broken and drowned, to kill them doubly.

It had been an overcast, heavy day: warm and humid. But with the wind from the sea, the gray clouds were lifted along the horizon like a blanket, and the westering sun streamed under it, turning earth and cloud golden, deepest brown and rose.

Smasher Burke loved it like this. The changing mood of the place was one of the things that made this an interesting job. Riding like a king in a machine that took him three minutes to climb on or off, he saw everything.

The only disadvantage was the noise. The racket from the rows of blades that neatly cut the peat into briquettes was deafening, as was that of the belts that carried them to the receiver.

He lit up a fag and stuffed the packet of Silk Cut into his pocket. And then he heard it. A subtle change in the sound of the machine, followed by a grinding.

He instantly switched off the blades and brought her to a halt. As he climbed down from the cab, McWilliams, his partner, was already at the blades, trying to free them with a crowbar.

"Ya fucking bastard, ya!

"It's no good! Smasher, it's jammed. No good at all."

Burke's Wellies slowly squashed across the peat and around the cutter beams.

"It's a great fucking stone, Smasher." McWilliams squinted, the golden light picking out his yellow broken front teeth. "You'll have to back her up a bit."

"Right," Burke answered him, and clambered back on. "Stand away, will you," he shouted, impersonally as a bus conductor. Then he kicked her in, lifting the blades and rolling her five feet to the rear.

"Good enough, man," McWilliams bellowed. "Fucking great."

Within five minutes it had spread all through the crew that the Smasher had turned up a carving. An archaeologist from the museum had been called, but before he could get there it was fully dug out and examined by the men.

"When I heard the crunch I knew it was no ordinary lump of rubbish," McWilliams said proudly. "Look at her, will you? Look at that! It must be thousands of years old."

"It's a cross, man," Burke countered quietly. "It's not thousands. Couldn't be thousands."

It was old, though. Anyone could see that. Spirals. Spirals all over.

"Look there. Yer woman in the middle, with her little cunt stuck up, just as shameless!" McWilliams laughed nervously.

Burke had bent down to examine it more closely. Following it with his finger, he had discovered that the spirals—hundreds of them—seemed to be made from a single line.

"It doesn't look Christian," McWilliams stated.

The Smasher didn't answer.


Chapter One

 

Bound to Render the King of Laighin Horses and Drinking Horns to Caiseal Gold and riches brought across the Sea Are what is due from the Leinstermen.

The Leinstermen are comrades to Munster Against the Foreigners in any battle. Should the Gaill come to them truly The King of Caiseal must repulse them.

 

Leabher n-gCeart, 

The Book of Rights

 

Perhaps the sound of the Uillean pipes was knocking plaster from the ceiling, or perhaps John Thornburn had neglected his household duties, for the ramps of sunlight braced against the floor were sparkling with white motes. Each oblong of light was broken by the shadow of window mintons, like a Cartesian grid, and each contained a single floating shadow-circle, thrown by the tatted pulls on the window blinds.

John let his gaze slide abstractedly from his work to the sun splashes and then back again. Circles on a grid. How appropriate. All over his house. He flattened the huge, blue-checked tracing tissue over the heavy paper and crayon rubbing below it and lifted limp flaxen hair out of his eye. His free hand (free except for the pencil between thumb and index finger) groped around blindly, seeking his blue fisherman's cap, which he usually used to keep his hair off his face. Not finding that, it crawled to the head of the drafting table and snatched up a paperclip. This he thrust into his forelock, bobby-pin style.

John Thornburn had a rather vague face and eyes of two different colors, which he had inherited from his grandfather. Grandpa had been a large, crusty old man who had prided himself on being one of the last of the purebred Micmac Indians in Newfoundland. On Cape Breton there were plenty of these, but in Newfoundland they were getting scarce. Grandpa even claimed that an ancestor of his had been a Beothuck taken in a raid, though as far as anyone knew there had been no Beothucks left by smallpox and English bullets even as long ago as two hundred years. (Because he was Grandfather, he had gotten away with it, despite the telltale blue eye.) John was immensely proud of his status as a Newfoundland Jack-a-tar, or half-breed, though he had nothing of his grandfather in him except the eyes. (Unless he could count his inability to grow a noticeable beard.) He stood five feet five and a half inches tall.

He had come to Ireland because Derval O'Keane asked him to, and because the Book of Kells was here. He worshiped that scripture in a way that had nothing much to do with its religious content. It grieved him that after coming so far, he was only permitted to see a single page at a time, and that through glass.

Circles on a grid—spirals, really. Winding and unwindin to wind again. John overlay the nubbly soft suggestions of form with spirals exact and mathematical. He knew he had exactly one thousand spirals to copy, for he had counted them. The tissue crackled beneath his hand.

This was a high day for John: a day of fulfillment. The cross whose bog-brown fragments he had traced was in a peculiar sense his cross, for it had lain in the basement of the Museum at Trinity College, untouched, for five years. No one before him had cared to trace its designs, perhaps because the subject matter of its central panel was not considered fit for display. But for the influence of Dr. Derval O'Keane, John would not have been given his chance.

Not that this work would make any professional or financial difference for John. No school or museum was waiting eagerly to see how the rubbing turned out; no one had suggested paying John Thornburn for the work. Nor had he academic credentials to advance, not even the bachelor's degree he had pursued for three dazed years in New York. He hadn't even an opinion on the provenance or meaning of the stone he had traced. He merely liked the looks of it.

John got by from day to day by teaching a few courses in the basics of Celtic design (also a product of Derval's influence). Though he was an excellent draftsman, he was, unfortunately, a lackluster teacher. He found life in Ireland expensive and he was not particularly happy. Except, like now, when drawing.

Outside the bright windows in the bright June morning Greystones sat placidly, waiting for evening and the commuter train from Dublin. A woman hailed and another replied, banging a mop against her iron balustrade. A bicycle flew by, casting shadow and cheeping its tinny bell. If there was other activity, John couldn't hear it over the stereo.

The blasting music, also, was a product of Dr. O'Keane's influence. It was in fact Derval's record—Finbar Furey on pipes—and therefore very authentic. John had been lent it as a learning exercise, since Derval O'Keane believed that certain elements of Irish design could best be appreciated by a study of the old pipe airs. He had been listening to this same disc all morning, while he pulled together the various rubbings he had made that week. The different surges and quavers of Furey's artistry did little for John, tone-confused as he was, so in an effort to force comprehension he had increased the volume.

He was not deaf to rhythm. His right hand (deft as the rest of him was awkward) spun the inner and outer arcs of his freehand circles to the great swagging whine of the bagpipe. So many, all alike: twinned, tripleted, touching in rank. It was easy. Not like the blush-producing, upside-down Bridget in the center of the cross. That reconstruction required thought. This required not-thinking, which John did very well.

