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      Author’s Note

      Regarding places, people, and events. The author has learned that in any book dealing with the Irish, literary license and other liberties should not only be
         tolerated but expected.
      

      St. Patrick’s Cathedral in New York has been described with care and accuracy. However, as in any work of fiction, especially
         in one set in the future, dramatic liberties have been exercised in some instances.
      

      The New York police officers represented in this novel are not based on real people. The fictional hostage negotiator, Captain
         Bert Schroeder, is not meant to represent the present New York Police Department Hostage Negotiator, Frank Bolz. The only
         similarity shared is the title of Hostage Negotiator. Captain Bolz is an exceptionally competent officer whom the author has
         had the pleasure of meeting on three occasions, and Captain Bolz’s worldwide reputation as innovator of the New York Plan
         of hostage negotiating is well deserved. To the people of the city of New York, and especially to the people whose lives he’s
         been instrumental in saving, he is a true hero in every sense of the word.
      

      The Catholic clergy represented in this work are not based on actual persons. The Irish revolutionaries in this novel are
         based to some extent on a composite of real people, as are the politicians, intelligence people, and diplomats, though no
         individual character is meant to represent an actual man or woman.
      

      The purpose of this work was not to write a roman â clef or to represent in any way, favorably or unfavorably, persons living or dead.
      

      The story takes place not in the present or the past but in the future; the nature of the story, however, compels the author
         to use descriptive job titles and other factual designations that exist at this writing. Beyond these designations there is
         no identification meant or intended with the public figures who presently hold those descriptive job titles.
      

      Historical characters and references are for the most part factual except where there is an obvious blend of fact and fiction
         woven into the story line.
      

   
      
      BOOK ONE

      

      
      Northern Ireland

      
      
     Now that I’ve learned a great deal about Northern Ireland, there are things I can say about it: that it’s an unhealthy and
            morbid place, where people learn to die from the time that they’re children; where we’ve never been able to forget our history
            and our culture – which are only other forms of violence; where it’s so easy to deride things and people; where people are
            capable of much love, affection, human warmth and generosity. But, my God! How much we know how to hate!

      
      Every two or three hours, we resurrect the past, dust it off and throw it in someone’s face.

      
      Betty Williams,

      
      Northern Irish peace

      
      activist and winner of

      
      the Nobel Peace Prize

    

      
   
      
      CHAPTER ONE

      
      

      
      ‘The tea has got cold.’ Sheila Malone set down her cup and waited for the two young men who sat opposite her, clad in khaki
         underwear, to do the same.
      

      
      The younger man, Private Harding, cleared his throat. ‘We’d like to put on our uniforms.’

      
      Sheila Malone shook her head. ‘No need for that.’

      
      The other man, Sergeant Shelby, put down his cup. ‘Let’s get done with it.’ His voice was steady, but his hand shook and the
         color had drained from under his eyes. He made no move to rise.
      

      
      Sheila Malone said abruptly, ‘Why don’t we take a walk?’

      
      The sergeant stood. The other man, Harding, looked down at the table, staring at the scattered remains of the bridge game
         they’d all passed the morning with. He shook his head. ‘No.’
      

      
      Sergeant Shelby took the younger man’s arm and tried to grip it, but there was no strength in his hand. ‘Come on, now. We
         could use some air.’
      

      
      Sheila Malone nodded to two men by the fire. They rose and came up behind the British soldiers. One of them, Liam Coogan,
         said roughly, ‘Let’s go. We’ve not got all day.’
      

      
      Shelby looked at the men behind him. ‘Give the lad a second or two,’ he said, pulling at Harding’s arm. ‘Stand up,’ he ordered.
         ‘That’s the hardest part.’
      

      
      The young private rose slowly, then began to sink back into his chair, his body trembling.

      
      Coogan grasped him under the arms and propelled him toward the door. The other man, George Sullivan, opened the door and pushed
         him out.
      

      
      Everyone knew that speed was important now, that it had to be done quickly, before anyone’s courage failed. The sod was wet
         and cold under the prisoners’ feet, and a January wind shook water off the rowan trees. They passed the outdoor privy they
         had walked to every morning and every evening for two weeks and kept walking toward the ravine near the cottage.
      

      
      Sheila Malone reached under her sweater and drew a small revolver from her waistband. During the weeks she had spent with
         these men she had grown to like them, and out of common decency someone else should have been sent to do it. Bloody insensitive
         bastards.
      

      
      The two soldiers were at the edge of the ravine now, walking down into it.

      
      Coogan poked her roughly. ‘Now, damn you! Now!’

      
      She looked back toward the prisoners. ‘Stop!’

      
      The two men halted with their backs to their executioners. Sheila Malone hesitated, then raised the pistol with both hands.
         She knew she would hit only their backs from that range, but she couldn’t bring herself to move closer for a head shot. She
         took a deep breath and fired, shifted her aim, and fired again.
      

      
      Shelby and Harding lurched forward and hit the ground before the echo of the two reports died away. They thrashed on the ground,
         moaning.
      

      
      Coogan cursed. ‘Goddamn it!’ He ran into the ravine, pointed his pistol at the back of Shelby’s head, and fired. He looked
         at Harding, who was lying on his side. Frothy blood trickled from his mouth and his chest heaved. Coogan bent over, placed
         the pistol between Harding’s wide-open eyes, and fired again. He put his revolver in his pocket and looked up at the edge of the
         ravine. ‘Bloody stupid woman. Give a woman a job to do and …’
      

      
      Sheila Malone pointed her revolver down at him. Coogan stepped backward and tripped over Shelby’s body. He lay between the
         two corpses with his hands still held high. ‘No! Please. I didn’t mean anything by it. Don’t shoot!’
      

      
      Sheila lowered the pistol. ‘If you ever touch me again, or say anything to me again … I’ll blow your fucking head off!’

      
      Sullivan approached her cautiously. ‘It’s all right now. Come on, Sheila. We’ve got to get away from here.’

      
      ‘He can find his own bloody way back. I’ll not ride with him.’

      
      Sullivan turned and looked down at Coogan. ‘Head out through the wood, Liam. You’ll pick up a bus on the highway. See you
         in Belfast.’
      

      
      Sheila Malone and George Sullivan walked quickly to the car waiting off the lane and climbed in behind the driver, Rory Devane,
         and the courier, Tommy Fitzgerald. ‘Let’s go,’ said Sullivan.
      

      
      ‘Where’s Liam?’ asked Devane nervously.

      
      ‘Move out,’ said Sheila.

      
      The car pulled into the lane and headed south toward Belfast.

      
      Sheila drew from her pocket the two letters the soldiers had given her to mail to their families. If she were stopped at a
         roadblock and the Royal Ulster Constabulary found the letters … She opened the window and threw her pistol out, then let the
         letters sail into the wind.
      

