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  To R.Young, a great teller of tales




  CHAPTER ONE




  PRESENT DAY CHINA




  It was his height that first caught Bríd’s eye.




  He rose from his seat, scanned the emerging crowd and banged his head on the soffit above. Dr John Sheldon, the too-tall Alaskan Indian. Here, in this small Ürümchi airport, poised as it was on the edge of China, he was still too tall. But for all his height, the dusty western clothes and shaggy hair, he could still be taken for Chinese.




  Bríd was surprised at his shaggy hair. It gave him a certain wild look. When she last saw him his hair was bristle length, a feature that only emphasized the severity of his expression and darkness of his eyes. The severity was still present and that, combined with something she couldn’t quite name, still had the ability to touch a nerve deep inside her. A nerve she thought deadened by the past months. Could she do this? What choice had she, really?




  Just as Bríd was about to move forward, she saw a stocky Chinese man approach Dr Sheldon, and coming closer, she could hear the man’s inquiry, but understood nothing of its content. Her sometime professor stiffened and frowned. ‘I’m not Chinese,’ he said.




  Bríd bit her lip and pulled back slightly. She didn’t want him to know she had seen the encounter, something she knew would not count in her favor. It was important she get off on the right foot with Dr Sheldon. Her PhD career depended on a good report from this dig. She steeled herself, moved forward and offered her hand.




  ‘Hello, Dr Sheldon. I’m Bríd Ní Laoghaire. I’m Paul’s replacement.’




  John Sheldon looked at her with a puzzled frown. ‘Bridget?’




  Bríd reached up to tug a long braid and met only short curls. Another reminder of who she was. Or wasn’t. Should she go back to Bridget? She couldn’t put back the hair she’d cut. Last year, returning to the Irish form of her name seemed the right thing to do. Now, with her hair freshly shorn, she wasn’t so sure. ‘Bríd Ní Laoghaire is the Irish form,’ she told him. She pronounced ‘Bríd’ slowly and carefully, emphasizing the ‘eee’ sound of the ‘i’.




  John Sheldon looked her up and down and shook his head.




  ‘Oh. But it’s you all the same.’ He leaned over picked up her bags and started off for the door, making his way through the milling people.




  At a loss, Bríd followed him. He had that ability to confuse her when she’d taken his class a few years before. It was a class she’d taken reluctantly, to fill a requirement. She’d heard much about John Sheldon, the tall, stern Alaskan Indian. Mysterious and deep, her friends had told her, a statement that only made her laugh. She’d no interest in any “noble savage” act and sat in his first class full of misgivings as John Sheldon issued the course instructions with a stiff formality and minimal words. Bored, she twiddled her braid and consulted the calendar on her phone, counting off the days she would have to spend in his class as she waited for the “noble savage” act to begin.




  Then, just as she wrote the number twelve on the pad in front of her in flourishing circular motions, he’d begun a tale. His resonant voice penetrated her count and she lifted her head and focused. John Sheldon transformed while his voice enveloped her and his dark eyes mesmerized hers. His hands and arms shaped the story, while his voice painted the words of his tale. She entered the tale, became part of it and never wanted it to finish.




  But it was outside his tales, when he talked and lectured to the class about the theories and histories, that he confused her most. Her own love of the story, the myth and its underlying meaning, had escaped into her enthusiastic response to his tale. But he’d met her enthusiasm with suspicion and something just short of distaste. So she had curbed her tongue and with it, her enthusiasm for him and his gift to see inside the soul of the tale. Until, just every so often, she would catch a look, directed, she thought, at her, which unsettled her so, she could only blush to the roots of her very red hair.




  Bríd stared at him now as they approached the battered SUV parked just outside the airport. In the raking light of the blistering mid-day sun his face looked drawn and tired. Beyond that she had no sense of his thoughts. As before, he was an enigma.




  Once on the road, she settled back into the seat and gazed out the window. She soon realized speaking was out of the question. It wasn’t Dr Sheldon’s taciturn company, but the engine noise and the jolts from the rugged landscape. Besides, she felt tired after the endless journey.




  Outside, the vast dusty landscape seemed to match her mood. They were just north of the Täklimakan desert where a few millennia of climate changes had dried up its river beds, depleted its vegetation, and redefined its inhabitants. Until recently, the ancient silk route that had threaded its way from the Mediterranean to China was the only thing that had broken the isolation of its tribal communities.




  It was the stark isolation that struck Bríd now. The harsh, bleaching light seemed to lay bare every contour of the rocky terrain, apart from the distorted haze of distant mountains. Such a landscape frightened her at the same time it held a deep rooted attraction that reflected her own emotional state. Desiccated. She looked down at her right wrist and traced the circles of the recent tattoo and felt soothed.




  Dr. Sheldon glanced over at her and instinctively she pulled her sleeve over the tattoo and looked away, but not before she saw the glint in his eye. Was he judging her?




