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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.







I


MAN WITH THE SPANISH EYES


The Back Doors of the World are three bays in southwestern Ireland, all contained within the span of a little less than fifty miles.


These are Dingle Bay which extends from Dunmore Head (once the most westward place in the world, still the most westward place in the Old World) to Bray Head; which lies between the Connor Hills and the Iuerach Mountains; which is fed by the River Maine; and whose towns are Dingle, Anascaul, and Castlemaine. The waters of Dingle Bay are gray and silver.


And Kenmare Bay which extends from Bolus Head to Dursey Head; which lies between the Iuerach Mountains and the Cloonee Hills; which is fed by the Kenmare River; and whose towns are Dromare Castle and Kenmare. The waters of Kenmare Bay are blue and white.


And Bantry Bay which extends from Dursey Head to Three Castle Head; which lies between the land of the Cloonee Hills and that of the Skibbereens; which is fed by no river at all but only by three streams; and whose towns are Castletown, Glengarriff, and Bantry. The waters of Bantry Bay are green and gold.


These Bays were the Back Doors of the World when this region was truly the Back of the Whole World. When the ledgends of the Far Land were made, this was the Far Land. The Bays were the Back Doors of the World again and again in later times when they held illicit commerce with outlaw lands: with the rampant Scandinavias when the Viking commerce was a going thing, with Iberia when it was still Arab, with the African hump in a context that is nearly forgotten. And the Bays were the Back Doors again during the Slave Centuries of Ireland when these bays gave some contact with the free or partially free regions of the world.


America was discovered, early and often, from each of these three bays. Hy-Brasil was discovered from them, and China, and St. Brandon’s Land.


The southernmost of the three, Bantry Bay or Spanish Bay, was in no way distinguished. Its westernmost point fell nine miles short of ever being the Westernmost Point of the World. Its hills were more tangled than those of the other bays, its upland farms were more rocky, its channels were more treacherous and less navigable. The potatoes and oats were poorer in the hills around Bantry, the cattle were runtier, the horses were smaller and less noble (though it was said that they were more intelligent, which cannot be proved).


But the fishing was better in Bantry, and its fish-men and boat-men were better than in any of the other bays, better than anywhere else in the world. And of the superb Bantry boat-men there was one who stood supreme.


This best fish-man and boat-man in the world was on Bantry Bay now, and his home was on the Castletown part of the bay. His name was Dana Coscuin. He was fishing now, but not for fish. He was fishing by handing himself down a weighted line and prowling old wrecks. What things he brought up, he hid in the trout; for Dana always caught his boat-load of trout first. Due to its treacherous channels, there were many more wrecks in Bantry Bay than in the other bays.


Dana was worried this morning, for a thing had slid past him. He could track on water as another man with dogs could track on land. He could sense and analyze the wake of anything that passed, and he always knew what boats and ships were in the bay. But one had slipped passed him as if he had been morning-dreaming, and this had not happened before. It had come in as if veiled, it had created its own morning mist, it had gone by Dana, and it was somewhere at anchor in an inner cove.


There had to be something special about this veiled ship. When a ship is invisible, even for a brief time, to the best of all sea-eyes, then there are more things than one strange about that ship. “At least it will not go without my knowing it,” Dana said. “I will be on it when it goes, but will I want to be on it?”


Dana, whose name may mean ‘The Bold,’ or ‘The Dane’ (perhaps it is another form of the name ‘Donncha,’ someone had once suggested; “No, it isn’t,” Dana had insisted), was a ruddy and tow-headed, stocky and swift young man. He was greeneyed and grinning. He had this grin always: often it was friendly, and less often it was frightening. He was nearer to twenty than to twenty-five years old, but there is no way to come closer to it than that. He came up the weighted line now, and into his boat again. Then he saw, or he felt, a man on shore. And the shore was a mile away. The man had not moved down the shore or up the shore. He was simply there, and he hadn’t been there a short time before.


And there was another man coming behind Dana, crouching very low on a small boat that was nearly awash. He seemed to walk on water, this man. But Dana’s grin was deep and friendly for the stealthy man behind. This was Mikey Moloney of the Bay who often tried to slip up on the sharp-sensing Dana.


“Hullo, Mikey,” Dana laughed without turning. “Other things are slipping up on me this morning, but Mikey Moloney will never slip up on me. He can barely slip up on the fish and hook them into his boat before they see him, and only the old and deaf fish can he do this to. Where is the strange boat in the bay, Mikey?”


“There are no strange boats to a man’s eyes, only to a boy’s, Dana,” Mikey said. “Only one ship has come in this morning, while you nodded like a noddy. It’s a Scandinavian ship such as you have seen dozens of. It’s in Black Thief Cove now, but it will move to Castletown quite soon.”


“And who is the strange man on shore, Mikey?”


“That I don’t know, Dana. I had him in and out of my eyes but I lost him when he was coming over the hills. I don’t know how he got to the hills from the ship, if he came on the ship. If he’s a strange man, well, he has come to a strange land. Dana, there is a black blight that has come on everything.”