      
      Sheila Malone jumped out of her bed. She could hear motors in the street and the sounds of boots against the cobbles. Residents
         of the block were shouting from windows, and trash-can lids were being beaten to sound the alarm. As she began pulling her
         slacks on under her nightdress her bedroom door crashed open, and two soldiers rushed in without a word. A shaft of light from the hall made her cover her eyes. The red-bereted paratroopers pushed her against the wall and ripped
         the slacks from around her legs. One of them raised her nightdress over her head, and then ran his hands over her body, searching
         for a weapon. She spun and swung her fists at him. ‘Get your filthy hands …’
      

      
      One of the soldiers punched her in the stomach, and she doubled over and lay on the floor, her nightdress gathered up around
         her breasts.
      

      
      The second soldier bent down, grabbed her long hair, and dragged her to her feet. He spoke for the first time. ‘Sheila Malone,
         all I’m required to tell you is that you are being arrested under the Special Powers Act. If you make one fucking sound when
         we take you out to the trucks, we’ll beat you to a pulp.’
      

      
      The two soldiers pushed her into the hall, down the stairs, and into the street, which was filled with shouting people. Everything
         passed in a blur as she was half-carried to the intersection where the trucks were parked. Voices called insults at the British
         soldiers and the Royal Ulster Constabulary who were assisting them. A boy’s voice shouted, ‘Fuck the Queen.’ Women and children
         were crying, and dogs were barking. She saw a young priest trying to calm a group of people. An unconscious man, his head
         bloodied, was dragged past her. The soldiers picked her up and threw her into the back of a small truck filled with a dozen
         other prisoners. An RUC guard stood at the front of the truck, fondling a large truncheon. ‘Lie down, bitch, and shut your
         mouth.’
      

      
      She lay down by the tailgate and listened to her own breathing in the totally silent truck. After a few minutes the gates
         of the truck closed and it pulled away.
      

      
      The guard shouted above the noise of the convoy. ‘The Pope is a fucking queer.’

      
      Sheila Malone lay against the tailgate, trying to calm herself. In the dark truck some men slept or were unconscious; a few were weeping. The guard kept up an anti-Catholic tirade until
         the truck stopped and the tailgate swung open, revealing a large, floodlit enclosure surrounded by barbed wire and machine-gun
         towers. Long Kesh, known to the Catholics of Northern Ireland as Dachau.
      

      
      A soldier shouted into the truck, ‘Clear out! Quick! Move it!’

      
      A few men scrambled over and around Sheila, and she heard the sounds of blows, shouts, and cries as the men left the truck.
         A voice cried out, ‘Take it easy, I’m an old man.’ A young boy clad in pajamas crawled over her and tumbled to the ground.
         The RUC guard was kicking everyone toward the tailgate now, like a trash man sweeping the floor of his truck clean at the
         dump. Someone pulled her out by her legs, and she fell on the soft, wet earth. She tried to stand but was knocked down.
      

      
      ‘Crawl! Crawl, you bastards!’

      
      She picked up her head and saw two lines of paratrooper boots. She crawled as quickly as she could between the gauntlet as
         blows fell on her back and buttocks. A few of the men made obscene remarks as she passed by on her hands and knees, but the
         blows were light and the obscenities were shouted by boyish, embarrassed voices, which somehow made it all the more obscene.
      

      
      At the end of the gauntlet two soldiers picked her up and pushed her into a long Nissen hut. An officer with a swagger stick
         pointed to an open door, and the soldiers pushed her onto the floor of a small room and shut the door as they left. She looked
         up from where she lay in the center of the tiny cubicle.
      

      
      A matron stood behind a camp table. ‘Strip. Come on, you little tramp. Stand up and take them off.’

      
      Within minutes she was stripped and searched and was wearing a gray prison dress and prison underwear. She could hear blows
         being struck outside the small cubicle and cries and shouts as the harvest of the sweep was processed – transformed from sleeping civilians into gray, terrified internees.
      

      
      Sheila Malone had no doubt that a good number of them were guilty of some kind of anti-British or antigovernment activity.
         A few were actually IRA. A smaller number might even be arsonists or bombers … or murderers like herself. There was a fifty-fifty
         chance of getting out of internment within ninety days if you didn’t crack and confess to something. But if they had something
         on you – something as serious as murder … Before she could gather her thoughts and begin to formulate what she was going to
         say, someone placed a hood over her head and she was pushed through a door that closed behind her.
      

      
      A voice shouted directly in her ear, and she jumped. ‘I said, spell your name, bitch!’

      
      She tried to spell it but found to her surprise that she could not. Someone laughed.

      
      Another voice shouted, ‘Stupid cunt!’

      
      A third voice screamed in her other ear. ‘So, you shot two of our boys, did you?’

      
      There it was. They knew. She felt her legs begin to shake.

      
      ‘Answer me, you little murdering cunt!’

      
      ‘N-n-no.’

      
      ‘What? Don’t lie to us, you cowardly, murdering bitch. Like to shoot men in the back, do you? Now it’s your turn!’
      

      
      She felt something poke her in the back of the head and heard the sound of a pistol cocking. The hammer fell home and made
         a loud, metallic thud. She jumped and someone laughed again. ‘Next time it won’t be empty, bitch.’
      

      
      She felt sweat gather on her brow and soak the black hood.

      
      ‘All right. Pull up your dress. That’s right. All the way!’

      
      She pulled her skirt up and stood motionless as someone pulled her pants down to her ankles.

      
      After an hour of pain, insults, humiliation, and leering laughter, the three interrogators seemed to get bored. She was certain now that they were just fishing, and she could almost
         picture being released at dawn.
      

      
      ‘Fix yourself up.’

      
      She let her aching arms fall and bent over to pull up her pants. Before she straightened up she heard the three men leave
         the room as two other people entered. The hood was pulled from her head, and the bright lights half-blinded her. The man who
         had taken the hood moved to the side and sat in a chair just out of range of her vision. She focused her eyes straight ahead.
      

      
      A young British army officer, a major, sat in a chair behind a small camp desk in the center of the windowless room. ‘Sit
         down, Miss Malone.’
      

      
      She walked stiffly toward a stool in front of the desk and sat slowly. Her buttocks hurt so much that she would almost rather
         have remained standing. She choked down a sob and steadied her breathing.
      

      
      ‘Yes, you can have a bed as soon as we finish this.’ The major smiled. ‘My name is Martin. Bartholomew Martin.’

      
      ‘Yes … I’ve heard of you.’

      
      ‘Really? Good things, I trust.’

      
      She leaned forward and looked into his eyes. ‘Listen, Major Martin, I was beaten and sexually abused.’

      
      He shuffled some papers. ‘We’ll discuss all of that as soon as we finish with this.’ He picked out one sheet of paper. ‘Here
         it is. A search of your room has uncovered a pistol and a satchel of gelignite. Enough to blow up the whole block.’ He looked
         at her. ‘That’s a dreadful thing to keep in your aunt’s house. I’m afraid she may be in trouble now as well.’
      

      
      ‘There was no gun or explosives in my room, and you know it.’

      
      He drummed his fingers impatiently on the desk. ‘Whether they were there or not is hardly the point, Miss Malone. The point is that my report says a gun and explosives were found, and in Ulster there is not a great deal of difference between the charges and the realities.
         In fact, they are the same. Do you follow me?’
      