  ‘You’ve had time to read the background material?’ he asked, his voice neutral.




  She nodded and tried to calm the anxiety that arose in her. She’d read the material many times in the last few days, panicked at this last-minute chance to salvage something of her career prospects. She’d been so grateful she hadn’t given herself time to consider that she might not be able to meet Dr Sheldon’s high expectations. But now, the enormity of her decision awakened the huge doubts she had managed to suppress during her hasty departure from Ireland. What kind of daftness made her think that as a third-year doctoral student researching ancient Irish migration patterns she could work on dig in China with a professor obsessed with old Tlingit myths?




  Bríd gave Dr Sheldon what she hoped was a confident smile. ‘I’m as well briefed as I can be without actually having been to the site. Is everything here going okay? Well apart from me, that is.’ She felt herself redden as she tried to explain. ‘Having to fill in for Paul, I mean. I know you valued Paul’s abilities and that he would be difficult to replace, but I’ll do my best.’ Difficult to replace was the best she could manage in lieu of saying she was sorry she wasn’t Navajo like Paul and she was sorry she didn’t have Paul’s vast array of knowledge of native mythological structure.




  ‘I hear you sing?’ Dr Sheldon said.




  Startled by his question, she cast him another glance. There was a slight curve to one side of his mouth. Did she detect a smirk? ‘Yes. Well, I did,’ she answered. ‘But not the kind of thing you might be thinking of.’ What use was singing on a dig anyway?




  ‘I hear you sing well, that you’ve won awards.’




  ‘They would be Irish awards. For Irish singing.’ Where was this going? As usual he had managed to put her off balance.




  ‘Well, Paul can’t sing worth a damn.’ A smile spread across his face, a rarity that transformed his whole demeanor and defused any indignation she might have felt.




  It was later, after a few more mundane conversations, that Bríd could bring herself to ask him any more questions about the work ahead.




  ‘The campsite is all set up and a small group of locals have done some of the preliminary digging,’ Dr Sheldon replied when she asked about it. ‘There are few enough of the rest of the staff, but with all the complications from the Chinese government, it’s just as well.’




  ‘What sort of problems?’ Though if all the stories she had heard were true, she would be surprised if there weren’t problems. But still, she felt a flutter of anxiety. ‘Is it anything you can’t overcome?’




  ‘No. Well, I hope not. We do have two Chinese apparatchiks observing us officially, to ensure we comply with their guidelines. Their real purpose is ensure that anything we discover is dealt with in an appropriate manner.’ Dr Sheldon raised an eyebrow that left Bríd in no doubt that “an appropriate manner” would not necessarily mean furthering the cause of knowledge.




  ‘It’s because the area is very politically sensitive. There’s been unrest and resistance to Chinese rule and this site, in an area close to the Silk Road, anything we unearth would be of interest to the Chinese. They have a very strong view about their unique place in history.’




  Bríd searched her patchy knowledge of Chinese history. ‘They want to maintain the belief that their culture and inventions developed independently of the western world?’




  Dr Sheldon nodded. ‘Something like that. I suppose it gives them their strong sense of cohesion in a vast country. But an outlook like that does get in the way of research. Thankfully, they don’t have too much of a problem with my interest in locating the origins of a group of ancient people who left the area and went to Alaska.’




  Bríd laughed. ‘An early Chinese export. I would think they would be pleased with that view.’




  ‘Well, to a degree. The period I’m talking about is before the time of the Chinese we think of today.’




  Bríd groaned inwardly. Already she’d waved her ignorance at him like a big red rag.




  ‘Sorry, it was a feeble joke, anyway.’




  ‘Don’t worry. You’re not alone in that mistake. But we have Dr Chou’s expertise to help any kind of problems like that. He joined us a few days ago. We owe a lot to him for getting clearance for the dig, as well as his earlier thoughts about locating possible sites for exploring my theories.’




  Dr Sheldon’s theories. Jesus tonight. He actually believed that his Alaskan clan’s origins were so far west on this continent they were practically on the doorstep of the Kazakhs in Eastern Europe and other newly emerging mounted peoples. If it had been anyone else when she’d first heard his theories, she’d have laughed and told them it was great craic. But Sheldon was serious.




  Forget the ancient land bridge. Forget the ten, twenty, thirty thousand years of migrations that Native Americans and scholars argued over, John Sheldon believed that his particular clan came late, driven by drought, migrated across the continent, then took to boats and made its way to the Alaskan region. Hilarious. And the only reason she got this place on the dig. Who in their right mind would want to work with such a fool? Besides Paul, of course. Except there was something about him, something underlying that made you want to believe it might be true, just because he wanted it to be true.




  ‘How does Dr Chou view your chances of uncovering some evidence for your theories, Dr Sheldon?’