His eyes clouded and his lower lip drooped. There was only a short piece of the last upright to complete: say twenty spirals. John counted silently as he drew, betting himself (strictly a gentleman's bet) that he had estimated correctly and there were twenty left.

Nineteen… eighteen… fifteen… eight… He began to feel the surge of elation of a man who is winning a bet with himself. The pipes skirled in sympathy. Three… two… He'd won, of course. Here was the last spiral.

One. Furey produced a last, aggressive blast of his regulators and went silent as John flourished his pencil in the air.

There was the tiny metallic busyness of the automatic tone arm lifting and drawing away from the record. John's overused ears rang.

In the next moment they were nearly shattered by the unmistakable shriek of a woman, full-throated, heart-rending, and uttered at close range. John levitated helplessly off his stool to witness the emergence from his bathroom of a very young and rosy woman clad only in a cloud of auburn hair and howling like a catamount. She flung herself down the short hall and vanished glimmering into John's bedroom.

John Thornburn made no immediate movement, but stood behind his drafting table with hands folded. The paperclip winked silver on his head and his pale, lashless eyes were perfect circles. "So… so very pink," he whispered reverently.

Slowly, as though breasting a strong current, John moved across the front room toward the source of the disturbance. He felt sweat prickling his scalp. He stood before the brown-paneled door. "Miss," he called, or rather attempted to call, for as he opened his mouth his shocked brain slipped into gear again.

The girl was naked, it told him. (She must have gotten in through the bathroom window.) She was naked and screaming and probably a madwoman with (why not?) a madwoman's lies. And he—John Thornburn—was an alien in Ireland.

A Weslyan-born too.

He saw himself unjustly accused. He saw himself convicted. He saw himself in an Irish prison, carving Celtic knotwork and Eskimo figures onto the stone walls of his cell with a sharpened spoon. And so John's voice failed him halfway through his single syllable and the word "miss" came out as no more than the mewl of a kitten.

But now there was silence from behind the bedroom door. Heartened, John put his hand to the knob. The racket of breaking glass bounced him back.

He could wrap his sheepskin jacket over his arm and, using it to guard his face, throw open the door and… And what? Rush in and grab the girl: the pink, naked, and screaming girl? Let her break windows. Let her crawl out of a window, the way she came. Let the bored housewives on their porches see a naked girl crawl screaming out of his bedroom and then only a short hop to the Irish prison and the sharpened spoon.

The tinkle of glass recurred on a smaller scale, followed by an oddly plaintive whimper. John's terror veered toward irritation. "You've cut yourself on the glass, eh, my maid?" he called, in a voice much like that of his father. Immediately the whimper was cut short, to be replaced by the sound of wallboard tearing. John saw in his mind's eye his heavy brass candlestick reading lamp ripped from above his pillow. He grabbed a kitchen chair (the only kind of chair he had) and wedged it firmly up against the door.

John backed down the hall and into his empty front room. The sun lapped his feet, beckoning him. He let it carry him out the doorway and into the handkerchief-sized front yard.

Bright June air touched John's shoulders and told him they were knotted. It felt the line of his jaw and caused his teeth to unclench. It communicated to him the fact that his house had been stuffy and the garbage might have better been emptied a few days ago. It riffled the tiny leaves of the neglected box hedge and made John want to go away.

He could take a bus somewhere—out to McCaffrey's stable perhaps, where Derval worked her horse. He remembered the thud of hooves, felt through the earth, as she cantered her enormous beast along the fence. He remembered, with much more fondness, the thud of the waves against the wooden side of his dory, at home. The coast was only a few miles from Greystones—it was not his coast, but no matter. Anyplace would be better than sharing his empty house with a naked crazy woman. John strode over the lawn to the street.

Here, standing between his house and the next, he could see his bedroom window, new-punched with a jagged patch of black. Within there was a flash of pale skin.

John's spirits sank in a manner even the airs of June could not buoy, and at this moment he heard the small creak of a door opening across the street, and a woman's voice hailed him. "Good morning, Mrs. Hanlon," John replied, not looking up, and then all courage deserted him and he had to run. Since he was twenty-nine, rather than nineteen, he ran not away but back into his afflicted house.

Hands stuffed into the pockets of his jeans and shoulders at his ears, he approached the blockaded bedroom door. "I'd like to know what you think you're doing in there," he said to the door, tacking a shamefaced "miss" onto the end of his sentence.

The moment's silence which followed allowed John to hope that the creature had actually found her way out the window.

Mrs. Hanlon or no, that would be a blessing. But then he was answered by a rant of verbiage incomprehensible to him.

Incomprehensible, but familiar sounding.

"I'm sorry," he replied. "I don't speak Irish at all well, eh?"

Nothing. John knew he would have to call the gardai. He wandered into the kitchen, where the phone was. He nibbled his fingernail, staring down at the square black box. Finding this comfort insufficient, he bit down on the cuticle as well. It hurt.

What was the number? Where was the phone book? He found it, and his torn cuticle left bloody smears on the paper. Derval was always making fun of him for his bitten-down nails. Calling him "frog fingers." Also for his indecisiveness, which he felt was really too bad, since ambidextrous people more or less had to be indecisive.

Derval would not be paralyzed by the arrival of a crazy woman (or man) in her bathroom. She'd take such an invader firmly in hand. John found he was dialing Derval's number instead of the garda.

"Irish Department," answered the secretary in impeccable British English.

"Doctor O'Keane, please."

There was a long silence, during which John had nothing to do but lean against the kitchen sink and stare out the window of the back door, which was too warped to open easily. His nose told him he definitely should have emptied the garbage. About the time he had decided he should hang up and call again, the secretary came back on the line. John listened.

"Writing? Can't she be disturbed? Oh, riding? I see. No, I know the number, thank you." He spun the heavy dial again.

She must have been at the jumps, it took so long to call her. Derval was going to be very upset, being called not only from her precious riding hour but from the jumps as well. John swayed back and forth against the enameled sink, thinking how unfair it was that he should be trapped between a crazy woman, the police, and Derval's temper. He reflected and sucked his damaged cuticle. When she was fetched at last, he tried to cut off all remonstrance.

"Derval, this is John. Please don't talk Irish; I can't follow it right now. I know you don't like to be disturbed at the stable, but I'm rafted as all hell. I've got this… this crazy woman… in my bedroom, and I have no idea how to get her out."

Two seconds of silence was followed by laughter which blew static into the phone. "You should have thought of that before you bedded her, love."

"Eh? I've never seen her before. It's a pure mystery to me how she got there…

"Here… listen." In sudden inspiration John walked the phone as close to the door as he could and called out. "Are you still in there?" For emphasis, he leaned out and tapped the door panel with his toe. The reply from within was quite threatening in tone.

"You hear? That's Irish, isn't it?" Derval sputtered into the speaker again, causing John to smile more awkwardly than ever. "Derval, what I want to know is, do you think I should call the police—uh—the gardai? And if I do will you tell them I'm not a monster?"