      
      She didn’t answer.

      
      ‘All right,’ said the major. ‘That’s not important. What is important,’ he continued as he stared into her eyes, ‘are the
         murders of Sergeant Thomas Shelby and Private Alan Harding.’
      

      
      She stared back at his eyes and displayed no emotion, but her stomach heaved. They had her, and she was fairly certain she
         knew how they had gotten her.
      

      
      ‘I believe you know a Liam Coogan, Miss Malone. An associate of yours. He’s turned Queen’s evidence.’ An odd half smile passed
         over his face. ‘I’m afraid we’ve got you now.’
      

      
      ‘If you know so goddamned much, why did your men—’

      
      ‘Oh, they’re not my men. They’re paratroop lads. Served with Harding and Shelby. Brought them here for the occasion. I’m in
         Intelligence, of course.’ Major Martin’s voice changed, became more intimate. ‘You’re damned lucky they didn’t kill you.’
      

      
      Sheila Malone considered her situation. Even under normal British law she would probably be convicted on Coogan’s testimony.
         Then why had she been arrested under the Special Powers Act? Why had they bothered to plant a gun and explosives in her room?
         Major Martin was after something else.
      

      
      Martin stared at her, then cleared his throat. ‘Unfortunately, there is no capital punishment for murder in our enlightened
         kingdom. However, we’re going to try something new. We’re going to try to get an indictment for treason – I think we can safely
         say that the Provisional Irish Republican Army, of which you are a member, has committed treason toward the Crown.’
      

      
      He looked down at an open book in front of him. ‘ “Acts that constitute treason. Paragraph 811 – Levies war against the Sovereign
         in her realm …” I think you fill that bill nicely.’ He pulled the book closer and read, ‘ “Paragraph 812 – The essence of the offense of treason lies in the violation of the
         allegiance owed to the Sovereign …” And Paragraph 813 is my favorite. It says simply’ – he looked at her without reading from
         the book – ‘ “The punishment for treason is death by hanging.” ‘ He stressed the last words and looked for a reaction, but
         there was none. ‘It was Mr. Churchill, commenting on the Irish uprising of 1916, who said, “The grass grows green on the battlefield,
         but never on the scaffold.” It’s time we started hanging Irish traitors again. You first. And beside you on the scaffold will
         be your sister, Maureen.’
      

      
      She sat up. ‘My sister? Why …?’

      
      ‘Coogan says she was there as well. You, your sister, and her lover, Brian Flynn.’
      

      
      ‘That’s a bloody lie.’

      
      ‘Why would a man turn Queen’s evidence and then lie about who committed the murders?’

      
      ‘Because he shot those soldiers—’
      

      
      ‘There were two calibers of bullets. We can try two people for murder – any two. So why don’t you let me work out who did
         what to whom?’
      

      
      ‘You don’t care who killed those soldiers. It’s Flynn you want to hang.’

      
      ‘Someone must hang.’ But Major Martin had no intention of hanging any of them and making more Irish martyrs. He wanted to get Flynn
         into Long Kesh, where he could wring out every piece of information that he possessed about the Provisional IRA. Then he would
         cut Brian Flynn’s throat with a piece of glass and call it suicide.
      

      
      He said, ‘Let’s assume that you escape the hangman’s noose. Assume also that we pick up your sister, which is not unlikely.
         Consider if you will, Miss Malone, sharing a cell with your sister for the rest of your natural lives. How old are you? Not
         twenty yet? The months, the years pass slowly. Slowly. Young girls wasting their lives … and for what? A philosophy? The rest of the world will go on living and loving, free to
         come and go. And you … well, the real hell of it is that Maureen, at least, is innocent of murder. You are the reason she’d
         be there – because you wouldn’t name her lover. And Flynn will have found another woman, of course. And Coogan, yes, Coogan
         will have gone to London or America to live and—’
      

      
      ‘Shut up! For God’s sake, shut up!’ She buried her face in her hands and tried to think before he started again.

      
      ‘Now there is a way out.’ He looked down at his papers, then looked up again. ‘There always is, isn’t there? What you must do is dictate
         a confession naming Brian Flynn as an officer in the Provisional IRA – which he is – and naming him as the murderer of Sergeant
         Shelby and Private Harding. You will be charged as an accessory after the fact and be free within … let’s say, seven years.’
      

      
      ‘And my sister?’

      
      ‘We’ll put out a warrant for her arrest only as an accessory. She should leave Ulster and never return. We will not look for
         her and will not press any country for extradition. But this arrangement is operative only if we find Brian Flynn.’ He leaned
         forward. ‘Where is Brian Flynn?’
      

      
      ‘How the hell should I know?’

      
      Martin leaned back in his chair. ‘Well, we must charge you with something within ninety days of internment. That’s the law,
         you understand. If we don’t find Flynn by the ninetieth day, we will charge you with double homicide – perhaps treason as
         well. So, if you can remember anything that will lead us to him, please don’t hesitate to tell us.’ He paused. ‘Will you think
         about where Flynn might be?’
      

      
      She didn’t answer.

      
      ‘Actually, if you really don’t know, then you’re useless to me … unless … You see, you sister will try to free you, and with her will be Flynn … so perhaps—’
      

      
      ‘You won’t use me for bait, you bastard.’

      
      ‘No? Well, we’ll have to see about that, won’t we?’

      
      ‘May I have a bed?’

      
      ‘Certainly. You may stand now.’

      
      She stood. ‘No more Gestapo tactics?’

      
      ‘I’m sorry, I don’t understand.’ He rose from his chair. ‘The matron will escort you to a cell. Good night.’

      
      She turned and opened the door. A hood came down over her head, but before it did she saw not the matron but two young Royal
         Ulster Constabulary men and three grinning paratroopers.
      

   
      
      CHAPTER TWO

      
      

      
      Brian Flynn looked up at Queen’s Bridge, shrouded in March mist and darkness. The Lagan River fog rolled down the partially
         lit street and hung between the red-brick buildings of Bank Road. The curfew was in effect, and there was no traffic.
      

      
      Maureen Malone looked at him. His handsome, dark features always seemed sinister at night. She pulled back the sleeve of her
         trench coat and looked at her watch. ‘It’s after four. Where the hell are—’
      

      
      ‘Quiet! Listen.’

      
      She heard the rhythmic footsteps coming out of Oxford Street. In the mist a squad of Royal Ulster Constabulary appeared and
         turned toward them, and they crouched behind a stack of oil drums.
      

      
      They waited in silence, their breathing coming irregularly in long plumes of fog. The patrol passed, and a few seconds later
         they heard the whining of a truck changing gears and saw the headlights in the mist. A Belfast Gas Works truck pulled up to
         the curbstone near them, and they jumped in the open side door. The driver, Rory Devane, moved the truck slowly north toward
         the bridge. The man in the passenger seat, Tommy Fitzgerald, turned. ‘Road block on Cromac Street.’
      