  There was a moment of silence. ‘You should call me John, I suppose.’ He glanced at her and she felt herself redden. Was that doubt in his voice? She wasn’t certain she could call him John, anyway.




  ‘As for Dr Chou, he’s fairly hopeful. Some years ago, he found artefacts with possible cultural links and Paul’s reading of the mythological and physical landscape, he thinks, is promising.’




  He cocked his head slightly at Bríd. ‘But that’s in the material I sent you.’




  ‘I just wondered if there was anything else he might have said recently, since he arrived.’




  John grunted. ‘Since his arrival most of our conversation seems to have been directed off into tangents. Usually by his new assistant, some fresh-faced Chinese guy who studied at Berkeley named Jin Wang. But Bob Kirby says he’s good, so I guess he’s all right.’




  Bríd cringed slightly at the mention of Dr Kirby’s name. Yes, he was smooth and sophisticated, and at every department or university event his Nordic good looks charmed everyone while John Sheldon hugged the wall and looked strangled in his suit and tie. Despite all that, she’d thought Dr Kirby still looked more like the bottom-pinching, arm stroker she’d heard about and had resolved to keep under his radar, lest she end up under him instead.




  By the time they arrived at the field site, Bríd was exhausted. Conversation had long ceased and all she wanted to do was to crawl into bed. But it was not to be. As soon as she stepped out of the SUV she could see several people approaching. She recognized Dr Kirby’s shock of white hair and impeccable tan under his immaculate shorts and shirt. Looking at him, she could see the clear resemblance to his uncle, the world famous archaeologist of the fifties. Behind him was his shadow, Scott Gordon. The others she didn’t know.




  Dr Kirby draped an arm around her, drawing her closer to the group. ‘Ah, Bridget, you’ve finally arrived. Come and meet some of the group.’ He fixed his deep blue eyes on her as she fought the urge to pull away. ‘Bríd,’ said John quietly from behind. ‘Her name is Bríd.’




  An annoyed look crossed Dr Kirby’s face for a brief moment, only to be replaced by smile of great charm. ‘Of course. And you must call me Bob.’ He gave a slight nod then gestured to the others grouped around him. Bob Kirby had never matched his uncle’s fame, but you wouldn’t know it now, the way he behaved like a celebrity everyone wanted to be with.




  ‘Scott Gordon you probably already know. Next to him is Miffy Langdon.’




  A shapely blonde woman smiled, but her eyes had narrowed slightly. ‘It’s Millicent really, but everyone calls me Miffy.’ Her voice had a slight edge.




  Bríd forced her own smile and greeted Miffy before turning to Scott.




  ‘How are you, Scott?’




  She’d expected Scott would be on the dig since he was Bob’s assistant. How else would Bob manage if he didn’t have Scott’s meticulous eye for detail and dogged energy to do his work? And though she’d never met Miffy, she could only assume she was Bob’s latest in a long line of protégés. Would Miffy have any field skills at all, or would they lie in other directions? Against Miffy maybe she wouldn’t come up too short.




  After a few muffled words from a red-faced Scott, Bob stepped aside and allowed Bríd full view of the two men behind him.




  ‘Let me introduce you to our Chinese colleagues, Dr Yiban Chou and his assistant, Dr Jin Wang.’




  The two Chinese men acknowledged the introductions with a polite nod. Dr Chou, the shorter of the two, ran a hand nervously through his narrowly cut grey hair, while his younger assistant, Dr Wang, extended a lanky hand.




  ‘Call me Jin,’ he said and then laughed. ‘You must be very tired. And we just keep you standing.’




  His laughter was warm and easy and his eyes met her in a friendly twinkle. Suddenly Bríd was conscious of her unkempt hair and rumpled clothes. She noted his tall, slim frame, the stylish cut of his black hair that a lock of it had defied and fallen into his dark eyes. He was not at all like any Chinese colleague she could imagine.




  Behind her John shifted. ‘Right. I guess you can meet the others later. In the meantime, Miffy can show you your tent. You’re sharing with her.’




  Bríd turned back to the SUV to get her gear out of the back, but John beat her to it. He motioned her towards Miffy and she reluctantly made to follow the retreating figure to the row of tents erected to one side of the clearing. On the other side were two small trailers and a larger open tent with a stand and bowls and a gnarled tree that provided some shade from the retreating sun.




  As she neared the row of tents, she halted suddenly to avoid colliding with a stocky Chinese man. ‘Sorry, sorry,’ Bríd said. ‘I didn’t see you.’




  The man stood in front of her, neither particularly tall nor imposing, but his posture, like his eyes, was intractable. ‘My apologies, Miss O’Leary. I should have made my presence known sooner. I am Lu, Xiang Lu.’ He gave her a brief nod.




  ‘Oh, no bother, Mr Lu.’ She made an effort to make the reply calm to conceal how much he startled her. She returned his nod then hurried after Miffy, keenly aware of John close behind her. Why had he said nothing to that man?