Anyone watching these two men from a little distance would have thought that they were both standing at their ease on the water, so low did their small boats ride.


“Not the blight on me, Mikey,” Dana maintained. “I possess a sovereign against all black blights.”


“How much better it was in the old days,” Mikey Moloney was saying (and Dana was weighing the mile-away man on shore with his eyes and mind), “when the iron-workers and artifactors, the gnomes and the pookas, lived under the hills and worked there. Those iron-workers, those Industrialists, were not counted as people then, and yet they were on proper terms with people. They brought up their iron artifacts from their underground dens and they traded them to the people for ducks’ eggs and whiskey and fish and mussels and oats. That is the way it should be. They came up to traffic only on cloudy days. I believe that they were forbidden to see the sun.


“But now they often work on the surface of the land, and they eat up the green land itself. Moreover, they pass themselves off as people, and sometimes they are accepted. Did you know that, Dana?”


“I know that, Mikey. At one end of my last voyage, I met an iron-master who had one hundred boys and men working for him. Mikey, he looked so much like a human that I felt myself inclined to accept him as one.”


“Ah, you laugh at me with your eyes and your mouth, Dana. But I tell you that it was better when many of the things and creatures remained under the ground. And beyond the Industrialists who should never have seen the light of day, there is another blight, Dana. The potatoes begin to fail everywhere.”


“They stink in the fields, Mikey,” Dana said, “but I never regarded the potato-eaters as much better than underground folk. If they eat what is ashamed to see the sun then they invite all sorts of blights. When the sea begins to fail, then I will worry.


“Mikey, I must go and talk to that man on shore. I do not know what he is, but he has come quite a few hundred miles just to talk to me.”


“Are you sure that he has even heard of you? He may have other errands, Dana.”


“He may have, but I am his main errand. I’m a poor man, though. I haven’t anything to give anybody except my eyes and my hands and a few things in my head and my trunk. He will have to know that I am not to be bought, and hardly to be hired.”


“Go to him, Dana,” Mikey said, “and I’ll back you up in any trouble, going in water-low behind you, and me quite a man myself.”


“I don’t need anyone to back me up,” Dana grinned, “but follow me if you want to, out of friendship and curiosity.”


At that distance it was not possible to see the man well but Dana knew that he was not a familiar of the Bay. Dana knew the lines and the stance of every man in the whole Bays region and this man didn’t belong. But he hadn’t come from the ship either, not directly from it.


There was the illusion that Dana caught the man’s eye, but Dana could hardly be sure that the man had eye or even head at that distance. Then the man crooked a finger at Dana to come.


“I will not come to any man’s imperious crooked finger,” Dana swore. “Let him hail me with a full hand like an honest man if he wants me to come.”


The man turned away then, but it seemed as if he would wait. And Dana Coscuin also turned away and began to pull in his weighted line.


Dana stowed the line, stowed certain small things that he had brought up from the wrecks, put on his shirt and his shoes, looked once more at the shore (the man was still there and it was not far from Dana’s own Castletown shore), and turned to his oars.


He would row the mile to the shore without once looking around at it. And when he was very near it, he would hunch, heave, give a mighty lurch, and set his boat ashore on the only narrow strip where it was possible to beach it so.


(Ah, but the man there knew that this was the only narrow bit of shore around where a boat might be beached. Do not underestimate that man.)


Then Dana would leap out clear, making a full turn in the air as he came up from the rowing bench, land with both feet on the pebbly shore, and set the end of his great finger right against the man’s nose. Dana could do these things exactly and to the very inch.


And Dana did it all exactly, or within the very beggar’s inch of it. He did it, and quick fire stung the end of his finger. It was a Spanish man smoking a Spanish cigar, and Dana had jabbed his finger into the fire end of it. Well, he had come pretty close to blind-tagging the man on the nose, and yet that man had taken part of the play from him.


“There will be times, Dana, when for your very life you must come closer than that,” the Spanish man said. The man was a dandy in dandy shoes, but he was mocking Dana and he had won the right to. He was standing on that little gravelly strip between the muds, and there was no mud on his shoes and no prints showing the way he had come.


The man could not have come there by small boat. Dana, awake or asleep, knew every boat that was anywhere on Bantry Bay. He had even known of the veiled ship or boat: it was simply that he had not seen it for its morning mist. The man could only have come over the hills from Kenmare Bay, or have arrived that morning on the mystery ship or on the packet-boat to Castletown, and walked the mile from that shore to this place. But he couldn’t have done either without soiling his dandy shoes.


“All right, Spanish man, what is your name?” Dana asked easily. Dana had the poignant feeling that he knew this man. Dana had been to Spain twice, and had traded with Spanish men in the Bay, but this was no man he had met on those doings.


“I haven’t any name at the moment,” the man said. “Neither have you. It is said that you may win one for yourself later, if you are the man I believe you are. Go to Hendaye. That is all.”


The man turned away and seemed to have dismissed Dana.