      
      Maureen Malone sat on the floor. ‘Is everything set?’

      
      Devane spoke as he steered slowly toward the bridge. ‘Yes. Sheila left Long Kesh in an RUC van a half hour ago. They took
         the A23 and were seen passing through Castlereagh not ten minutes ago. They’ll be coming over the Queen’s Bridge about now.’
      

      
      Flynn lit a cigarette. ‘Escort?’

      
      ‘No,’ said Devane. ‘Just a driver and guard in the cab and two guards in the back, according to our sources.’

      
      ‘Other prisoners?’

      
      ‘Maybe as many as ten. All going to Crumlin Road Jail, except for two women going up to Armagh.’ He paused. ‘Where do you
         want to hit them?’
      

      
      Flynn looked out the rear window of the truck. A pair of headlights appeared on the bridge. ‘Collins’s men are set up on Waring
         Street. That’s the way they’ll have to go to Crumlin Road.’ He wiped the fog from the window and stared. ‘Here’s the RUC van.’
         Devane cut off the engine and shut the lights.
      

      
      The black, unmarked RUC van rolled off the bridge and headed into Ann Street. Devane waited, then restarted his truck and
         followed at a distance with his lights off. Flynn said to Devane, ‘Circle round to High Street.’
      

      
      No one spoke as the truck moved through the quiet streets. They approached Waring Street, and Tommy Fitzgerald reached under
         his seat and pulled out two weapons, an old American Thompson submachine gun and a modern Armalite automatic rifle. ‘The tommy gun is for you, Brian, and the light gun for my
         lady.’ He passed a short cardboard tube to Flynn. ‘And this … if, God forbid, we run into a Saracen.’ Flynn took the tube
         and stuck it under his trench coat.
      

      
      They swung off Royal Avenue into Waring Street from the west at the same time the RUC van entered from the east at Victoria
         Street. The two vehicles approached each other slowly. A black sedan fell in behind the RUC van, and Fitzgerald pointed. ‘That’ll
         be Collins and his boys.’
      

      
      Flynn saw that the RUC van was moving more slowly now, the driver realizing that he was being boxed in and looking for a way
         out.
      

      
      ‘Now!’ shouted Flynn. Devane swung the truck so that it blocked the road, and the RUC van screeched to a stop. The black sedan
         following the van came to a halt, and Collins with three of his men jumped out and ran toward the rear of the van with submachine
         guns.
      

      
      Flynn and Maureen were out of the truck and moving toward the trapped van twenty-five yards up the road. The RUC guard and
         driver dropped below the windshield, and Flynn pointed his rifle. ‘Come out with your hands raised!’ But the men didn’t come
         out, and Flynn knew he couldn’t shoot at the unarmored van filled with prisoners. He yelled to Collins, ‘I’ve got them covered!
         Go on!’
      

      
      Collins stepped up to the van and struck the rear doors with his rifle butt. ‘Guards! You’re surrounded! Open the doors and
         you won’t be harmed!’
      

      
      Maureen knelt in the road, her rifle across her knees. She felt her heart beating heavily in her chest. The idea of freeing
         her sister had become an obsession over the months and had, she realized, clouded her judgment. Suddenly all the things that
         were wrong with this operation crystallized in her mind – the van riding very low as though it were weighted, the lack of an escort, the predictable route. ‘Run! Collins—’
      

      
      She saw Collins’s surprised face under the glare of a streetlamp as the doors swung out from the RUC van.

      
      Collins stood paralyzed in front of the open doors and stared at the British paratrooper berets over the top of a sandbag
         wall. The two barrels of the machine guns blazed in his face.
      

      
      Flynn watched as his four men were cut down. One machine gun continued to pour bullets into the bodies while the other shifted
         its fire and riddled the sedan with incendiary rounds, hitting the gas tank and blowing it up. The street echoed with the
         explosion and the chattering sound of the machine guns, and the night was illuminated by the fire of the burning sedan.
      

      
      Maureen grabbed Flynn’s arm and pulled him toward their truck as pistol shots rang out from the doorway where the guard and
         driver had disappeared. She fired a full magazine into the doorway and the shooting stopped. The streets were alive with the
         sounds of whistles, shouting, and running men, and they could hear motor vehicles closing in.
      

      
      Flynn turned and saw that the truck’s windshield was shot out and the tires were flat. Fitzgerald and Devane were running
         up the street. Fitzgerald’s body jerked, and he slid across the cobblestones. Devane kept running and disappeared into a bombed-out
         building.
      

      
      Behind him Flynn could hear soldiers jumping from the RUC van and racing toward them. He pulled Maureen’s arm, and they started
         to run as a light rain began to fall.
      

      
      Donegall Street entered Waring Street from the north, and they turned into it, bullets kicking up chips of cobble behind them.
         Maureen slipped on the wet stone and fell, her rifle clattering on the pavement and skidding away in the darkness. Flynn lifted
         her, and they ran into a long alleyway, coming out into Hill Street.
      

      
      A British Saracen armored car rolled into the street, its six huge rubber wheels skidding as it turned. The Saracen’s spotlight
         came on and found them. The armored car turned and came directly at them, its loudspeaker blaring into the rainy night. ‘HALT!
         HANDS ON YOUR HEADS!’
      

      
      Behind him Flynn could hear the paratroopers coming into the long alley. He pulled the cardboard tube from his trench coat
         and knelt. He broke the seal and extended the telescoped tubes of the American-made M-72 antitank weapon, raised the plastic
         sights, and aimed at the approaching Saracen.
      

      
      The Saracen’s two machine guns blazed, pulverizing the brick walls around him, and he felt shards of brick bite into his chest.
         He put his finger on the percussion ignition switch and tried to steady his aim as he wondered if the thing would work. A
         disposable cardboard rocket launcher. Like a disposable diaper. Who but the Americans could make a throwaway bazooka? Steady, Brian. Steady.
      

      
      The Saracen fired again, and he heard Maureen give a short yell behind him and felt her roll against his legs. ‘Bastards!’
         He squeezed the switch, and the 66mm HEAT rocket roared out of the tube and streaked down the dark, foggy street.
      

      
      The turret of the Saracen erupted into orange flame, and the vehicle swerved wildly, smashing into a bombed-out travel agency.
         The surviving crew stumbled out holding their heads from the pain of the deafening rocket hit, and Flynn could see their clothes
         smoking. He turned and looked down at Maureen. She was moving, and he put his arm under her head. ‘Are you hit badly?’
      

      
      She opened her eyes and began to sit up in his arms. ‘I don’t know. Breast.’

      
      ‘Can you run?’

      
      She nodded, and he helped her up. In the streets around them they could hear whistles, motors, shouts, tramping feet, and dogs. Flynn carefully wiped his fingerprints from the Thompson submachine gun and threw it into the alley.
      

      
      They headed north toward the Catholic ghetto around New Lodge Road. As they entered the residential area they kept to the
         familiar maze of back alleys and yards between the row houses. They could hear a column of men double-timing on the street,
         rifle butts knocking on doors, windows opening, angry exchanges, babies wailing. The sounds of Belfast.
      