  As if he heard her thoughts, John came up behind her, just beside the tents, and spoke in a low voice. ‘That’s one of those government apparatchiks I mentioned.’




  Bríd nodded even more unnerved by the man now. Of course he would have been briefed about her arrival. Probably Bob or John had told him. She hoped so.




  She entered the tent and John followed behind her to deposit her things. He gave Miffy a brief nod and Bríd a ‘see you in the morning,’ before leaving in a manner that seemed almost like beating a hasty retreat.




  Bríd glanced around the tent. Miffy sat on her cluttered camp bed in a haze of designer perfume. Her shirt buttons strained under the press of her breasts. Around her, clothes poured out of designer suitcases and cosmetics, shoes, towels and other paraphernalia were scattered on every available surface, obscuring any signs of a second camp bed. Bríd felt the urge to follow in John’s wake.




  ‘You’ll find the camp bed somewhere over there.’ She gestured vaguely to the other side and gave Bríd a dark look. ‘This tent is much too small for even one person. I don’t know how they expect me to share it. I wasn’t supposed to.’




  ‘I don’t need too much space,’ said Bríd.




  Bríd tried to hide her annoyance. After all, she had to share this space with Miffy for several weeks. She gritted her teeth and picked up a few towels and shirts and located the metal frame camp bed that was to be hers.




  ‘Blankets?’ she asked. John had said it was cold at night and already she could feel the chill descend.




  Miffy gave her a petulant look. ‘I don’t have any to spare. You’ll have to ask John. Bob and I both feel the cold, but John, being an Alaskan, well I guess ice runs through his veins.’ Miffy laughed.




  Bríd gave a feeble smile. She didn’t feel like tracking down John again. In the morning she would be more able to deal with this. Now, she just wanted to crawl in bed and sleep.




  Miffy frowned at her and sighed dramatically. She grabbed a small blanket from her bed and handed it to Bríd. ‘Oh, here. I suppose we won’t miss it just this one night.’ She gave a light giggle. ‘If Bob and I get cold I’m sure we can come up with a way to keep warm.’




  Bríd had no doubt about the truth of her statement as Miffy rose and left the tent for the night.




  

  CHAPTER TWO




  ‘I’ll show you the lab and the office later,’ John said. ‘First, we’ll get started on making a grid of the chamber at this end. Then we can tackle the remaining layer covering the chamber. It’s some kind of mat, so we need to be careful removing the dirt that’s on it.’




  Silently, he handed her a few tools and string. She took the equipment and began her work, trying hard to quell her butterflies. John watched her closely as she marked off the grids with his assistance. He corrected one of her grid calculations at one point, but said nothing. When she’d finished, she selected some tools from the box, knelt beside the grave site and began to remove the layers of dirt with a small brush. John looked up from his tablet where he’d been entering the data and went over to squat squat beside her.




  ‘Relax,’ he said. ‘No need to be so cautious.’ He handed her a much larger brush. ‘We don’t want to be here until Christmas.’




  She nodded, conscious of his strong, callused fingers. The place where she had her tattoo tingled, but she put it down to nerves. She’d felt awkward and nervous around him since she arrived. Not that he had been harsh, or unduly critical of her, it was that he’d watched her so closely, scrutinized her every action as she worked.




  She scanned the grave. It was about ten meters or so square. A little ways off, the local workers had piled the half-meter of earth that had covered it originally. The area around it was flat and nondescript, no outstanding natural markers of stone, or anything else that would indicate it was significant. But it was significant, something in her told her it was. It had nothing to do with Dr Chou’s careful gathering of indicators and local information, or John’s tireless pursuit of any tiny lead. No, there was something here in the air she felt only Gran would understand.




  She looked at the other staff working, to see if she could detect in them any suggestion that they felt it too. In one corner Scott squatted with a tape measure and a tablet, deep in discussion with Dr Chou and some local workers, a camera hanging from his shoulder. He was animated and excited, yes, but it was nothing more than that. The others were in the lab trailer, she guessed. She stole a glance at John. He was explaining the use of the different brushes. She could sense nothing else there, either. She sighed. Nerves, just plain nerves.




  She set down to work and tried to focus working with the correct brush while John worked beside her in silence. Slowly, the two brushed away the layers of earth covering the large grave chamber. She could feel the sun beating through the canvas hat that covered her head, raising prickles of heat on her hair and dripping sweat from her brow. The bandana around her throat she’d dampened earlier had long since dried and her tongue was thick against her teeth. She looked up and saw that Scott and the others were heading off to the mess tent.




  John stood up. ‘We’ll take a break now.’




  He removed his bush hat and wiped his brow, moving to the side the long tongue of black hair that lay plastered there. ‘I’ll show you the office.’ Without further word, he made his way over to one of the trailers. She rose and hurried after him.