Her laughter died away into low hoots. "Very, very good, John. I certainly can't ignore such an appeal, can I? I'll be right over."

John explained as politely as he knew how that he didn't feel the need for her presence, but only a word of advice. He found he was talking to a dead line. "Blood of a bitch!" He hung up.

It occurred to John that Derval might have thought the entire story a fabrication designed to entice her to his house. Since she had turned him down twice this week, she might be thinking he was desperate. He found himself blushing furiously.

Now here was a damn pretty kettle of fish. Was he expected to stand here waiting for Derval to visit him out of pity, while a homicidal and quite naked woman planned ways…

Quite naked. John's mind settled back on that as one of the few digestible facts of the incident. To the best of his memory, she had been entirely without clothes and of unusually high coloration. Of course, memory will play one false when one is in shock.

John remembered the crack that ran between the bedroom drywall and the bathroom, which allowed him to use the bathroom fixture as a night-light and which let mildew soften the edges of the bedroom wainscoting. Silently he slipped into the bathroom and put his eye to the crack.

It took five seconds before he could make out her shape, huddled at the foot of his unmade bed in the froth of covers he had kicked to the floor during the previous night. Her small, hair-shadowed face was round and her mouth was a rosebud. She stared ahead of her with glassy eyes and the whole pile of cloth shivered. Seeing that heartbroken countenance with none of the nubile body exposed, John was convinced that this was no woman but a very young girl. His own thin face sharpened in sudden compassion, immediately touched by an equal self-concern. If he found her pitiable, what would the gardai think? Derval had been right to come.

He was dwelling on this particular topic, eye to the blue-tinged crack in the bathroom wall, when Derval arrived. He heard the sound of hooves on the pavement outside, thought, "She can't have," and immediately corrected the statement to "She would have." He stepped to the front window in time to see an animal—resembling in both size and color an elephant—sail over the box hedge and plant itself in the knee-high grass of John's front lawn. Its rider slipped off and snapped a cotton lead line onto the headstall it wore under the bridle. This she looped over one of the pineapples that topped the porch's wrought-iron balustrade.

"You're going to leave him there?" John asked incredulously, leaning out the doorway.

"Don't worry, Johnnie. Tinker's never colicked in his life," Derval said, and swept in. With a last glance at Mrs. Hanlon on her own porch across the street, John closed the door. Mrs. Hanlon was, unfortunately, his landlady.

"I like the effect with the paperclip," John's visitor stated. "The off-center jauntiness of it and all. Just like your eyes."

John Thornburn's eyes weren't really off center, and if their being mismatched (one blue and one brown) made him jaunty, he wasn't aware of it. He put his hand to his head and snatched the clip away. His limp flaxen hair fell flat into his right (or brown) eye.

Derval O'Keane was a tall young woman with black hair streaked in the most ornate manner with gray. This was pulled back severely from her face and fastened with a rubber band. Her eyebrows and lashes were thick and black and her eyes, blazing blue. She wore traditional black riding boots and doeskin breeches which became her well, and instead of the orthodox hacking jacket above, a woolen smock-shirt stitched with an amazing complexity of zoomorphic knotwork figures. She saw John's glance at it and held herself out for inspection. "See, Johnnie? I wear it everywhere I go, and tell the whole world that you made it for me."

John mumbled politely, though he was not too happy to be introduced to the world as a seamstress, and the truth was he had neither woven the cloth nor stitched the embroidery, but merely drawn the figures that Derval had someone else complete. He pointed diffidently toward the bedroom. "She's still hove up there. You can see her if you peek through the bathroom crack."

Derval snorted and rejected such voyeurism. "Haven't you got that fixed yet, love? Makes it impossible to sleep nights with all that light." She strode toward the bedroom door, but turned halfway there and added, "Or shouldn't I have mentioned that? Should I be watching my words, Johnnie? For all I know you're taping this whole exchange—much good you'll get out of it. Everyone knows how scandalous I am."

"Taping? For God's sake, Derval, are you going crazy too? Or do you think it's some kind of joke I'm playing on you? Well, there's the door and she's behind it. Just don't get yourself brained!"

Derval stopped with one hand on the doorknob and the other on the wedged chair. She gave John a very mistrustful look. Then she put her ear to the door.

She knocked and spoke loudly in Irish. The response was immediate and accompanied by the thump of a heavy object (John's lamp, he guessed) being hit against the floor.

Derval stepped back. Her eyes were half-closed and her high forehead furrowed with thought. Her lips moved soundlessly and when she glanced sideways at John there was a sort of challenge in her eyes. He watched her with the expectancy one gives to a conjurer.

Derval spoke again, this time slowly, with care in every word. John, who knew only a few hundred words of Irish and who only understood those when overpronounced, made out nothing in the exchange but the word Gaill, or "stranger." The effect of Derval's speech was immediate.

"She's dropped the lamp," he whispered to himself, and he heard scuffing footsteps behind the door. The girl had grabbed the doorknob and was pushing on it forcefully. Derval pulled the chair away and let it fall racketing on the floorboards of the hall. She turned the knob and let the door open.

Framed in the darkness, shining and naked, stood a girl of some fifteen years. Her hair was auburn and hung to her waist, frizzed along half its length as though a bad permanent wave had been allowed to grow out. Her face was heart-shaped, and this as well as a nubbin of a nose gave her the air of being much younger than her body declared. Her chest and rounded belly were splashed with rose-red streaks and patches of rust-red. John, regarding her from over Derval's shoulder, wondered if these marks were responsible for his original perception of the girl as rosy; now she had not the eerie glow of a neon bar sign, nor yet the red light of sunset.

She stared at John, who dropped his eyes to the floor. Then the girl spoke to Derval, who listened with a close frown.

"She doesn't speak Irish at all, Johnnie. It just sounds like it, rather."

"I thought maybe she had a speech impediment," offered John. "…with her 'g's sounding so much like 'k's."

"Truagh, ámh! Rom-gabsa na díbergaig, suaill nach dena dím dímbríg!…"

The girl spoke for quite a while, this time seeming more desperate for understanding. Derval's frown slipped a little, grew puzzled. "The words are almost right, but not the order. Maybe she's a German speaker, or something like that, and studied Irish dictionaries. That's a good way to come up with nonsense. She even pronounces a lot of the silent consonants."

Then, in response to one phrase of the stranger's, Derval's scowl grew particularly fierce. "'Violence done by foreigners'? She said it perfectly clear. In fact, a lot of what she says has almost-meaning—like schizophrenic word-salad. Where did you get this card, Johnnie? And what did you expect out of springing her on me? I don't get the punch-line."

John Thornburn had no time to reply, for the scorn in Derval's voice sparked panic in that of the naked girl, who went down on her knees and clasped Derval around the waist, crying out in her (to John) incomprehensible words.