      
      Maureen leaned against a brick garden wall. The running had made the blood flow faster through her wound, and she put her
         hand under her sweater. ‘Oh.’
      

      
      ‘Bad?’

      
      ‘I don’t know.’ She drew her hand away and looked at the blood, then said, ‘We were set up.’

      
      ‘Happens all the time,’ he said.

      
      ‘Who?’

      
      ‘Coogan, maybe. Could have been anyone, really.’ He was fairly certain he knew who it was. ‘I’m sorry about Sheila.’

      
      She shook her head. ‘I should have known they would use her as bait to get us … You don’t think she …’ She put her face in her hands. ‘We lost some good people tonight.’
      

      
      He peered over the garden wall, then helped her over, and they ran through a block of adjoining yards. They entered a Protestant
         neighborhood, noticing the better built and maintained homes. Flynn knew this neighborhood from his youth, and he remembered
         the schoolboy pranks – breaking windows and running like hell – like now – through these alleys and yards. He remembered the
         smells of decent food, the clotheslines of white gleaming linen, the rose gardens, and the lawn furniture.
      

      
      They headed west and approached the Catholic enclave of the Ardoyne. Ulster Defense League civilian patrols blocked the roads
         leading into the Arodyne, and the Royal Ulster Constabulary and British soldiers were making house searches. Flynn crouched
         behind a row of trash bins and pulled Maureen down beside him. ‘We’ve gotten everyone out of their beds tonight.’
      

      
      Maureen Malone glanced at him and saw the half smile on his face. ‘You enjoy this.’

      
      ‘So do they. Breaks the monotony. They’ll swap brave tales at the Orange lodges and in the barracks. Men love the hunt.’

      
      She flexed her arm. A stiffness and dull pain were spreading outward from her breast into her side and shoulder. ‘I don’t
         think we have much chance of getting out of Belfast.’
      

      
      ‘All the hunters are here in the forest. The hunters’ village is therefore deserted.’

      
      ‘Which means?’

      
      ‘Into the heart of the Protestant neighborhood. The Shankill Road is not far.’

      
      They turned, headed south, and within five minutes they entered Shankill Road. They walked up the deserted road casually and
         stopped on a corner. It was not as foggy here, and the streetlights were working. Flynn couldn’t see any blood on Maureen’s
         black trench coat, but the wound had drained the color from her face. His own wound had stopped bleeding, and the dried blood
         stuck to his chest and sweater. ‘We’ll take the next outbound bus that comes by, sleep in a barn, and head for Derry in the
         morning.’
      

      
      ‘All we need is an outbound bus, not to mention an appearance of respectability.’ She leaned back against the bus-stop sign.
         ‘When do we get our discharge, Brian?’
      

      
      He looked at her in the dim light. ‘Don’t forget the IRA motto,’ he said softly. ‘Once in, never out. Do you understand?’

      
      She didn’t answer.

      
      A Red Bus appeared from the east. Flynn pulled Maureen close to him and supported her as they mounted the steps. ‘Clady,’
         said Flynn, and he smiled at the driver as he paid the fare. ‘The lady’s had rather too much to drink, I’m afraid.’
      

      
      The driver, a heavy-set man with a face that looked more Scottish than Irish, nodded uncaringly. ‘Do you have your curfew card?’
      

      
      Flynn glanced down the length of the bus. Less than a dozen people, mostly workers in essential services, and they looked
         mostly Protestant – as far as he could tell – like the driver. Perhaps everyone looked like Prods tonight. No sign of police,
         though. ‘Yes. Here it is.’ He held his wallet up close to the driver’s face.
      

      
      The driver glanced at it and moved the door lever closed, then put the bus in gear.

      
      Flynn helped Maureen toward the rear of the bus, and a few of the passengers gave them looks ranging from disapproval to curiosity.
         In London or Dublin they would be dismissed for what they claimed to be – drunks. In Belfast people’s minds worked in different
         directions. He knew they would have to get off the bus soon. They sat in the back seat.
      

      
      The bus rolled up Shankill Road, through the Protestant working-class neighborhood, then headed northwest into the mixed neighborhoods
         around Oldpark. Flynn turned to Maureen and spoke softly. ‘Feeling better?’
      

      
      ‘Oh, quite. Let’s do it again.’

      
      ‘Ah, Maureen …’

      
      An old woman sitting alone in front of them turned around. ‘How’s the lady? How are you, dear? Feelin’ better, then?’

      
      Maureen looked at her without answering. The citizens of Belfast were capable of anything from murder and treachery to Christian
         kindness.
      

      
      The old woman showed a toothless smile and spoke quietly. ‘Between Squire’s Hill and McIlwhan’s Hill is a wee valley called
         the Flush. There’s an abbey there – you know it – Whitehorn Abbey. The priest, Father Donnelly, will give you lodgings for
         the night.’
      

      
      Flynn fixed the woman with a cold stare. ‘What makes you think we need a place to stay? We’re headed home.’

      
      The bus stopped, and the old woman stood without another word and trundled off to the front of the bus and stepped off.
      

      
      The bus started again. Flynn was very uneasy now. ‘Next stop. Are you up to it?’

      
      ‘I’m not up to one more second on this bus.’ She paused thoughtfully. ‘The old woman …?’

      
      Flynn shook his head.

      
      ‘I think we can trust her.’

      
      ‘I don’t trust anyone.’

      
      ‘What kind of country do we live in?’

      
      He laughed derisively. ‘What a bloody stupid thing to say, Maureen. We are the ones who helped make it like it is.’
      

      
      She lowered her head. ‘You’re right, of course … as usual.’

      
      ‘You must accept what you are. I accept it. I’m well adjusted.’

      
      She nodded. With that strange logic of his he had turned the world upside down. Brian was normal. She was not. ‘I’m going
         to Whitehorn Abbey.’
      

      
      He shrugged. ‘Better than a barn, I suppose. You’ll be needing bandaging … but if the good rector there turns us in …’

      
      She didn’t answer and turned away from him.

      
      He put his arm around her shoulders. ‘I do love you, you know.’
      

      
      She looked down and nodded.

      
      The bus stopped again about a half-mile up the road, and Flynn and Maureen moved toward the door.

      
      ‘This isn’t Clady,’ said the driver.

      
      ‘That’s all right,’ answered Flynn. They stepped off the bus and into the road. Flynn took Maureen’s arm. ‘That bastard will
         report us at the next stop.’ They crossed the road and headed north up a country lane lined with rowan trees. Flynn looked
         at his watch, then at the eastern sky. ‘Almost dawn. We have to be there before the farmers start running about – they’re
         almost all Prods up here.’
      

      
      ‘I know that.’ Maureen breathed deeply as they walked in the light rain. The filthy air and ugliness of Belfast were far behind,
         and she felt better. Belfast – a blot of ash on the green loveliness of County Antrim, a blot of ash on the soul of Ireland.
         Sometimes she wished that the city would sink back into the bog it grew out of.
      