  Bríd greeted the coolness inside the office with a shiver. Outside she could hear the generator’s loud hum. An area air conditioner stood to one side of the desk at the far end of the room. At the desk Jin sat working on a laptop. He stood when John and Bríd entered.




  John frowned. ‘Is there any problem?’




  ‘No, no,’ said Jin. ‘Not at all. I was just checking on some data.’ He looked at Bríd. ‘How are you finding it, Bríd? The heat is a killer, isn’t it? Especially after coming from Ireland.’




  ‘Have you been to Ireland?’ Bríd asked.




  ‘No, I went to Stanford University, but later I lived in San Francisco and Seattle, and they aren’t all that different, I think. I hope you don’t start wishing you had never left the lush lands of your home.’




  ‘Ah, no. It’ll be grand. I’m sure I’ll get used to it.’




  John handed her a bottle of water. ‘Make sure you drink plenty of fluids when you’re here.’




  Though his tone was neutral, she thought she could detect an edge to it. She felt her anxiety rise again, conscious of John’s tension.




  John looked over at Jin. ‘Is there any data I can help you with? Something that you need to clarify?’




  ‘No, it’s okay. I got what I needed.’




  Jin shut the laptop and moved over to the door. ‘I’ll see you later at the mess tent, Bríd.’ He opened the door and left.




  John walked over to the laptop, opened it up and scanned the files. After a few moments he looked up at her and frowned.




  ‘Is anything wrong?’ she asked.




  ‘What?’ He looked puzzled for a moment. ‘No. Nothing’s wrong. We don’t have the internet here and we can only use satellite phones, so we have to go to Ürümchi periodically, to send off our reports. So I like to be sure the files on here remain uncorrupted in any way.’




  It was later, after he had showed her the computer files recording the dig, the various reference resources and the few hardcopy texts at the other end of the trailer, that John no longer seemed distracted. She knew this only because, once again, she felt his intensive scrutiny, even as she left the trailer and went to wash up. She sluiced her hands and face and she could feel him watching her. As her awareness increased, so did her uncertainty over her feelings about the watchfulness.




  All her disturbing thoughts vanished when she arrived at the crowded space of the mess tent. It was noisy in a friendly way and Bríd felt herself ease after a moment. She happily navigated the three folding tables and four benches carrying her plate of bread, some cheese and some fruit and bottle of water from the food table. She was surprised to see Jin slide over and gesture to her to come and sit beside him, opposite Bob and Miffy.




  Jin looked at her sparse plate as she took the place indicated. ‘I hope you aren’t too put off by the basic menu here. We all pitch in and do our turns at the food. The schedule is in the office.’




  ‘Oh, I’m sure it’ll be fine. I’m just not that hungry now,’ said Bríd.




  Bob turned from his conversation with Miffy and looked over at her. ‘Ah, but you must keep up your strength. We don’t want you to lose any of those perfect curves.’




  Bríd shifted under Bob’s sweeping gaze, conscious of Miffy’s tense posture beside him.




  ‘It wouldn’t hurt her to lose a few pounds,’ Miffy said plaintively. She played with the bits of bread on her plate. ‘Though with this stale bit of brick that is supposed to pass for bread, it should be easy for you.’




  ‘It’s the air,’ said Scott from the other table. ‘If you could remember to wrap up the bread and then put it in the cooler, it wouldn’t be so stale.’




  ‘My expertise is not in food management, Scott. Just because I’m a woman, you can’t expect me to do these domestic things.’




  ‘It’s hard on all of us to be expected to share kitchen duties,’ said Bob. ‘Have a little patience, Scott.’ Miffy gave Bob a bright smile.




  ‘All I was saying, that with a little care… ’ Scott’s voice trailed off.




  John entered the tent and glanced around the tables. He patted Scott on the back and took a seat between him and Dr Chou, opposite Mr Lu and Mr Chang.




  Bríd stared at her plate and wondered at Scott’s forbearance. She thanked the gods again that Miffy spent her nights in Bob’s tent. What did John make of the two of them, though? Surely, he could hear them in the tent he shared with Scott next door. She stole a glance, but he was engaged in quiet conversation with Dr Chou and she couldn’t read his expression.




  ‘I hope you don’t mind doing your turn at the food, but if you like, I can switch with you and you can do my turn at the dish washing instead,’ said Jin in a low voice. He gave her a warm smile and she relaxed.




  ‘No, no. I don’t mind cooking. Really. I always used to help my gran in the kitchen,’ said Bríd. She reddened at what she knew was a bold faced lie, but she didn’t want him to think she was anything like Miffy.




  ‘That would be in Ireland, I suppose,’ Jin said. ‘How is it an Irish girl ended up at the University of Pennsylvania?’




  Though she was used to this question by now, it still touched a nerve that she tried to suppress. ‘My mother moved to Philadelphia when I was fifteen and I went with her. But I went back to Ireland in the summers, to be with Gran.’ She had missed Ireland so much in those in-between months. Summer was what she had lived for.