Derval froze in distaste, but in another moment her set frown went blank from astonishment. "I get it! I get it! She's re-invented old Irish! What a feat! Of course I can't say how authentic it is, Johnnie; who could? But still, what a work!

"And now that my mind clicks on that, my dear, let us see whether I'm worthy of the challenge."

John shifted miserably from foot to foot. "Oh Derval, you're really wrong, you know. I don't know beans about…"

But the girl broke in on him, and, still on her knees, she pointed first at her own breast and then toward the darkened recess of the bedroom. Derval listened to her intently, much to John's discomfort. Slowly, with care, she replied, and the girl's small round face lit with hope. "Dá ttuchta mo rogha dhamh ferr lem faesam fort. Ná hobait éim."

"What's she saying, Derval? What's all this talk about foreigners, eh? Don't I have a right to be in my own house? Ask her how she got in here and where're her clothes?" John Thornburn shifted from foot to awkward foot, a movement which carried him subtly away from the two women.

Derval snorted. "I imagine you know the answer to that better than I do. I'm more interested to know what the red paint is supposed to mean. The ancient Britons used blue, if that was your point, but…. Oh dear God!"

Derval reached out and flicked a finger over the girl's skin, between the pubescent breasts. Then she stood quite still for five seconds, staring at that finger.

John leaned forward. "It looks like she's soused with blood, Derval. She cut herself on the window, you know." But glancing quite shyly again at the girl, John was quite shocked to see how much of the red stuff that looked like blood she was wearing. The stranger met his eyes and talked to him. She put her hand to her reddened breast as she spoke, and then to her mottled stomach. After this she put both small hands over her pudendum and spoke again. Tears started down her face. She took Derval's hand and twined her fingers through the taller woman's. "Impím orte."

John, in an agony of embarrassed incomprehension, put his tattered finger in his mouth and bit down on it until he tasted his own blood.

Derval was now staring at him. John felt his face color. "Do you think I did that to her? Did she say I did? All—all that? It's ramlatch nonsense if she did. Do you really…you don't really…"

Derval shook her head slowly, as though moving a tremen dous weight. "She did not. I wouldn't have believed her if she had. Not you, Johnnie. Not you."

John felt his shoulders relaxing. He glanced furtively from Derval's blue eyes to the stranger's hazel ones. "I'll go get the first-aid kit," he mumbled and darted into the bathroom.

Derval took the kit from John and sent him off again for soap and water. John rummaged around helplessly, hearing the incomprehensible strings of vowels continue. (His Irish was worse than usual today, for he couldn't get any sense at all of what they were saying.)

The marks of human teeth around the aureole of Ailesh's breast were the most painful to see, but the clean shallow slash that went diagonally from her navel to her left hipbone bled most. Derval's milk-and-roses complexion was ashen as she dabbed the still oozing wounds with peroxide. Derval could so easily visualize a knife-wielding rapist whose intention had been to slash open the belly of his victim, but apparently this girl had been fighting hard and had twisted aside, escaping just as the blade descended.

She turned her head to see John Thornburn standing beside her with a clean bedsheet spread between his outthrust arms. "I thought she might like to put this… er… on herself."

"She'd bleed all over it," answered Derval shortly. "What's the matter, Johnnie? Can't you stand the sight of a naked woman?"

John bit down on his lip. She was always slagging him about something or other—his modesty most of all. Just because he buttoned his shirts up to the top and sometimes liked it dark in the bedroom…. Her dig was especially disturbing now, at a time when anything sexual seemed obscene.

"You know better than that. I just thought that maybe she would rather not be looked at."

The older woman smiled thinly. "She doesn't seem to care." Derval peered around the girl to discover matching sets of what seemed to be claw marks on the girl's buttocks. She applied the foaming antiseptic to these as Ailesh stood stone-still, hands clenched in hard fists at her sides.

She certainly was stoical. John mouthed the word "ouch" on her behalf, and saw brown eyes slide to him doubtfully. "Of course, she may not have recognized you as a man," Derval added.

"Ouch for me too," he mumbled. Cruel as the smile of an excise man. (That was an expression Derval herself had taught him.)

"What's that, eh? No need for insults." John remembered to take his finger out of his mouth.

"I only meant she's still in shock." Derval excused herself, but she was angry at him now, in a totally unfair, impersonal way. Because he was a man.

John sighed. He turned and paced through his still-sunlit front room. The rectangles of light spattered his trousers as he moved. He turned off the power to his stereo amplifier.

He felt superfluous, unnecessary. Derval seemed to have taken over. So he said something he thought might be helpful, but deferred to her for the sake of peace. "Shouldn't I call a hospital to come get her?" he asked.

Derval didn't stop to wonder that the responsibility for this decision had been laid in her lap. She answered decisively, "You should not. They would only call the gardai."

John flung himself onto his couch, which, being on wheels, slid back into the wall, banged against it, shaking everything. A cobweb and its contents were rudely dumped onto the sofa. A big spider danced toward a crack between the cushions. Save me, Mammy, save me, save me, he thought compassionately, watching it run. "And why shouldn't they call the gardai, eh?" he said aloud. "Someone did this to her—unless she's limber enough to bite her own bosom." (He almost said "tits," but caught his tongue.) "And that someone deserves to find themself between four walls."

Derval, though tempted, let his grammatical solecism pass. Holding the girl by one wrist, she turned toward John. "Fine. For him, whoever—husband, father, or worse—he may be. But what about little Ailesh here? She says that's her name, by the by. She's been raped and nearly killed, John dear." John winced. "Didn't your demure little Newfie brain pick up on that?"

John looked fixedly at the dead fireplace. What a bitch she was. And she had the nerve to think he'd have called her after being turned down twice in a week. Well, perhaps he would have, he thought, feeling lower than ever. "Yes. It did. I did. Isn't that a matter for the police?"

He saw Derval's rage building and regretted having spoken. Hurriedly he said, "All right, what do I know about it? It's not my country, after all, and I have no great desire to explain this girl's—"

"Ailesh. She has a name, you know."

"Ailesh's presence in my house, stark naked and bloody and without a word of English.

"And that reminds me, Derval. I didn't know there was a native left in Ireland that couldn't speak English."

"There isn't," she answered shortly.

"There's her," stated John, as Ailesh picked up the white sheet John had left lying, wrapped it around herself, and settled sighing down on the floor. He was impressed to see she could crouch on her pretty haunches with her feet flat on the boards. It reminded him of his grandfather, and of other native Americans he had met at the fishing stations: Inuit, Micmacs. They sat crouched on flat feet too. But this girl's broad, speading feet, while quite handsome in shape, didn't look like they would even fit into shoes.

Derval shook her head and said nothing.

Outside, the iron balustrade rang like a dull bell, and one hoof pawed the concrete walkway impatiently. Derval had for once forgotten about her horse, and the horse didn't like it. John's mood lifted a little, for he sometimes felt he was a second-rate competitor with Tinker for Derval's attention.