“Turn back, man,” Dana said stoutly. “You do not go till I tell you to go. You are on my own untitled land and I will have words with you. What do you mean when you say ‘Go to Hendaye?’ ”


“Acaso, I have the wrong man,” the Spaniard pronounced sadly, but there was something of a tricky humor about his nose and his mouth. “I was told to find the young man with Bright Fate written all over him, one who could see a crooked finger at a mile and who could tag a notion on the nose at a like distance, a man who could apprehend a simple instruction at first ear, one who would not need to ask questions.” The Spanish man seemed very sad in his disappointment at Dana. “I say to you ‘Go to Hendaye,’ and you look at me as if there were more to be said. Clearly I have the wrong man, one unable to understand at first ear.”


“It may be that you do have the wrong man,” Dana granted. “I can be an unquestioning man also, but I will question you. By what authority do you tell me to go to Hendaye?”


“At least you do not ask where is Hendaye and how you should get there,” the Spanish man smiled. He smiled more with his nose than with his mouth.


“I know these things,” Dana told him. “It is the border town with the French landing and the smaller Spanish landing. But I do not know your authority.”


“And I will not tell you the authority,” the man said shortly. “You will go there because you have been chosen to enter the employ of a certain man. You would not recognize his name if I told you, and I will not tell you.”


“You recruit for him?”


“I, ah yes, I recruit for him.”


“But the wars are finished in Spain,” Dana said reasonably, “and the pay there was always indifferent and random. The Government has enough dogs for soldiers, and the Carlists also have enought worn-out dog-soldiers to lie on the high rocks and sun themselves in the recall of worn-out wars. There is nothing in that rocky country for me. We have rocks as high and as rough in Ireland.”


“Not nearly so high, not nearly so rough,” the man said. “But I did not tell you that you would go to Spain from Hendaye. I certainly did not tell you that you would go to the Carlist Mountains. You learned this without words, for it is true that that is where you will go first. So it may be that you are the right young man after all. There is a special rock in that Carlist country and that is where you will begin. It’s a harsh and glazed rock. I say this, Dana, and I am a partisan of it. There are many things wrong with it. It may be that it is fundamentally wrong, but at least it is fundamental. And you have not found any fundamental thing yet.”


“But I have,” Dana maintained. “I have the rock itself, as have many in Ireland, as have many even in Spain.”


“Go to Hendaye.”


“I will go first and sell my boat and my bothan to a man,” Dana said.


“No. Go empty-handed. Go now. Go to Hendaye.”


“One or, one gold piece, is always given to a recruit on the bargain.”


“To you three, Dana, and you have just received them.”


“I had four already in my sparan.”


“Now you have seven there. Could you not feel the added weight with your fine sensing? Enough of talk. Go to Hendaye.”


They hadn’t any full language in common. They spoke in mixed scraps of Spanish and Irish and English and French. Spanish men and Irish men had always been able to understand each other on Bantry Bay which was also called Spanish Bay. They had understood each other back when they spoke in scraps of Norman and Irish and Navarrone, back when they used Old Norse and Middle Irish and Dog Latin, back when they used Arabic and Gothic and Celtic, even back when they used Phoenecian and Milesian.


Dana didn’t look into his sparan, in his pouch. He knew that it now held three more gold pieces. He felt the added wight without question. He asked no more questions. He had, in fact, been waiting for someone to name him a destination. It was the year 1845 and the rot was in the Irish ground. Dana understood, as many still did not, that there would be no crops in Ireland that year or the next, and very little in the third year. It was the big hunger. It was the famine come again in the extreme form that had been foretold in the cycles, and he who was on the Bay Shore need not turn back either to the Land or to the Bay.


He realized also that Bantry Bay with its free ways was only the short tail of the island creature that was enslaved, that Ireland was more deeply enslaved than any country in the world had ever been, that there would be no alleviation at all from the slave masters, and that this blight would creep even over the Bays. It was the land that no good man could ever forget, and no free man could live in any longer.


Dana Coscuin went to Hendaye on the French-Spanish border. He began by turning his back on the Bay, leaving his boat there (“The boat and the trout and the things under the trout are yours, Mikey,” he called out), and heading into the Cloonee hills that are behind Castletown. He did not look back at the Spanish man. He suspected that the man was somehow gone now.


Dana was a little abashed that he had asked any questions at all. The man had spoken with the air of delegate authority. He had said that Dana should go to Hendaye. It would have been of much better effect if Dana had turned and gone there at once without words. And now he went there, with all proper directness.


Into the Cloonee Hills then for a while: from their not great height Dana could see the Ship. It was behind Bear Haven right off the Castletown Landing. The ship was named Skaebne, Dana saw, so it was a Norse ship. A ‘cat-built bark’ it would be called, and the ‘cat’ had a Norse meaning of the shape of the hull. There was no style at all to it. It is all legend that the Norse had ever had stylish ships. It was squarish and seaworthy, with three masts, and no hint of an engine or a funnel. “Three hundred nineteen tons burden, one hundred and three feet long, ten knots sail,” Dana guessed from his far-seeing eyes (but his guesses were no more than close), “and she will carry a master and nine men, and one passenger with gold for his fare, myself. She is going, though she does not know it yet, to Hendaye. And she will go just before tomorrow dawn.” And now it was barely today afternoon.