  ‘And your father? Is he still in Ireland?’




  His tone was sympathetic so she allowed herself only a moment’s anger at her father and made herself answer. ‘I don’t know where my father is. He left home when I was young. He’s a musician.’




  ‘A musician. How interesting,’ said Jin. ‘And would you have any interest in music?’




  Bríd smiled, and answered without thinking. ‘Yes, yes I do. Music is a great part of my life.’ Then the memories flooded in and she frowned. ‘Well it was.’




  ‘Was? It’s not anymore?’




  ‘No,’ Bríd answered with quiet force. ‘No. That’s part of my past. Now I have to think of my studies and move forward with that.’ That answer, however incomplete, was the best she could manage, even for someone as sympathetic as Jin.




  Later, as Bríd relaxed under the shade of the gnarled tree waiting for dinner, Jin came over and sat beside her.




  ‘Your hair is as flame-colored as those mountains over there,’ he said and then grinned. ‘And I bet your skin would match them, too, given half a chance in this sun.’




  She laughed. It felt strange to do it, it had been so long, but it felt good.




  ‘You should laugh more,’ said Jin. He gave her a long look. ‘It makes your eyes lighter in color.’




  Bríd laughed again. ‘You’ll have me red in skin now without any sun, if you keep saying things like that.’




  ‘Not at all,’ said Jin. ‘I’m sure you’ve had your share of compliments.’




  ‘Not the way they tripped off your tongue just now. Where did you learn English—it’s so good.’




  ‘I’ve spent a lot of time in the States. First at college, and then working for a few companies and then giving lectures and appearing on panels.’




  She was impressed. ‘Were you working with Dr Kirby then?’




  ‘No, no. I only just met Dr Kirby and Dr Sheldon.’




  ‘Oh, are you a colleague of Dr Chou’s?’




  ‘I knew Dr Chou. But I am a scientist. A geneticist by training.’




  ‘A geneticist? And you’re here?’




  ‘There are all types of expertise that are required at field sites. My expertise has been used many times now.’




  ‘Of course. Sorry,’ said Bríd. ‘You see, except for a few days on an Irish dig, this is my first real field experience. Hopefully, it won’t be my last.’




  ‘Don’t worry. I’m sure your knowledge of the whole project exceeds mine,’ said Jin. As if to prove the point, he began to quiz her about the work and her knowledge of John’s theories. She answered his questions readily enough, surprised at her own level of expertise. She shared her knowledge with a growing confidence, and in the end she found she was grateful to him. It was only when he asked about her opinion of Bob and John that she grew more guarded.




  ‘As I understand, Bob has many connections worldwide. That makes him quite an asset when trying to raise money and support for any kind of archaeological enterprise. I’m sure John is appreciative of his abilities.’




  ‘But John’s theories. What do you think of them?’




  Bríd looked down at her hands, searching for the right words. ‘He has a deep belief in them, I think. And his determination to prove them is very strong.’




  ‘But what do you think?’




  ‘I hope that the dig will give him the answers he needs,’ Bríd said finally. She wondered if it would give her any answers. If she could find a sense of peace, she would be happy with that.




  That night, as she sat on her cot alone in the tent, the thought of Jin raised a smile. He was so easy to be with. He didn’t assess her all the time, like she felt John did. And he was certainly easier company than Miffy and Bob. Miffy filled the space of their tent with more than just her belongings and heavy perfume.




  Bríd began to remove her gear from her backpack and placed them in the little crate at the foot of her camp bed. As she pulled out her pair of jeans, something fell to the ground with a ringing clatter. It was her tin whistle. Now what would that be doing in her backpack? She stared at the whistle. She would never have brought it. Not ever. That was over. Finished. She picked up the whistle and stuffed it back in the backpack, and as she did so her hand came across something hard between two shirts. Carefully, she pulled it out. It was a handsomely carved wooden box, small enough to hold in the palm of her hand. Her grandmother’s treasured possession. No. It couldn’t be. Tears filled her eyes. Hastily she stuffed the box back into the backpack and shoved it as far down to the bottom as she possibly could.





  CHAPTER THREE




  Bríd heard the raised voices as she approached the small trailer that functioned as the office. She paused, not knowing whether to knock or to go away.




  ‘That is my final word, Dr Sheldon,’ said a voice she recognized as Xiang Lu’s.




  ‘I don’t think it’s reasonable to halt work at such a critical stage,’ said John, his anger barely suppressed. ‘We really don’t know what’s inside the chamber, so how can you be sure we need permission to enter it?’




  ‘I am sorry our procedures seem arbitrary, but I assure you, they are not.’




  ‘Well, until I see something written, I won’t halt the work mid-stream,’ said John. ‘I have no option but to proceed as scheduled.’