The dark-haired woman turned her head to the window and stood staring out at her impatient beast. "It's a really good reconstruction of Old Irish she's…" She didn't finish the sentence.

John cast a glance from Derval to the sheet-muffled girl across the room, only to find two round brown eyes meeting his, incomprehensible as the eyes of a bird. He avoided them with difficulty. "Not modern Irish, eh? Well, I'm glad to hear it. After six months of lessons I had hoped I could understand something."

Derval hadn't moved, nor did she seem to notice that big gray Tinker had pulled two of the rusted balustrade posts out of their concrete anchors. Her face was averted from John, but repeated in the glass of the window. "Really good," she said tonelessly. "And she's told me just now that she's escaped a slua of Danes."

"Danes?" John echoed helplessly. "What Danes? She doesn't mean me, does she? I'm not a Dane; I'm a Jack-a-tar from—"

"No, Johnnie-Joe, not you." Derval laughed sadly. "Not unless you've just taken up plundering, burning, and slave-taking." She turned around and smiled at him, her tongue thrust firmly into her cheek.

"Ramlatch. Pure ramlatch!" John replied.


Chapter Two

 

Then that deadly hostile army arose and went to the horses and the quays where the boats were ready for them; and they set afloat their terrible, wonderful, very dreadful sea monsters, and their swift, long, firm barques and their many-coloured sombre ships.

Cath Maighe Lena,  
Thirteenth Century a.d.

The girl who called herself Ailesh sat at the kitchen table, still wrapped in a sheet, the look of immense sadness in her eyes warring with a sour expression around her mouth. Derval rinsed sticky honey off a spoon in the sink.

"I think she still tasted it," commented John, who had watched disinterestedly from across the table.

"Of course she did," replied the dark woman, whose heavy hair was escaping the rubber band to fall over her face. She brushed it back with one thin shoulder, while dabbling her fingers through the running water. "Valium has a taste like lye and ashes. But twenty milligrams ought to do her good."

John didn't like looking into the injured girl's eyes. He did, however, like looking at the rest of her, or as much of her as he could see under the sheet, which was a bit of cleavage, a hairy little leg, and her arms. Odd, then, that he found his gaze wandering helplessly back to her face, printed with all that mad tragedy. It seemed genuine enough to him. "I didn't know you still took that stuff, Derval. You told me back at St. John that it was only because travel unsettled you, and—"

"I don't, always…" said Derval, fiddling with her hair and glancing away, out the window of the kitchen door. "Just happened to be carrying it." Her vague eyes focused.

"I'll believe she didn't get in the house this way, Johnnie." She pointed to the cobwebby door. John shrugged. "It doesn't work."

Derval put her hand to the crazed china knob and worked it. Both John and Ailesh watched her tug, grunting. "I think you could fix it, handy with tools as you are."

John Thornburn's face went more lackluster than usual. "I'm no carpenter." Then, as Derval's energetic pulls caused the warped door to spring out, he added, "Could you put the trash outside, eh, since you've got it open, Derval? It's a bit griny."

She looked like she had a sharp answer on her tongue, but picked up the odorous basket with one hand and set it on the stoop. Even on the surface the basket was disgusting; John thought it better not even to contemplate its fermenting depths: a green-haired shriveling apple, half a packet of limp potato crisps, beer-soaked cigarette butts from that last evening with Kieran Hakett just a few weeks ago.

Hakett was the only steady drinking buddy John had acquired in the time he'd lived in Dublin. Derval wrinkled her nose. She despised Hakett for his constant and disrespectful reference to areas of female anatomy.

"I just thought it would make things more pleasant," said John.

Ailesh listened to and watched this interchange closely. John bit down on his thumb and thought about her.

He wasn't sure he believed she didn't understand English. He wasn't sure he believed anything about her, except that she was female. At the same time he was smitten with the feeling he was being a very bad host. These two influences came to a head together and he found himself asking her, "Do you want some milk?"

"The word for milk is bainne."

"Hush," John said to Derval, and he watched Ailesh's face.

It was disappointing, for the girl met his glance with nothing but animal alertness. She turned to Derval and spoke.

Derval leaned to John. "She's asking me what you said. Should I tell her?"

Politeness overcame John's detective instincts. "Yes, of course," he mumbled. "Tell her."

Ailesh looked back at John. Her face went suddenly shy. She spoke again. "Nírbo dú dom acht gebhad-sa uait madh maith let."

Derval translated her reply. "No, but she apologizes for refusing to take food with you."

Then the girl gave a sigh and the sheet rustled as her body visibly relaxed. The alteration meant more of her anatomy became visible, but at the same time her face softened, and John found his eyes straying from the pulchritude to the single tear that hung glistening on Ailesh's cheek.

She opened her small mouth and began to speak.

Derval understood every word the girl was saying. It was becoming easier and easier.

"Ni fhedarsa cía tainm ńo cía feras in fháilti. Though it is unknown to me who you are or who makes me welcome, whether you are the saints of God, men of the flesh, or sidhe or sacred beings for which I have no name, I will tell you the cause of my grief, that my tears will not be as a shame on me.

"I am no foolish slave or coward. My father is Goban MacDuilta, son of Ciaran, son of Bascine of the line of artificers to the taiseachs of Muhman, the Eoinachta. As for Sabia, my mother, she also was illustriously connected. Her father was Fiachra MacThuthail, an Ollave of great fame throughout this whole island. And her coibche, her bride gift, was forty prize cows with all their calves, and the calves with collars of silver bells. Though learned, she never gained renown, as she died young. I am the daughter of their union; the only living child. My mother's sister is married to the taiseach of the Ui Garrchon. Among them I was fostered in the house of his sisters." She cleared her phlegmy throat.

Derval gripped the edge of the table.

"Have no fear, Mo stor gal, my bright treasure," she reassured her. "We are living people, baptized like yourself."

"God be thanked for it." Ailesh made the sign of the cross as if a terrible fear had been taken away. "Then it must be through lawful power that I was brought to this beautiful house."

Derval, at this last statement, could not suppress a snort of laughter and a round-eyed glance through the filthy kitchen.

John could not help but notice her response. "What's she saying, eh? Eh?" She ignored him.

Ailesh continued. "Only a little time ago I was in the clachan, taking a steam bath with the other maidens of Ard na Bhfuinseoge. Light and careless was my laughter today. Often is our joy on earth cut short by some unforeseen thing. The Gaill must have docked near the harbor of Na Clocha Líatha and marched south and inland. It was at our bath we were surprised by the enemy, dragged out naked and weaponless to ruin and murder. I was thrown down and forced by one of these hell dogs, but he… he was ignorant of the women of the Gael.

"Though married against my will I am a widow already. I pulled his own knife and pierced him beneath the armpit so that he got his death. Then I escaped and ran to find my father."