Dana climbed into the sheep hills, the goat hills, the brown-cow hills. He wound through the black-pig valleys and the red-pig thickets. He came over small stubble land inside stone fences where poor oats had just been cut with hand sickle. These oat fields were smaller, a visiting Scotchman had once said, than were the crockery bowls in which oat porridge was served in Scotland. Oh, the oat fields and the wheat fields were quite small. The berry thickets were small. Some of the meadows were so narrow that horned cows could not pass each other in one. Some of the brooks were so narrow that two brook trout could not pass: when two of them met, one must always back up till they came to a wider pool to pass. And some of the dogs that wrangled in these scraps and dells were so narrow and skinny that two fleas could not pass on one dog. It was a very small world.


The mountains here were rough enough and over-hanging enough to the eye, and they were very tall—unless the eye had something to compare them to. But here, here, this tall cliff was really no more than five man-heights tall, and none of them was really grand. They weren’t meant to be. This was a world in miniature, all the bays, and the splintered hills between the bays. But outside there was a larger world.


But the small country was all green, too green. The rain had been far too bountiful that year and the year before. The rot and the blight was brought on by this excessive moisture. And all above the green turf and fields was something like a low red mist: the red fungus, the companion of the blight, the parasite that hovered like thin bloody fog over the greenery and preyed on it.


“My information is that you are going to Spain of the Spanish,” Peter Gorman said. Peter Gorman was a sheep-man who came up behind Dana softly, but Peter could not have had any information of the subject of Dana’s going at all.


“I go to Hendaye,” Dana said, “and from there I do not know.”


“You will go to Spain, to the Carlist Hills,” Peter insisted. “There is one high mountain there, Dana, the highest in the world except Ararat, and it is only one cubit less high. At the time of the flood, there was one thing on this Carlist mountain that was not quite covered by the water. It was the powerful arm of a man extending up from the waves, and its hand held the Carlist flag. You can see them all there yet, the arm, the hand, the flag, all turned to stone. I have seen these things. I also was a hired soldier in Spain in my youth. There are wonderfully solid things there, Dana, but they do carry the petrifaction a little far. Look out for it. We are not meant to be like rocks absolutely.”


“It is the rumor that you will go to Pamplona of Spain and then to Paris of Spain,” Dennis Keene said a quarter of an hour and a mile further on. Dennis also had come up behind Dana Coscuin softly. An Irishman always delights in coming up behind another Irishman unseen and beginning a conversation in the middle.


“The rumor cannot be correct, Dennis,” Dana said. “Paris, and I did not know that I was going there, is of France and not of Spain.”


“Are you sure of that, Dana, are you quite sure of it?” Dennis asked with apprehension. “I have heard others say that it was in France, but my father always maintained that it was in Spain, and I will maintain it after him. You will know for sure, I suppose, when you get there. Why don’t you go to America and work for money and send back money for passage for all of us? Then we can all be gone from Ireland, this leprous angel whom we love.”


“I may go to America, Dennis, I don’t know. Bright Fate, I believe, has caught me by the scruff of the neck and picked me up. And Bright Fate is capable, for I’ve heard of her doing it again and again, of dropping me just as suddenly to be spitted on a mountain spire or drowned in the ocean. But I’ll not forget Ireland.”


“How could you forget her, Dana, and the smell of the rotting potatoes of Ireland filling the whole world wherever you go for remindance? There are people lying dead and unburied in Cork. And the famine, they say, has hardly started.”


Dennis Keene was a pig-man. He was likewise a fowler, a birdman. He netted and limed the birds from the largest to the smallest, and down to the very small birds that make sparrows look like eagles. Nowhere but in the West Bay Country of Ireland will they take birds that require fifty of them to the pound. And pluck and clean and roast them carefully—a hundred of them to make a meal. There are bugs in other countries larger than these smallest birds. But the birds were inexhaustible. On some days they would fill the valleys and the low air almost solid to the depth of a man. On some days they would fill the sky almost as solidly and cover the sun. One could always eat in the Bay Country if one was willing to eat small.


“The word has come to me, Dana, that you will go to Spain, and to France, and to the Eastern Marches,” the priest Croinin said a little later and a little further along as he came up behind Dana Coscuin in the brown-cow hills. “I have certain unholy visions about you in the circumstances, and I blame you partly for that. I see you dying a different death in each of the three places. What worries me is that in the first instance I see you dying dishonorably. Myself, I have died a number of deaths, and one of them must have been dishonorable or I would not be so dried out in my spirit now. One can live the dangerous life, the dedicated martyrdom, for a year, or ten, or thirty. Then a little of the danger and hardship is lifted and it is seen that it was only the difficulties that kept one going. One comes to question whether there was ever anything worthwhile except the grinding poverty and the living like a hunted animal. The juice has all gone out of me, except the final juice which we have as a promise. But you are young and virtuous, Dana, and full of the real springtime and summer juices. Now I talk to you sternly, young man: think twice before you die dishonorably in Spain.”