  ‘That is not a wise choice,’ said Mr Lu. The tone was unmistakably menacing. ‘I count on you to think it over carefully. Good day to you, Dr Sheldon.’




  Bríd ducked to the side of the trailer just as Mr Lu came striding down the few steps and across to his tent. What was going on? Would the dig be canceled? How would John handle that, and moreover what would she do? She’d only been here a few days and already she found much that caught her imagination. Besides, the thought of returning to her mother’s house in Philadelphia was more than she could bear. And Ireland was out of the question, even though her research, her things—including her harp—were still there. The research could be sent. And though her heart wailed at the thought of losing her harp, she knew she couldn’t go back, not now, maybe not ever.




  It would be best, for now, to go on as though nothing was changed. But she would leave the reference sources for later. She changed direction and made her way towards the wash stand over by the kitchen. When she was finished, she pulled a comb from her pocket. In some ways she was glad she no longer had the thick, long braid that used to hang to her waist. Here it would only get in the way and make her feel even hotter than she was.




  Bríd went over to the familiar spot on the rock to relax under the gnarled tree, taking advantage of its precious bit of shade until the meal was ready. Maybe Jin would join her and she could pass the time with him. Her turn at kitchen duty didn’t come for a few days yet and she was in no rush for it. Despite all of Gran’s coaching and coaxing, her bread was hard as a rock and her brack tasted more like the metal charms they contained. It was music that had brought her alive.




  She studied her fingers. The blunt nails so good for the harp, whistle and fiddle were now dry and cracked from the arid environment. She flexed them slowly, easing out some of the stiffness. Would they be so agile now if she played? What if she had lost that nimbleness that carried her across the strings and air holes? Suddenly, she needed to know if it was still there. That flying. Was she able for it? Would she try to play the whistle Nellie had slipped into her backpack when she’d hurriedly gathered her things together to flee the house, flee Ireland? Who else but Nellie, Gran’s longtime friend, would have been so bold to pack the two items bound to upset her most? But now it seemed more of a challenge than anything distressful. What harm would it do if she played—it wasn’t really playing, there was no audience to see her fail.




  Before she could change her mind, Bríd went to her tent and retrieved the whistle. She settled on the rock again and put the whistle to her lips. With only a moment’s pause, she launched into the first bit of music that came to her head, tentatively picking out the notes at first, careful of the tune, careful of its pitch. It was only a ditty one, a bitteen tune she’d learned for her first fleadh ceol when she was six. But it settled in her heart, swelled it too full and then pushed itself into her throat, cutting off her breath. She stopped.




  ‘Go on.’




  Bríd whirled around and saw John standing near her. She swallowed her tears and narrowed her eyes in suspicion. ‘Ah, no. I don’t think I can play more. It’s been too long.’ She would not give him the satisfaction of watching her fail.




  ‘Keep going with that same tune you were playing before.’




  Bríd gave him a doubtful look. His tone seemed sincere, but she wasn’t sure. ‘No, no. It was far from good, even though it was a simple tune.’




  ‘What might seem simple at first can be riddled with subtle complexities. So often we’re confused into thinking the ornate is the better, the preferred way.’




  Bríd sifted his words through her mind, working hard to discern just exactly what he meant by them. Then she smiled, a hesitant affair quickly ended. ‘Yes,’ she said quietly. ‘You can do so much with a simple tune. It can allow you room for growth, to go forward, expand upon it, decorate it and then bring it back to its original beauty.’




  ‘Exactly,’ said John. ‘But maybe you need to try with the simple and see where it goes.’




  She looked at him carefully, wondering again at his words, her whistle still poised in her hands. With an intake of breath, she tentatively brought the whistle up to her lips again and began anew. This time the tune came out strong and lively, as it was meant to be played. This time she felt only the tune, its simple melody catching hold of her, whizzing through her mind as she played a little with its possibilities, things she never would have dared at the fleadh ceol. The judges would have frowned her off the stage.




  Bríd finished the tune. ‘Sin é,’ she said. She’d done it. She’d played something. Bríd looked up at John and felt a wave of gratitude.




  ‘Was that the name of the tune, sin é?’ asked John.




  Bríd laughed. It came out rough and raw and it surprised her. ‘No, that wasn’t the name. That was Irish for “that’s it,” meaning it’s finished, done.’ She didn’t mention the other meaning she had given it. ‘The tune is The Kesh. It’s a standard tune played often at fleadh ceols.’




  ‘Fleadh ceols?’




  ‘Ah, sorry now. They’re music competitions for all different instruments and ages held regionally and then nationally to promote Irish music.’




  John looked thoughtful. ‘Really? That’s amazing. And you’ve competed in them?’