In her eagerness to hear the end of the story, Derval almost missed the fact that the girl was confessing to homicide.

"Pursued by one of the reavers, I found Goban. Never, even if my eyes are blinded with age, will I forget the sight. In the smoke of the burning, he still worked upon the cross of Bridget, hammer and chisel in his hand. Just as I reached him he seized me and threw me against the stone. I passed through it unharmed, and that is how I came here. Whether my father is living or dead, I don't know."

Her face was now channeled with tears. "Our home was a scared place, a community of families given to the service of God. We had few weapons, and no time to take them up. We were helpless before their cruelty."

Ailesh broke down and sobbed for a while. She wiped her face and looked into Derval's eyes, then John's. "As for myself, I killed my enemy, and though some say that is a sin, I do not regret it."

Now she began to wail in earnest. Her voice rang through the kitchen. John sprang out of his chair and made his own little moan. "Ye Gods! Why's she doing that, Derval? The whole neighborhood will hear."

John backed into the refrigerator. He grabbed its handle and wrenched the door open. His rummaging hand found the carton of milk. "Here. Make her drink this. She can't scream if she's drinking."

"She's just crying. And after what I have just heard, I wonder I'm not joining her. Truth or madness, it's the most hideous story."

Ailesh, whose eyes had been screwed shut with misery, felt a blast of cold air on her face. She looked up to see John Thornburn with his back against the shelves of the refrigerator, with a bright rectangle sloshing in his hand and the little yellow light peeping out behind him. Out of the cold and confusion she understood one thing: John's face, lit by a cold hero-light and full of alarm. Her wailing died away and she spoke to Derval.

"She says she won't wail if it displeases you."

"Nice of the girl," he muttered, stepping out of the refrigerator. A knock came at the front door.

John wilted. He sank into the chair beside Ailesh. "Oh shit."

Derval's mouth was rather wide and grew wider as a smile stretched it. "Leave it to me, Johnnie," she said and swaggered out of the kitchen. "I feel the need for an act of bravery."

With the departure of Derval, and thus of all hope of translation between them, a sort of simplicity descended between John and his visitor. The small female with brown eyes and auburn hair sat quietly, her misery smudged but not erased by the tranquilizer. John listened to the voices from the front room and recognized that of Mrs. Hanlon. He rolled his mismatched eyes at Ailesh and put his finger (well-bitten and sore of tip) to his lips warningly.

But when Ailesh shrank into herself and began to tremble, John realized he had made a mistake. He patted her hand.

"That's a good girl," he whispered. "No need to be frightened. No one's going to hurt you. Any more, that is. Not you. Just me, maybe.

"Oh Lord." He let his head sink into his hand. How could he ever convince the gardai that it hadn't been him abusing the child? Bite prints, possibly? How? Would they ask him to bite a plate of gell, as he had done in orthodontia? Surely they wouldn't want to try his mouth against the girl's… against the girl's… He gave out a small, involuntary groan.

John glanced up in surprise to find Ailesh patting his hand. His face colored. "Oh, don't pay any attention to me. I'm very self-centered," he said. "And I worry."

Ailesh glanced meaningfully over her shoulder and put her finger to her lips.

"That was your landlady," stated Derval, returning to the table after five minutes' absence. "She heard Ailesh. I told her we were practicing for a symposium on ancient customs."

"And she believed you?"

"Very nice lady," replied Derval noncommittally. "Lost a hen, she says." Instead of sitting down, she wandered over to the stove. "Dying for a cup of tea," she said. She found the lidless kettle. Fingered the grease on its sides with some distaste.

"You know what I think?" Without waiting for a reply Derval continued, "The only thing I can think, without going insane myself. I think… perhaps Ailesh's background is something like mine."

"You mean she's a language teacher gone potty?" John asked innocently. "Not necessarily a teacher. She could—" Derval suddenly realized what John had implied. "One for you, Johnnie boy. What I meant was, she may have been at some time a student. And a good one, if the perfection of her story is any indication.

"Though she looks so young… And also, I can't remember ever seeing her face in a class, and in my field one gets to know just about everyone. But there are other schools than Trinity.

"And then"—Derval stopped, uncharacteristically unsure—"I read about a case of old Freud's, where a young girl of German parents suddenly started speaking French, and seemed utterly unable to communicate in her own language. She was very convincing, in her new identity."

John frowned. "But she knew French already, didn't she?"

"I guess. A bit. And maybe Ailesh here knew a bit of Middle Irish."

John Thornburn lowered his thin brows and gazed perplexedly at the redheaded girl. "If going crazy is so good for one's language skills…"

Derval smiled wolfishly. "Evidently so, Johnnie. All you have to do is marry a woman who'll abuse you like this."

"Eh? Oh, I doubt it was her husband…"

"Do you? Little innocent. I don't doubt it a minute. Things like that happen right here near Dublin every day. I could tell you stories about what husbands and fathers do to women in this country—"

"You do tell me those stories, Derval. Constantly." John twisted his limp hair around one finger. "But I hardly believe that a father or husband did this to our Ailesh."

The girl, who had observed this interchange with unhappy incomprehension, heard her name mentioned. She shifted in her corner and made a small animal noise. John glanced at her, let the lines of irritation fade from his face, and gave Ailesh a slight, sweet smile.

Derval looked beleaguered. "Do you have a better explanation?"

John folded his hands and let his heels kick him right and left on the high drafting stool. The spitcurl he had worried into being hung over his right eye. "I just think she's crazy," he said, as though disposing of a complex intellectual puzzle once and for all.

Derval sighed, giving him up in despair. Dust-ridden sunlight filled the silence. The next person to speak was Ailesh.

"She asks us why she's here," translated Derval carefully. "She wants to know if we're going to help her revenge Ard na Bhfuinseoge: the Hill of the Ash Trees."

John flinched at ugly suggestion of violence. "Can you think of some way of explaining to her—some way that won't set her off again—that—"

"I told her we'd help her in any way we could," replied Derval simply.

"She didn't get in behind me," stated John. "I'm not blind."

Derval eyed the positions of the high chair and the door suspiciously. "No, but you're a demon for concentration when you're working, Johnnie. I'm not sure you'd notice a cliff falling on you."

"She didn't get in," he repeated stolidly. "She couldn't have, without moving the top of the tracing, which was over the board like this—see?" Effortfully, John Thornburn recreated the situation of his morning's work. "And though I admit I might not have heard an elephant trumpeting over Furey…"

"You were listening to the pipes, then?"

"Yes. You'll be glad to know I played the record all morning, though I still don't understand the appeal any more than…"

Derval strolled over to where the stereo sat on brick-supported shelves. She turned it on and lowered the needle to the record. "You should use a record cleaner," she commented, and then started backward as the floor-shaking immensity of sound broke out. Her hand groped for the volume control. "Jesus and Joseph!" she said.