“If I have time for it, I will think twice before I die at all, and three times before I die dishonorably in Spain.”


The priest was very old and very much dried out in body and mind and spirit. The time was past, more than fifteen years past, when priests might be killed merely for being priests in Ireland. Now they were killed for other reasons; but this dried-out priest was no longer in any danger. He missed, he missed most bitterly, the daily danger of death. He had delighted in life because it had stood up as a challenge, and now there was nothing left to challenge his spent life. Besides, he had missed sanctity, and that was expected of very old priests in Ireland.


A last afternoon in the hills. There was the incredibly clear sunlight that made the colors of everything stand up and sing. There was black sky and rain twice, and then there was the incredibly clear sunlight again. Along about dark, and dark came very late at that season, Dana came to laughter and to the stone house of his only kindred, the lady Aileen Dinneen.


She was already at supper with her suitors, there were four of them this evening, and they gave Dana a howling welcome.


“Moladh, moladh,” Danny McGivern cheered, “Dana is the scapegoat elected to assume our sins and take them out of Holy Ireland to be drowned with him in the sea. You’ll be perfect in the role, Dana.”


Aileen was quickly setting a place for her cousin Dana at the long table.


“Dana will split his great wealth in five parts and give a fifth to each of us to have masses said for his soul,” Collin O’Connor sang his welcome. “And we’ll celebrate your soul with your own wealth, Dana, but not all of it upon masses.”


“Aye, leave us and go to the foreign lands, Dana,” James O’Nolan lilted, “and by your going you’ll raise the moral and mental level of old Ireland that you leave behind and of the foreign land that you enter. ‘Twill profit the entire world, Dana. The going out of the Irish is a wonderful thing.”


“Go out from the too close passion inside the lines, Dana,” Samuel Lively said, “and leave the field to the licit suitors. It was for fear of the too close love that one great hero went out of Iolcus and another out of Clonmel.”


“I have not said that I was going anywhere,” Dana said as he embraced Aileen. “Where should I go?”


“Oh, we know much about the Spanish man who brought you your instructions,” the suitor Danny McGivern said while they were all busy eating bay trout, “but there is a great argument about him. Now you must tell us exactly what he wore and what was his mien when you talked to him.”


There was no enmity and not much rivalry between the four suitors of Aileen who were eating in her stone house this evening. Because of the troubles, nobody married early in Ireland in those years. For the last several years, nobody seemed to marry at all. They merely talked about it. And such a lady as Aileen might have several suitors, none of them yet in a position to file his suit. This Danny McGivern was a hedge schoolteacher, an instructor of the young. But there was no money forthcoming for that.


“I don’t remember what he wore, Danny, and nobody else saw him, except Mikey Moloney from the distance,” Dana said. “But in Ireland of the crookie tongues there is no need to see a thing to talk about it. The Spanish man wore a cigar in his face, he wore dandy shoes on his feet, and he must have worn something in between. He was a man who smiled more with his nose than with his mouth. Hey, is that possible? I don’t know for a fact that he was a Spanish man. I don’t know how the report of him got to the conairt of you, unless an eel brought it, or a bay trout, or a bird.”


“Oh, there were many who saw the man talking to you, but they disagree on their testimony,” said the suitor Collin O’Connor. (Wait you here just a little bit; there was something a little bothersome about Collin’s way of talking, about the doings of his nose and his mouth.) “Is it not true, Dana, that he wore a proper suit, all black like that of an undertaker or a judge? And a topper on his head, and a Spanish scraggle moustache? That he carried a riding whip in his hand, though he was dismounted? Is it not true that he had a dark piercing eye and a forbidding scowl?”


“That sounds only a little like him, Collin,” Dana said. “You sound like him more.”


“But when he walked up the coast towards Bear Haven and Castletown, it is said that he changed with every step he took,” said the suitor named James O’Nolan. “It is said that his proper black suit changed into a sporty blue suit, that it changed gradually and mysteriously; that his black topper hat subsided into a billed cap; that his scraggle moustache burgeoned into a real basher; that his dark piercing eyes changed into a set of merry blue eyes. It is said—”


“Oh the crookie tongues of Ireland,” Dana said. “He didn’t at all walk up the coast towards Bear Island or Castletown. Whichever way he walked, he didn’t walk that way.”


“It is said that he changed still more as he walked,” said the suitor named Samuel Lively, “that he changed from the Spanish sort of man into an English sort of man, then into an Irish sort of boy, big and awkward and laughing. Now the remarkable thing about this, Dana, is that the man was watched all the way from where he was talking to you till he luffed into Castletown itself; he was in sight of someone every minute of that time. He had been a Spanish man when it began, but do you know who it was when it ended?”


“It was the same as when it began,” Dana said.