      
      They passed hedgerows, well-tended fields, and pastures dotted with cattle and bales of fodder. An exhilarating sodden scent
         filled the air, and the first birds of morning began to sing.
      

      
      ‘I’m not going back to Belfast.’

      
      He put his arm around her and touched her face with his hand. She was becoming feverish. ‘I understand. See how you feel in
         a week or two.’
      

      
      ‘I’m going to live in the south. A village.’

      
      ‘Good. And what will you do there? Tend pigs? Or do you have independent means, Maureen? Will you buy a country estate?’

      
      ‘Do you remember the cottage overlooking the sea? You said we’d go there some day to live our lives in peace.’

      
      ‘Someday maybe we will.’

      
      ‘I’ll go to Dublin, then. Find a job.’

      
      ‘Yes. Good jobs in Dublin. After a year they’ll give you the tables by the window where the American tourists sit. Or the
         sewing machine by the window where you can get a bit of air and sun. That’s the secret. By the window.’
      

      
      After a while she said, ‘Perhaps Killeen …’

      
      ‘No. You can never go back to your own village. It’s never the same, you know. Better to go to any other pig village.’

      
      ‘Let’s go to America.’

      
      ‘No!’ The loudness of his own voice surprised him. ‘No. I won’t do what they all did.’ He thought of his family and friends,
         so many of them gone to America, Canada, or Australia. He had lost them as surely as he had lost his mother and father when
         he buried them. Everyone in Ireland, north and south, lost family, friends, neighbors, even husbands and wives and lovers, through emigration. Like some great plague sweeping the
         land, taking the firstborn, the brightest, and the most adventurous, leaving the old, the sick, the timid, the self-satisfied
         rich, the desperately poor. ‘This is my country. I won’t leave here to become a laborer in America.’
      

      
      She nodded. Better to be a king of the dunghills of Belfast and Londonderry. ‘I may go alone.’

      
      ‘You probably should.’

      
      They walked quietly, their arms around each other’s waists, both realizing that they had lost something more than a little
         blood this night.
      

   
      
      CHAPTER THREE

      
      

      
      The lane led into a small, treeless valley between two hills. In the distance they saw the abbey. The moonlight lit the white
         stone and gave it a spectral appearance in the ground mist.
      

      
      They approached the abbey cautiously and stood under a newly budded sycamore tree. A small oblong cemetery, hedged with short
         green plants, spread out beside the abbey wall. Flynn pushed through the hedge and led Maureen into the cemetery.
      

      
      The churchyard was unkempt, and vines grew up the gravestones. Whitehorn plants – which gave the abbey its name and which
         were omens of good luck or bad luck, depending on which superstition you believed – clogged the narrow path. A small side
         gate in a high stone wall led into the abbey’s cloister. Flynn pushed it open and looked around the quiet court. ‘Sit on this bench. I’ll find the brothers’ dormitory.’
      

      
      She sat without answering and let her head fall to her chest. When she opened her eyes again, Flynn was standing over her
         with a priest.
      

      
      ‘Maureen, this is Father Donnelly.’

      
      She focused on the elderly priest, a frail-looking man with a pale face. ‘Hello, Father.’

      
      He took her hand and with his other hand held her forearm in that way they had of claiming instant intimacy. He was the pastor;
         she was now one of his flock. Presto. Everyone’s role had been carved in stone two millennia ago.
      

      
      ‘Follow me,’ he said. ‘Hold my arm.’

      
      The three of them walked across the cloister and entered the arched door of a polygon-shaped building. Maureen recognized
         the traditional configuration of the chapter house, the meeting place of the monks. For a moment she thought she was going
         to face an assemblage, but she saw by the light of a table lamp that the room was empty.
      

      
      Father Donnelly stopped abruptly and turned. ‘We have an infirmary, but I’m afraid I’ll have to put you in the hole until
         the police and soldiers have come round looking for you.’
      

      
      Flynn didn’t answer.

      
      ‘You can trust me.’

      
      Flynn didn’t trust anyone, but if he was betrayed, at least the War Council wouldn’t think him too foolish for having trusted
         a priest. ‘Where’s this hole, then? We don’t have much time, I think.’
      

      
      The priest led them down a corridor, then opened the door at the end of the passage. Gray dawn came through stained glass,
         emitting a light that was more sensed than seen. A single votive candle burned in a red jar, and Flynn could see he was in
         the abbey’s small church.
      

      
      The priest lit a candle on a wall sconce and took it down. ‘Follow me up the altar. Be careful.’
      

      
      Flynn helped Maureen up to the raised altar sanctuary and watched the priest fumble with some keys and then disappear behind
         the reredos wall in back of the altar.
      

      
      Flynn glanced around the church but neither saw nor heard anything in the shadows to signal danger. He noticed that the oppressive
         smell of incense and tallow was missing, and the church smelled like the outside air. The priest had told him that the abbey
         was deserted. Father Donnelly was apparently not the abbot but served in something like a caretaker capacity, though he didn’t
         seem the type of priest that a bishop would exile to such a place, thought Flynn. Nor did he seem the type to hide members
         of the provisional IRA just to get a thrill out of it.
      

      
      The priest reappeared holding his candle in the darkness. ‘Come this way.’ He led them to a half-open door made of scrolled
         wrought iron in the rear of the altar. ‘This is the place we use.’ He looked at the two fugitives to see why they weren’t
         moving toward it. ‘The crypt,’ he added as if to explain.
      

      
      ‘I know what it is. Everyone knows there’s a crypt beneath an altar’s sanctuary.’

      
      ‘Yes,’ said Father Donnelly. ‘First place they always look. Come along.’

      
      Flynn peered down the stone steps. A candle in an amber glass, apparently always kept burning, illuminated a wall and floor
         of white limestone. ‘Why is it I’ve not heard of this abbey as a place of safety before tonight?’
      

      
      The priest spoke softly, evenly. ‘You had no need of it before tonight.’

      
      Typical priests’ talk, thought Flynn. He turned to Maureen. She looked down the stairway, then at the priest. Her instincts,
         too, rebelled against entering the crypt. Yet her conditioned response was to do what the priest urged. She stepped toward
         the stairway and descended. Flynn glanced at the priest, then stepped through the doorway.
      

      
      Father Donnelly led them along the limestone wall past the tombs of the former abbots of Whitehorn Abbey. He stopped and opened
         the bronze door of one of the tombs, marked Fr. Seamus Cahill, held up his candle, and entered the tomb. A wooden casket lay on a stone plinth in the middle of the chamber.
      

      
      Father Donnelly passed the candle to Flynn and raised the lid of the casket. Inside was a body wrapped in heavy winding sheets,
         the linen covered with fuzz of green mold. ‘Sticks and straw,’ he said. He reached into the casket and released a concealed
         catch, and the coffin bottom swung downward with the bogus mummy still affixed to it. ‘Yes, yes. Melodramatic for our age,
         but when it was conceived, it was necessary and quite common. Go on. Climb in. There’s a staircase. See it? Follow the passageway
         at the bottom until you enter a chamber. Use your candle to light the way. There are more candles in the chamber.’
      