John squirmed. "Well, I was alone, you know. Not trying to carry on a conversation over the noise." His eye was caught by the sight of Ailesh, in her white swaddling, scurrying around the corner and into the kitchen. "She's looking for the piper," he remarked, and then returned his attention to the work at his hand.

"I was just doing spirals," John explained to Derval, and as he spoke he suited the action to the word. "Simple spirals in a line—two cycles in, two cycles out. Nothing that required real concentration."

"Not for you, my dear," admitted Derval, with a sly grin. "So then, how'd she get in?"

"The bathroom window. I said that before." John set his dimpled jaw and stared at the paper before him. His hand, as though self-propelled, drew the pencil over the same interwoven circles as before. Such was his mastery of this obscure craft that no smudging or thickening of the line was evident.

"It's painted shut," Derval stated, not for the first time. She was left staring at the top of his flaxen head.

She had known John Thornburn for two and a half years. Her first exaggerated respect for the man's talent had pushed her toward an intimacy—an intimacy to which John had vaguely acquiesced. He had come to Ireland upon her prodding.

And now here he was, living in dirt and teaching the odd course or two. No social life to speak of, except when she took him places. Derval bullied him mercilessly. She herself knew it. She did so because he was so spineless, and because… because he was who he was, with the unstudied, unteachable gift of design he had, and did nothing but dawdle and doodle along. If Derval had that flaming talent, she told herself. Instead of merely a flaming temper. With her own decent intelligence and hard work she had made a name for herself, and enough money to keep herself and Tinker in comfort. John… he ate moldy bread, unnoticing. She blinked miserably at the head of limp pale hair. Born to be a frigging bachelor, every inch of him.

Maybe what bothered her most about John was this. What he was doing now. Doodling and mumbling as though he were in another world, when someone (Ailesh? Herself? Derval wasn't sure) needed him here.

Gone away, gone away… Derval could hear the hunt horn blow the signal in her head. Fine rider though she was, she could never follow where Johnnie went, when he went away from her.

The sad air on the stereo echoed her mood. She stepped into the bathroom, to make sure her eyes had not deceived her. No. The window was sealed shut with layers of carelessly applied, dirty paint. Ailesh, like the ghost of Banquo in her white sheet, wandered in with her and then back through the front room, her small face wrinkled with puzzlement. Derval sighed and followed. She leaned against the wall. Perhaps she should take the girl to the Home for Battered Women. Not on horseback, of course, but in the Mini Minor. John was no one to help….

The air ended. John put down his pencil but his eyes were fixed on his work. The bathroom door faded behind a roseate, electric cross of light. On its surface, as if picked out in neon tubing, the thousand spirals danced like living things. Ailesh lifted her hand toward it and cried out, "Dia Linn!" Derval gasped and put her hands to her face.

In ten seconds it had faded and gone.

"What was that?" asked John mildly, still sitting on his stool by the front door. "I saw pink again. Like with the girl."

Derval nodded, openmouthed. "So there was. A cross of red light. And space on the other side, Johnnie. With hills like those just above Greystones Harbor, and slopes like those that run between there and here."

Derval turned to him again and fixed him with a glance. And in the middle of his wonderment he had time to wish his abilities were different or differently trained, that he could paint that vibrant dark face, with one brow down and one brow flying and mouth both mocking and warm. He remembered why he had followed her like a puppy from Newfoundland. "But it was… I saw a hill of oak trees, love. Black with oak trees, and the slope was black as well. There was no grass to be seen." John's vague face went peaked with confusion. "A mirage?"

Derval restrained a cutting retort. "It wasn't a mirage."

At that moment they heard the sound of iron ripped from concrete. The ornate black balustrade went clanking down the sidewalk, accompanied by dancing hoofbeats.

 

"Here. Put this in your head," said John, shoving the tumbler of milk over the enamel-topped table. Then he rested his chin on his fist and regarded Ailesh's efforts to use a fork on the length of cold sausage. He had a suspicion she'd do better with a knife. He was afraid to give her a knife, so he merely watched.

His resentment of Derval had grown until it was a pall that covered him and weighed him down. That was why he had to support his head in such a manner. When he had invited (invited? No. Merely not resisted strongly enough) Derval's involvement in this puzzle, he had been only undecided. Now he felt wholly stuck. He had promised—or as good as promised—the woman he'd not call the gardai, but she'd offered no other solution. Did she expect him to adopt this crazy girl?

John was afraid of crazy people. Always had been, even of old Otto who was safe enough that Dad took him out on the fishing boat. Crazy people caused John's stomach to butterfly and the hair on the back of his neck to rise. Maybe because he knew he was a bit weird himself.

Ailesh had grabbed the handle of the fork in the palm of her hand. The long sausage dangled down on either side and she was maneuvering one end of it into her mouth, spaghetti-style. She had given up trying to talk to John Thornburn.

Odd. John's stomach was free of butterflies at the moment. His hair, too, lay with its normal limp disinterest. He guessed he had simply filled up with being nervous about the girl. Or perhaps he was simply too pissed at Derval, who had flung herself out the door in pursuit of Tinker.

How like her.

In the beginning John had been terribly impressed with the Irishwoman with the Ph.D., who had never seemed to know a moment's indecision. For months her presence had served to quell the constant floating uncertainty that was John's mode of thought. It was her idea he should come to teach design at the Trinity Extension, and only through her influence had the school invited him.

She swept all before her.

The Valium should have given him some clue that she wasn't as solid as she seemed, John now reflected. But he was more than willing to have decisions made for him, and terribly flattered to be wanted so much by anyone, let alone a lovely young professor. But since he had landed in Ireland, there seemed to be less and less to be said between them. John couldn't with the best will in the world pretend to her interest in Celtic history, politics, or language. Art was his field and his fate, and it might as well be Zimbabwean as Irish for all he cared.

Among the males who clustered around Derval—a generally hairy-chested lot cut from the heroic mold—he was a poodle amid the wolfhounds. He saw Dr. O'Keane less and less, to the point where he was not sure whether she'd yet taken another lover. (It was not like John to ask.)

John had a suspicion—just a suspicion, for no one had been so cruel as to tell him—that he wasn't very good in bed.

Ailesh had finished the sausage. Her rosebud mouth was glistening with grease, as though she were wearing lipstick. The sunlight reflected from her lips and bounced through the ell of the front room to the kitchen window. It shone so in John's eyes he wondered if he were getting a migraine. That would be the crowning shame: to get a migraine and become nauseated and aphasiac just when he had to make some decision about this intruder.

He would not get a headache! He clenched his fists in his lap and hardened his jaw, letting a cleansing rage fill him. He would not let Derval return (was she going to return?) and find him helpless in a dark room.

Little Ailesh looked at his motionless stern face with some trepidation.