“No, it was not,” Danny McGivern set things straight. “It was none other than Lump-Robert Oates, the young son of Brandon Oates. I collared him myself when he shambled into Castletown. ‘Here, here, what are you doing turning into various sorts of men?’ I asked him pretty roughly, and I shook him. ‘There is something unblessed about a boy changing forms,’ I said. Then Lump-Robert told me how it was, and him so honest and witless of eye that I had to believe him. ‘I went to sleep beside a haycock that I know,’ Lump-Robert said to me. ‘I dreamed that I was turned into a Spanish man to take a message to Dana Coscuin, and that he was to give me a silver shilling for it. I did it. Then I came back and slept by the haycock again till I should turn into myself. And there you grabbed me, Mr. Daniel McGivern, and dragged me by the throat into Castletown here. And now I am myself again, but not entirely. And Dana Coscuin owes me a silver shilling.’ That’s what Lump-Robert told me, and it’s a mighty queer happening, Dana my boy, and I hoped you might clear it up since one end of the happening happened to you. And if you will give me the silver shilling I will convey it to the boy Lump-Robert Oates, since you are leaving the country.”


(The look that passed between the four of them, between the five of them including Aileen, the black fabricators, they!)


“Oh, Ireland of the legends,” Dana grinned. “Oh the long and crookie tongues of Ireland! Every legend in the world has had this same beginning and setting: there was the young lady of bright fame (her own talented tongue had given her most of her fame), and there were her four suitors who were too poor and unpropertied to sue. They gathered in the evenings and told lies, they being too poor to do other things. Out of such eggs came the legends. Remember, bright people, what tales you tell in this creagach house tonight will be told tomorrow night in the Babylon of four thousand years ago. But how is it that Collin O’Connor resembles the Spanish man?”


“Ah, it was Collin O’Connor who turned into the Spanish man for a joke; it was not Lump-Robert Oates at all,” Aileen said.


“No, it was not,” Dana rippled, his green eyes shining in the lamplight. “It is that Collin is a great mimic, but he had to have something to mimic. He met the Spanish man this day, and perhaps he conspired with him. And now I will miss you all, boys, and you Aileen of the Dinneen blood which flows through the left side of my own body. Have none of you suitless suitors brought us a little whisky tonight so that we can hold wake for me who am leaving Ireland, which is the same as leaving the land of the living?”


“I have a little left,” Aileen said (chafers in her voice, meadow birds in her lilty voice), “we will give you a wake, but it may not be so happy as many of them are. Can a man die, or emigrate, with a clean heart when he leaves things so unsettled behind him? And Samuel Lively here also has a half bottle which he hid in my north manure pile on his arriving. There is something going on between Samuel Lively and my north manure pile.” (Just one year ago, Samuel Lively had killed an English enforcer and hid his body in Aileen Dinneen’s north manure pile; the body was still there.) “Go get it, Samuel,” Aileen said now. “The whisky, not the body,” Dana said to his own appreciative self.


“And the Friday eels are near ready for eating,” Aileen sounded. Aileen was likely the most sparkling girl in the Cloonee Hills: stocky and swift and powerful like Dana, greener-eyed, fairer-haired, deeper-grinning; quite young and completely independent. She was roguish kindness itself, but an illicit passion for her would, in any case, have forced Dana to flee Bantry Bay, as other great heroes had fled Iolcus and Clonmel.


“There is nothing like lingering over the whisky and the eels when the sun is down,” Aileen said. Samuel Lively had brought the whisky in now, and the eels were cooked.


“Even in Heaven on a Friday night,” Aileen was talking, “what could the Saints find better to do than to drink the good whisky and eat the long eels and sit on the lap of Aileen Dinneen?”


Was Aileen faulting them for her own empty lap? In a manless Bay house, when a group is gathered after supper or at party, the favored man-guest will sit on the lap of the woman of the house. This is to reign over that house from ‘Queen’s lap’ or from ‘Widow’s lap.’ The other men will feel or pretend jealousy of the man who sits on the lady’s lap. But who was the favored guest here tonight?


Dana lingered with his peers in Aileen’s house for some hours. These four young men were the four best boat-men and hill-men in the world, after Dana Coscuin himself, but before all others. They all had the same glow on them under the lamplight. They all had the same sharp intelligence—“though it doesn’t show,” James O’Nolan said. “It isn’t our intelligent words, but Oh, it is our intelligent silences!” And Aileen was a young woman without equal anywhere, this on the word of all of them.


Brazil coffee. Oh, oh, Madeira wine. Who had brought the Madeira? Collin O’Connor had brought it. What was he doing with Spanish wine? What was he doing mimicking the Spanish man so uncannily to Dana? A Spanish man had had to ask one of the suitors concerning the habits and whereabouts of Dana Coscuin. And he had had to pay for the information, in Spanish wine, apparently. He had known what sort of man Collin O’Connor was before ever he came to Dana. He was one smart Spanish man. Brazil coffee, Spanish wine, Irish eels, and holy Irish whisky.


“Tell me who I will be working for,” Dana said to them, “you legend-makers, you crookie tongues, you black fabricators. Tell me who is the mysterious employer who sends my orders.” Dana seemed younger than the rest of them, and woozier. He was not usually such a one for the whisky as O’Nolan or Lively, certainly not such a one as Aileen. “Put your tongues together and make a story of it,” Dana said, “and I will make your story pass for truth till I know the truth.”