  ‘Mmm.’ She’d lived and breathed them until she was twelve. ‘Camping in soggy fields with soggy tents, praying the harp would hold its tuning and the fiddle wouldn’t break a string. It’s a wonder we all didn’t get pneumonia. Though one year Ciarán got such a bad cold I’d thought his dripping nose would clog his flute.’ She stopped short before that thought, her mind closed down, and the liveliness that had seized her a moment before died.




  John stood patiently before her, waiting for her to continue, his own face alive with interest. She looked down at her feet and willed away the tears.




  ‘I find it impressive that you Irish are so dedicated to preserving your culture. I knew there were Irish pubs and societies in Philadelphia and that music was a big part of it, but I wasn’t aware that there was such a structured, embedded approach in place. I only wish the Tlingits could boast of such an extensive program to keep the culture alive.’




  ‘I’d say there are a few more Irish out there than Tlingits,’ Bríd said with a wan smile.




  ‘True. But that doesn’t mean to say their efforts shouldn’t be praised.’ He gave her a studied look. ‘Would you play another tune?’




  Bríd looked down at the whistle, gauging herself. With a determined grip, she pulled the whistle to her mouth and dashed out the beginning of a short set of hornpipes. The bouncy tune took hold of her in a few seconds, lifting her up and setting her on course for its follow up. John’s foot began to tap and she let that push her on, keeping the drive, the rhythm and the joy of it that ran down her fingers and into her bones. Yeeees. She finished on a flourish.




  ‘You have good breath control,’ said John.




  She looked up at him, puzzled. ‘You play?’




  He hesitated a moment before answering. ‘Well, I play flute. Not all that well.’




  She wiped the fipple quickly and offered the whistle to him. ‘Have a go.’




  John looked down at the offered whistle then over at her, a dark, assessing expression filling his face. After a few moments it cleared and he took the whistle.




  ‘It’s in the key of D,’ Bríd said.




  John nodded and put the whistle to his mouth. After a few runs up and down he settled into a slow tune with a haunting melody that ran eerily through her. It was simple, it didn’t have a huge range, put it was persistent, it got under your skin and drew you inside, into that part of you that was not connected to this world, but the next. When he finished Bríd found she was disappointed. Disappointed because she wanted him to continue, to keep her in that other world a world that was not Gort na Carrig, was not Philadelphia.




  ‘Go halainn,’ she whispered. ‘That was beautiful. What was it?’




  ‘It’s something I learned from my uncle.’




  It was the first time she had ever heard him mention anything about his personal life. ‘Your uncle?’ she asked tentatively. ‘Was that in Alaska?’ How stupid of her, of course it was in Alaska. But for some reason she wanted to know more about him and she didn’t know how to ask him, what to ask him.




  ‘Yes, my uncle in Alaska.’




  ‘He plays the flute, too?’




  ‘Yes, a bit. He was trying to get me to see the world differently.’




  She nodded as if it was clear to her. He had quizzed her carefully about her own home despite the pain it raised, yet there was something that prevented her from pressing him too much about his own background.




  She caught sight of Lu making his way over to the mess tent and remembered the argument earlier. Well, she certainly wasn’t going to ask John about the status of the dig now. He would know that she’d overheard something and she was certain he’d wish she hadn’t. He had no need to worry, she would keep his secret, if not for his sake, but for her own. She would rather not discuss the meaning of the conversation with anyone else, even Jin, because she’d long ago learned in any academic department it was best to remain as much as possible outside of all the various petty rivalries that run rampant in academia and wrecked many a career. But though she might not want to admit it to herself, she found she did want to protect John from any needless questioning or doubts from the others.




  In the kitchen tent, Bríd found most of the team members already seated around the table, busily eating a simple meal Scott had prepared. Bríd could tell it was Scott by the carefully sliced carrots and precisely squared potatoes in the stew. She filled her plate and then chose an empty spot next to Jin. In the past few days she had found Jin selecting the seat next to her at meals, so she decided to return the compliment this time. His shirtsleeves, carefully rolled back, revealed strong, sinewy arms. He greeted her warmly.




  She glanced over at Bob, who still looked fresh and unruffled after a day’s work. He was smiling as Miffy talked about her house in the Hamptons. John, who’d followed her in, took a seat next to Bob, his own crumpled shirt and dirt-stained shorts looking only slightly neater than the bandanna tied carelessly around his head. He bent his head to Bob and spoke in low tones, obviously updating him about the discussion with Lu.




  Bob turned his full attention to John. ‘I don’t understand. I thought we’d cleared all the hurdles before we got here. In fact I’m sure of it. What reason did he give?’




  ‘Something to the effect that this now promises to be a culturally significant discovery and requires special permission to proceed,’ said John, his voice low.




  Bob glanced over at Chang, seated at the other end of the next table, beside a local Chinese worker and his eyes narrowed slightly. Where was Lu, anyway? She’d seen him earlier heading to the tent. Bob rose and made his way over to squeeze next to Chang’s wide frame. He spoke in Chinese, his voice low and firm.
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