      
      Flynn mounted the plinth and swung his legs over the side. His feet found the top step, and he stood in the casket. A dank,
         almost putrid smell rose out of the dark hole. He stared at Father Donnelly questioningly.
      

      
      ‘It’s the entranceway to hell, my boy. Don’t fear. You’ll find friends down there.’

      
      Flynn tried to smile at the joke, but an involuntary shudder ran up his spine. ‘I suppose we should be thanking you.’

      
      ‘I suppose you should. But just hurry on now. I want to be in the refectory having breakfast when they arrive.’

      
      Flynn took a few steps down as Father Donnelly helped Maureen up the plinth and over the side of the casket onto the first
         step. Flynn held her arm with one hand and held the candle high with the other. She avoided the wrapped figure as she descended.
      

      
      Father Donnelly pulled the casket floor up, then shut the lid and left the tomb, closing the bronze door behind him.

      
      Flynn held the candle out and followed the narrow, shoulder-width passageway for a distance of about fifty feet, grasping
         Maureen’s hand behind him. He entered an open area and followed the wall to his right. He found candles in sconces spaced
         irregularly around the unhewn and unmortared stone walls and lit them, completing the circuit around the room. The air in
         the chamber was chilly, and he saw his own breath. He looked around slowly at the half-lit room. ‘Odd sort of place.’
      

      
      Maureen wrapped herself in a gray blanket she had found and sat on a footstool. ‘What did you expect, Brian – a game room?’

      
      ‘Ah, I see you’re feeling better.’

      
      ‘I’m feeling terrible.’

      
      He walked around the perimeter of the six-sided room. On one wall was a large Celtic cross, and under the cross was a small
         chest on a wooden stand. Flynn placed his hand on the dusty lid but didn’t open it. He turned back to Maureen. ‘You trust
         him?’
      

      
      ‘He’s a priest.’

      
      ‘Priests are no different from other men.’

      
      ‘Of course they are.’

      
      ‘We’ll see.’ He now felt the fatigue that he had fought off for so long, and he sank down to the damp floor. He sat against
         the wall next to the chest, facing the stairway. ‘If we awake in Long Kesh …’
      

      
      ‘My fault. All right? Go to sleep.’

      
      Flynn drifted off into fitful periods of sleep, opening his eyes once to see Maureen, wrapped in the blanket, lying on the
         floor beside him. He awoke again when he heard the casket bottom swing down and strike the wall of the passageway. He jumped
         up and stood at the entrance to the passage. In a shaft of light from the crypt he could see the coffin floor hanging, its
         grotesque mockery of a dead man stuck to it like a lizard on a wall.
      

      
      The torso of a man appeared: black shoes, black trousers, the Roman collar, then the face of Father Donnelly. He held a tea tray high above his head as he made his way. ‘They were
         here and they’re gone.’
      

      
      Flynn moved down the passageway and took the tray that the priest passed to him. Father Donnelly closed the coffin, and they
         walked into the chamber, Flynn placing the tray on a small wooden table.
      

      
      Father Donnelly looked around the chamber the way a host examines a guest room. He stared at Maureen’s sleeping figure, then
         turned to Flynn. ‘So, you blew up a sixer, did you? Rather daring, I’d say.’
      

      
      Flynn didn’t answer.

      
      ‘Well, anyway, they traced you as far as the McGloughlin farm up the lane. Good, loyal Ulstermen, the McGloughlins. Solid
         Presbyterians. Family came over from Scotland with Cromwell’s army. Another three hundred years and they’ll think this is
         their country. How’s the lady?’
      

      
      Flynn knelt beside her. ‘Sleeping.’ He touched her forehead. ‘Feverish.’

      
      ‘There’s some penicillin tablets and an army aid kit along with the tea and bacon.’ He took a small bottle from his pocket.
         ‘And some Dunphy’s, if you’ve the need of it.’
      

      
      Flynn took the bottle. ‘Rarely have I needed it more.’ He uncorked it and took a long drink.

      
      Father Donnelly found two footstools, pulled them to the table, and sat. ‘Let her sleep. I’ll take tea with you.’

      
      Flynn sat and watched the priest go through the fussy motions of a man who took food and drink seriously. ‘Who was here?’
         asked Flynn.
      

      
      ‘The Brits and the RUCs. As usual the RUCs wanted to tear the place apart, but a British army officer restrained them. A Major
         Martin. Know him, do you? Yes, he’s quite infamous. Anyway, they all played their roles wonderfully.’
      

      
      ‘I’m glad everyone had a good time. I’m only sorry I had to waken everyone so early.’
      

      
      ‘You know, lad, it’s as if the participants in this war secretly appreciate each other. The excitement is not entirely unwelcome.’

      
      Flynn looked at the priest. Here was one man, at least, who didn’t lie about it. ‘Can we get out of here?’ he asked as he
         sipped the hot tea.
      

      
      ‘You’ll have to wait until they clear out of the hedgerows. Binoculars, you understand. Two days at least. Leave at night,
         of course.
      

      
      ‘Doesn’t everyone travel at night?’

      
      The priest laughed. ‘Ah, Mister …’

      
      ‘Cocharan.’

      
      ‘Whatever. When will this all stop?’

      
      ‘When the British leave and the northern six counties are reunited with the southern twenty-six.’

      
      The priest put down his teacup. ‘Not true, my boy. The real desire of the IRA, the most secret dark desire of the Catholics,
         no matter what we all say about living in peace after the reunification, is to deport all the Protestants back to England,
         Scotland, and Wales. Send the McGloughlins back to a country they haven’t seen in three hundred years.’
      

      
      ‘That’s bloody rubbish.’

      
      The priest shrugged. ‘I don’t care personally, you understand. I only want you to examine your own heart.’

      
      Flynn leaned across the table. ‘Why are you in this? The Catholic clergy has never supported any Irish rebellion against the
         British. So why are you risking internment?’
      

      
      Father Donnelly stared down into his cup, then looked up at Flynn. ‘I don’t involve myself with any of the things that mean
         so much to you. I don’t care what your policy is or even what Church policy is. My only role here is to provide sanctuary.
         A haven in a country gone mad.’
      

      
      ‘To anyone? A murderer like me? Protestants? British troops?’
      

      
      ‘Anyone who asks.’ He stood. ‘In this abbey was once an order of fifty monks. Now, only me.’ He paused and looked down at
         Flynn. ‘This abbey has a limited future, Mr. Cocharan, but a very rich past.’
      

      
      ‘Like you and me, Father. But I hope not like our country.’

      
      The priest seemed not to hear him and went on. ‘This chamber was once the storage cellar of an ancient Celtic Bruidean house.
         You know the term?’
      

      
      ‘Yes, I think so.’