“Why, Dana, it is the Count, of course,” Aileen said. “It is always the Count, of the name too august to be spoken.”


“What Count, and of what country?” Dana asked.


“Oh, of none of England or Ireland,” Samuel Lively fabricated, “or of none that can be revealed. This is a very ancient and mysterious Count—”


“—so ancient that he dined with the Fathers at Trent,” Danny McGivern contributed.


“—and served three King Charleses in three different realms in three different centuries,” Collin O’Connor added.


“—and is the master puppet-master who manipulates the other puppet-masters,” the suitor James O’Nolan said.


“His name, I must have his name,” Dana insisted.


“His name, Dana, my love, my life, what name will we give him, this Count who is above kings?” Aileen asked. Her green eyes were now a green color that is found only underground. “He is the Master Spider who spreads the widest web across the world. He is the first intriguer of them all. And surely he is an Eastern King also.” Aileen had a curly smile for everyone, and a bosom of great depth. She had great affection for Dana, perhaps too great.


“His name, his name?” Dana still asked.


“The Count Kirol, for Kirol is an Eastern King,” Samuel Lively ventured.


“It is close, but not close enough,” said Collin O’Connor, the blackest fabricator of them all.


“Dana of my bosom, it is the Count Cyril that you serve,” Aileen said seriously. “There is ordered mystery in all this business, and you will spend your life in unraveling it and serving it. It is the Count Cyril. But never use that name carelessly. Nor at all, save at the hour of death.”


“Oh Ireland of the legends,” Dana grinned. “Oh the long and crookie tongues of Ireland. The five of you say it, so I suppose it is true. The Count Cyril, you say. I wonder, will I remember the name of your creation if I hear it again? Do I deserve so grand a master?”


“You do not, Dana,” James O’Nolan protested, “and you do not deserve so grand a mistress, you being of the forbidden degree, a cousin only and no suitor, and you reign from ‘Queen’s Lap.’ ”


Yes, Dana had been sitting, for the long hour, on the lap of Aileen: and, yes, the suitors were genuinely jealous.


“Now I must be gone,” Dana said suddenly. “I know the times exactly and it is time for me to start. The shipmaster will be striding the landing when I come.”


“Be you all gone to your homes,” Aileen said to the suitors. “I will go with Dana halfway, and a little more, to the landing.”


Aileen suddenly blew out the lamp. They all found their ways out of the door with considerable antic play, Aileen in the middle of it all, as she intended. Then the four suitors went to their homes: Samuel Lively who had killed an English enforcer and buried his body in Aileen’s north manure pile, Danny McGivern who instructed the young (and there is no money in that), Collin O’Connor and James O’Nolan who had done stranger things. These were the friends of Dana’s boyhood, and now he would go away and be a boy no more.


Aileen and Dana were on their way—


“We are all that we have of each other of the blood; a brief moon-madness now, and then we separate. God with you,” she said.


“God and Mary with you,” Dana told her. The flinty stars showed just midnight there on the crest above Black Thief Cove. And, after a brief moon-madness, they parted.


The one ship was at Castletown Landing, and the one shipmaster was walking on the land. He was a large fair man in the moonlight, and he lifted his head as if waiting Dana’s coming.


“I will have passage on your ship to Hendaye,” Dana Coscuin told the man.


“My ship goes to Santander of the Timbers and to Gijón of the Whales, both in Spain,” the man said, “but she does not go to Hendaye this voyage.” The man was clearly a Scandinavian, and he talked as though he were certain of his destination.


“Show me to my cabin,” Dana said. “However it happens, we will go to Hendaye.”


“You are able-bodied? You want to ship as a seaman?” the man asked.


“I am a gentleman with gold in my pocket. I will sail as a gentleman,” Dana said.


“We carry no gentlemen passengers, only seamen,” the Master told Dana. “And I will have none but fair-haired men on my ship. A black-haired man is a devil, a red-haired man is a misbegotten son of a devil. You are not Norse but you are fair. So is he. I need only one additional seaman. Fight for it if you wish.”


Yes, there was another man there, standing so still that Dana had thought him a stone. And yet, would Dana not know any stone of that size around Castletown Landing? For the size was considerable. This other man was as fair-haired as Dana, he was as young as Dana, and he stood head and shoulders taller. He was a gigantic Germanish sort of lout, slack-faced and blank-eyed. He had the biggest hands and feet that Dana had ever seen on a human man. Well, Dana Coscuin was the fastest man with fist or knife or knob-knocker in all the Three Bays region. He had never been whipped, and he had felled some real mountains of men: never men with hands and feet like this man, but very tall and very heavy men for all that.


Bright Fate said that Dana should go to Hendaye. Bright Fate said that he should go on from there to the higher country to find a fundamental rock that had so many things wrong with it. And Bright Fate had said that it was at this rock that all Dana’s adventures would begin. Bright Fate had erred: Dana’s adventures began right now. But Dana was not allowed to let this big hulk of a Germanish boy steal his place from him. He started forward to the encounter, and he stopped.