The rage felt rather good, really. John felt he now had the power to do something about Ailesh, even before Derval's return. He could get her on a bus to Dublin, perhaps, and let the conductor worry from thereon. Or better, he could take her on a long walk and then hop a bus home himself, abandoning her.

He could call the gardai.

He glanced fiercely over at the object of these strategies to see the small female for whom his sweatshirt was far too big (how unusual) sitting receptively across the table, her hands folded and a look of worry, almost of fear of him, in her eyes.

John winced. He would do none of these unfortunate things to Ailesh, of course. Poor crazy girl. But it was something for him to have felt in himself that he could. He patted her hand. She looked up and smiled gratefully. Her skin was soft to the touch, soft and full of feminine power. The reassurance was brotherly and mutual. Embarrassed, John removed his hand.

She was very small. "You're the scud of the lot, eh?" he said (meaning the runt of the litter). "Well, no matter. So'm I." It was easy to say such things to a girl who couldn't understand a word of it.

John felt much better. He didn't think he was getting a migraine after all.


Chapter Three

 

There is no human situation so miserable that it cannot be made worse by the presence of a policeman.

—Brendan Behan

 

Derval's brain had been working so fast she felt it wasn't connected to her. In the time it had taken to trot Tinker back to the stable, finagle someone into cooling him down for her, cancel her student conferences on McCaffrey's phone, and tootle the Morris Mini back to John's house, she had both understood what had happened that afternoon and realized the implications to herself, the visitor, and the entire world. "I am the instrument of God," she whispered to the rearview mirror. "Or is 'Goddess' more politically correct? Or 'Gods' in their plurality?" She liked the sound of that last phrase, "'Gods' in their plurality." It seemed less serious, somehow, and Derval was not sure she believed in any sort of God. Since the mirror had slipped out of adjustment, she was made aware once more that excitement made her nose look longer. She grimaced at her image.

She found John seated with Ailesh at the kitchen table. He looked oddly pleased with himself. Derval took a deep breath. "Johnnie," she announced, making an all-inclusive gesture with her key ring. "This thing is more dangerous than the MX missile!"

John Thornburn blinked vapidly at her. "The Morris, eh? It is tiny, but then so are most of the cars around here. If you get hit by a Volvo, though—"

"You know what I mean," snapped the dark woman, and she skidded a third chair over to the table. "The dimensional warp."

John furrowed not just his brow but his entire face. "Dimensional… you mean the pink mirage? I'd forgotten about that."

Derval sagged. "You… you forgot? A woman comes screaming into your house from another world and you just…"

"I certainly haven't forgotten the screaming woman. I've been feeding her, you see, and teaching her to use a paper napkin. But the pink mirage-thing—"

"It was not a mirage. It was real!"

"Mirages are real," John continued reasonably. "They're just from somewhere else. A trick of light."

Derval rose to her full height. He had something there. It might even be relevant, but she was in no mood to give him credit for it. "That girl," she stated, pointing at mystified Ailesh, "is not a trick of light. And she came through the phenomenon out of somewhere to here."

"Don't be silly," John said with some asperity. "She came through the bathroom window."

"The bathroom window is painted shut!" shrieked Derval. "Painted, mildewed, molded, and cobwebbed shut!" In an excess of passion she dragged John's chair across the kitchen and the dining ell to the hall before the bathroom door. She tipped the outraged householder over the threshold and closed the door on him.

Ailesh watched the scene with friendly interest, for all the activities of these semidivine beings were probably deeply significant. As soon as the effort-flushed Derval returned to the table, she asked her all about it.

John came back five minutes later in a brown study. "The bathroom window can't be opened," he said, and he sat down on the edge of the table. "I tried with all my strength."

"So what are we to do?" asked Derval triumphantly. As it was she who uttered the question, it must have been rhetorical, for Derval always knew what she was to do. John gave her a wary glance, wondering what improbable, impractical, and completely unshakable resolve she had hit upon.

"I don't think that's up to us at all," he murmured, continuing, "If this thing is as big as you say it is…" The trite fatuity of his phrase hit him, silencing him as no scorn of Derval's might have done. "I mean, if the girl honestly came here through time—"

"If she…!" Derval rose from her seat and her blue eyes were the centers of a face flushed to the color of a lit match. Her hands went to her breast and then extended outward. "Johnnie boy, I am perishing—absolutely perishing—for another, alternate conclusion. If you can give me one, you will have my undying gratitude and I can go back to my tedious graduate students a sane woman." Derval caught the response murmured under John's breath but decided to ignore it.

"A hoax," he answered her aloud. "Not the hoax you first thought of, with me pulling it off, but a hoax just the same. Someone at the college, or in one of my own classes, with… with lasers and… and hypnosis, possibly."

He stared at the dusty floorboards as he spoke, so he wouldn't have to look at Derval when she answered—as he knew she would. "Someone willing to bite a young woman all over her privates in an effort to make the crack good? Not to mention somebody willing to get bit. Do you think they used a local anesthetic before ripping her up, or would that numb the mouth too much for subsequent bites?"

John didn't fight the ruination of his idea. He couldn't raise his head. His vision swam with motes of dust gone brilliant, and he blinked and swallowed with difficulty. He felt floaty. That was a very bad sign. All the suspicious symptoms of the past hour returned to visit him again. "Whatever, Derval," he whispered, and was glad to find that he still had control of his voice. "Either hoax or dimen… dementedal… time warp, our response must be the same."

"And that's?"

"Call the gardai." Now, having said what he had to, John relaxed into a miserable passivity, watching the dust motes increase, spread, and occlude the left half of his vision. It was all very predictable.

Derval gave a half-strangled wail. "For Christ's sake, man, why not call the Pentagon directly?"

John opened his mouth. No sound came out. Derval continued, "Don't you know that's the first thing our beloved taiseach will do? Give the benefit of the discovery away to the Yanks, like the faithful dog he is. Not quite for free, of course. He'll expect benefits. Bigger immigration quotas probably."

This statement was bizarre enough to rouse John from his impinging private catastrophe. "What in hell do the Yanks want with all this?" he asked, and although he was reassured to find his words still echoed his thoughts, the effort of making sense leaked tears from his eyes.

"What do the… ? Ah, Johnnie, you're a blessed innocent!

"And not only the secret of the dimensional warp will disappear in Washington, to be pulled, hewed, and twisted into military usefulness—are you listening, Johnnie? But you yourself, having been the one to discover it, will be whisked away without a trace."

"M'not an American," he grunted, squeezing his now useless eyes shut. He tried to rise.

"Will that matter?" barked Derval. "Will Ottawa object to her big bully neighbor squeezing one small, very poor expatriate Canadian, without living family? Will Ottawa even know?"

OEBPS/images/9780575125452.jpg
%EWAY
THE AWARD-WINNING AUTHOR OF

TEA WITH THE BLACK DRAGON

R.A MACAVOY





OEBPS/images/GatewayLogo.jpg
%EWAY