      
      ‘The House of the Hostages, it was called. A six-sided structure where six roads met. Coincidentally – or maybe not so – chapter
         houses are traditionally polygons, and the chapter house we passed through is built on these foundations.’ He gestured above.
         ‘Here in the Bruidean a traveler or a fugitive could shelter from the cold, dark road, protected by tradition and the king’s
         law. The early Celts were not complete barbarians, after all.’ He looked at Flynn. ‘So you see, you’ve come to the right place.’
      

      
      ‘And you’ve taken it upon yourself to combine a bit of paganism with Christian charity.’

      
      The priest smiled. ‘Irish Catholicism has always been a blend of paganism and Christianity. The early Christians after Patrick
         specifically built their churches on Druid holy spots such as this. I suspect early Christians burnt this Bruidean down, then
         constructed a crude church on its foundations. You can still see the charred foundation stones. Then the Vikings destroyed
         the original monastery, and the next one was destroyed by the English army when Cromwell passed through. This is the last
         abbey to be built here. The Protestant plantations took all the good land in Ireland, but the Catholics held on to most of
         the good church sites.’
      

      
      ‘What more could you want?’

      
      The priest regarded Flynn for a long time, then spoke softly. ‘You’d better wake the lady before the tea gets cold.’
      

      
      Flynn rose and crossed the floor to where Maureen was lying, knelt beside her, and shook her. ‘Tea.’

      
      She opened her eyes.

      
      He said, ‘Hold on to me.’ He stood her up and helped her to his stool. ‘How are you feeling?’

      
      She looked around the candlelit room. ‘Better.’

      
      Flynn poured the tea, and Father Donnelly extracted a pill from a vial. ‘Take this.’

      
      She swallowed the pill and took some tea. ‘Did the British come?’

      
      The priest felt her forehead. ‘Came and went. In a few days you’ll be on your way.’

      
      She looked at him. He was so accepting of them, what they were and what they had done. She felt disreputable. Whenever her
         life was revealed to people not in the movement, she felt not proud but ashamed, and that was not the way it was supposed
         to be. ‘Can you help us?’
      

      
      ‘I am, dear. Drink your tea.’

      
      ‘No, I mean can you help us … get out of this?’

      
      The priest nodded. ‘I see. Yes, I can help you if you want. It’s rather easy, you know.’

      
      Flynn seemed impatient. ‘Father, save souls on your own time. I need some sleep. Thank you for everything.’

      
      ‘You’re quite welcome.’

      
      ‘Could you do one more favor for us? I’ll give you a number to call. Tell the person who answers where we are. Tell them that
         Brian and Maureen need help. Let me know what they say.’
      

      
      ‘I’ll use a phone in the village in case this one is tapped.’

      
      Flynn smiled appreciatively. ‘If I’ve seemed a bit abrupt—’

      
      ‘Don’t let it trouble you.’ He repeated the number Flynn gave him, turned, and disappeared into the narrow passageway.

      
      Flynn took the bottle of Dunphy’s from the table and poured some in Maureen’s teacup. She shook her head impatiently. ‘Not
         with the penicillin, Brian.’
      

      
      He looked at her. ‘We’re not getting along, are we?’

      
      ‘I’m afraid not.’

      
      He nodded. ‘Well, let’s have a look at the nick, then.’

      
      She stood slowly, pulled her wet sweater over her head, and dropped it on the stool. Flynn saw that she was in pain as she
         unhooked her bloodied bra, but he didn’t offer to help. He took a candle from the table and examined the wound, a wide gash
         running along the outside of her right breast and passing under her armpit. An inch to the left and she would have been dead.
         ‘Just a graze, really.’
      

      
      ‘I know.’

      
      ‘The important thing is that you won’t need a doctor.’ The wound was bleeding again from the movement of her undressing, and
         he could see that it had bled and coagulated several times already. ‘It’s going to hurt a bit.’ He dressed the wound while
         she stood with her arm raised. ‘Lie down and wrap yourself in the blanket.’
      

      
      She lay down and stared at him in the flickering light. She was cold, wet, and feverish. Her whole side ached, and the food
         had made her nauseous, though she was very thirsty. ‘We live like animals, licking our wounds, cut off from humanity … from
         …’
      

      
      ‘God? But don’t settle for this second-class Popish nonsense, Maureen. Join the Church of England – then you’ll have your
         God, your respectability, and you can sit over tea with the Ladies’ Auxiliary and complain about the IRA’s latest outrage.’
      

      
      She closed her eyes, and tears ran down her cheeks.

      
      When he saw that she was sleeping, he took the cup of Dunphy’s and drained it, then began walking around the cellar. He examined
         the walls again and saw the scorch marks. How many times had this place been put to the torch? What made this location holy to both the Druids and the Christians? What
         spirit lived here in the heart of the earth? He carried a candle to the wooden chest and studied it. After some time he reached
         out and lifted the lid.
      

      
      Inside he saw fragments of limestone that bore ancient Celtic inscriptions and a few unidentifiable pieces of metal, bronze,
         rusted iron. He pushed some of the objects aside, revealing a huge oval ring crusted with verdigris. He slipped it on his
         ring finger. It was large, but it stayed on his finger well enough. He clenched his fist and studied the ring. It bore a crest,
         and through the tarnish he could make out Celtic writing around a crudely molded bearded face.
      

      
      He rubbed his fingers over the ring and wiped away some of the encrustation. The crude face stared back at him like a child’s
         rendering of a particularly fearsome man. He felt dizzy and sensed his legs buckling under him. He was aware of hitting the
         floor. Then he blacked out.
      

   
      
      CHAPTER FOUR

      
      

      
      Brian Flynn woke to find a face staring down at him. ‘It’s noon,’ said Father Donnelly. ‘I’ve brought you some lunch.’
      

      
      Flynn focused on the ruddy face of the old man. He saw that the priest was staring at the ring on his finger. He got to his
         feet and looked around. Maureen was sitting at the table wearing a new pullover and eating from a steaming bowl. The priest had been there for some time, and that annoyed him. He
         walked over and sat opposite her. ‘Feeling better?’
      

      
      ‘Much.’

      
      Father Donnelly pulled up a stool. ‘Would you mind if I joined you?’

      
      ‘It’s your food and your table,’ said Flynn.

      
      The priest smiled. ‘One never gets used to dining alone.’

      
      Flynn took a spoon. ‘Why don’t they send you a … monk or something?’ He took a spoonful of stew.

      
      ‘There’s a lay brother who does the caretaking, but he’s on leave.’ He leaned forward. ‘I see you’ve found the treasure of
         Whitehorn Abbey.’
      

      
      Flynn continued to eat as he spoke. ‘Sorry. Couldn’t resist the temptation.’

      
      ‘That’s all right.’

      
      Maureen looked up. ‘What are we talking about, please?’

      
      Flynn slipped off the ring, passed it to her, and motioned toward the opened chest.

      
      She examined the ring, then passed it to Father Donnelly. ‘It’s an extraordinary ring.’

      
      Father Donnelly toyed with the ring. ‘Extraordinarily large, in any case.’

      
      Flynn poured a bottle of Guinness into a glass. ‘Where did it
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