“Now just a minute, Dana,” something said to him. It was not Fate; it was his own canny brains. “This man is not the big Germanish fellow that he seemed at first. He is not even of the human sort. He is a genuine giant.”


“Well then,” Dana said back to his canny brains, “I am an Irish hero, and I remember that Irish heroes fought giants before. Fought them, yes, and even seemed to defeat them.”


Now here was the difficulty. No Irish hero, no hero of any sort had actually ever defeated a giant. There had been certain trickeries, certain events that spelled the downfall of giants. But the thing itself had never happened: they had not defeated a giant in combat. Well, maybe there would be certain trickeries, certain events again; and maybe Dana Coscuin would seem to defeat the giant. And, a very long maybe, that might be enough.


Dana moved in with the head-toss of a young bull. He swung like a woodchopper with a double-bitted axe: he caught the big fellow in the middle with a heavy series of shocking blows that did sound like a sharp axe biting solid oak. And Dana looped long high smashes at the big slack jaws and the glistening face of the giant, smashes now with the solid sharp sound of the axe into pinewood. For a human-sized man, Dana himself had tremendous fists. He struck again resoundingly, and he stepped back to let the giant fall.


And he did not fall. He bent a little at the knees; he bent a little at the middle. His slack face was ruddy in the moonlight from Dana’s blows. But he was not as blank-eyed as he had been (rather crafty-eyed now) and he did not bleed and he did not fall. He watched with near canniness whether Dana would go for something else but Dana was never the first one to kite a fight. Besides, the giant had a longer knife than Dana’s, and a longer pistol.


Dana moved in again, faster than before. He found his vision darkened and crimsoned by a giant bear-blow, but then he was inside the defences of the giant. He chopped with the sharp-edged fury that would have disemboweled a bear. He felt the giant’s hands and arms come down like two trees upon his shoulders, but the big tree itself was an open target between them.


Dana swung as though he were swinging a pole-axe or battle-axe. This was sturdy Dana Coscuin who could burst oat-sacks with his fists, who could lift a riding pony on his shoulders. He was the strongest fast man in the Bays area and he had three open, shattering, murderous, ox-felling fist-axe chops at the big open face. He made to step back to let the giant fall.


The giant did not fall this time either, and Dana did not exactly step back, not as he had intended. He stumbled and twisted with the weight and force of a tree-like arm on either shoulder. Then an exuberance seized the giant. He had Dana with his two huge hands, one at the nape of the neck, one at the crotch. And Dana was swung and thrown, thrown in the giant’s swing.


Dana flew through the tumbling air. He hit spread out like a crucified crow against a heavy mooring pile on the shore, and he heard the piling crack or groan from the shock. He hung there for a short instant from the force of the impact, and perhaps from the adhesion of his own gore. Then he fell on his face, half in the water, half on the stony ground.


“Aye, the giants have returned to Ireland,” Dana moaned with his mouth in the gravelly mud. All his bones were broken except the one small bone that Outlander giants do not know about.


“Mother of God, and I die here in my youth and my virtue,” Dana breathed.


“I hate it a little,” the Ship Master was saying some time later. “You are a fine boy, it seems, but he is a fine man, and I need only one of you. I leave you here. You’ll not drown here. The tide’ll not rise another inch. It’s high now, and we’ll shove almost at once. If you die of it, it’s but to be expected. But I do regret it.”


“Oh the Green Hills of Skibbereen!” Dana moaned where he lay. And, as they tell of many an Irish hero, he died and he stank upon the stones.


His death, however, was not a long one. The Ship Master came again, after a very little while. He came in a somewhat vexed mood and hauled Dana out of the steep flames of Purgatory and set him on his feet.


“The big bonde says that he’ll not go without you,” the Ship Master complained. “What am I do do? I need only one of you. Will you go without him?”


“No, I will not,” Dana said out of his bloodied mouth. “I’ll not leave Ireland unguarded to him here on the shore. Bright Fate now says that the two of us, the giant and I, will be together for a while. And Bright Fate says that we will rejoin several other times in blood-spilling places.”


“My ship is named Skaebne. She is not named Skinnende Skaebne,” the Ship Master said with some inconsequence. He was saying that his ship was named Fate, but not Bright Fate.


“Well, it would be the Shining Fate to have the both of you with me in a trouble, either on the ship or on the shore,” the Ship Master continued.


Dana Coscuin came on board the Skaebne with only one of his bones still unbroken, but that was the bone that can work the rapid regeneration of the whole person.




II


THOU CLOIG, THOU SCHED, THOU CRANE, THOU TALKING SKULL


There were nine men on the ship that heaved out of Bantry Bay on the tide-turn before dawn. The ship had been bringing whale oil and timber spars out of Norway to Spain, and had touched down in Ireland for water, for medlar fruit, for perry, and for pigs, and to bury a man who had died that past day. Really, the ship had touched down in Ireland to pick up Dana Coscuin.


Many northern ships took the Irish outer way to Spain, to avoid the scrutiny that English ships sometimes turned on goods bound for Spain. There was bad water between England and Spain even when there was no war. And the Back Doors of the World had never gone clear out of use.
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