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Worlds of the Timestream

From: A Guide for Federation Security Agents

by Patrick O'Toole  


Tara, The King's Library, 1941 (rev 2005, 2010)

 

The Timestream is a spatio-temporal medium providing access to at least six known versions of planet Earth arranged in hexagonal fashion. Each has different histories and societies, some different geologies, but all have the same physical laws and chronology. Travel from one planet is via timestream vehicles developed by scientists of the Federated Earths (Hibernia and Babylon) from specifications transmitted by the Metans in 1791. At critical historical points (nexi) on one of the planets, some crucial decision(s) results in two earths, with the same prior history, but differing subsequent ones. Major events on neighbouring planets in the timestream affect each other strongly, but not necessarily symmetrically.
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Notes:

1 All but those of Water World also call their planet "Earth".

2 Tirdia: introduced by patriotic Hibernians who objected to "Prime".

3 Constitutionally, Hibernia or Ortho earth is "Greater Ireland".

4 The continents of Tirdia, Hibernia, Para, and Desert are similar.

5. Detailed information on each of the planets can be found in the Appendices at the back of the book.

* member of the "original" Federation of Worlds. Meta was later added.
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Paladin or Time Out of Heart may be read either standalone, as the seventh book in The Interregnum and/or the fourth of The Throne. Readers familiar with both may skip this section in its entirety.

The various alternate earths (six were known at the beginning of the series) result from critical decisions made that generate two daughter worlds with the same past history, but very different futures from that point. Hibernia completed its split from Tirdia (Earth Prime) in 1014, when Hibernia's Brian Boru survived the battle of Clontarf to establish an enduring throne.

 

What happened before--The Throne, volumes 1-3

The Throne tells the story of the High Kings and Queens of alternate earth Hibernia starting from the time of Brian Boru and the battle of Clontarf in 1014.

 

Culmanic Parts, the first volume, covered the period 1014-1441, concentrating on Queen Catherine (the Great) and King Cormac in the eleventh century, Queen Kate and King Cullin in the fourteenth century, who, together with Kate's mentor Rufus Maynard began the Culmanic (scientific and technological) revolution. Culmanic Parts concluded with the early life of fifteenth-century military heroine and scholar Amy Rea.

Navy Girl or Rea's Blood, and Tara's Mother, the second and third volumes covered Admiral Rea's career to the battle of Trafalgar, subsequent land battles that concluded the Spanish-French war, the career and influence of Amethyst Meathe, and the crowning of the new High King and Queen in 1441.

 

What happened before--The Interregnum, volumes 1-7

The first six volumes of The Interregnum detailed the deposition of High King James IV in 1941, his sixty-year exile disguised as one or more of four cousins, and the subsequent adventures of him and his descendants as they struggled to thwart the genocidal plots of the racist MacCarthy clan and their allies. During this interregnum, Ireland was ruled by an oligarchy of the nobility headed by a first lord, Donal Tobin being the first of twelve such "Donals".

At the pivotal battle of Glenmorgan fought August 15, 1977, Sean Reilly, commander of the court's forces, infused with a misguided sense of duty to the central government, crushed the forces of his old royal friends. So far as Donal XI (Callaghan MacCarthy) knew, Jack Devereaux and Katherina Rourke, leaders of the forces he labelled rebels, with their infant daughter Mara, all perished. Not long afterward, the now deeply conflicted Reilly staged a coup, installing himself as Donal XII.

Only years later did anyone suspect all three principal figures of Glenmorgan's "rebellion" survived, and were working toward retrieving the throne for their royal family. Somewhere in the background also lurks master of disguise and deception, the deposed James IV.

 

The Qayins

Both series provided backdrop for the exploits of two extraordinary long-lived characters, Samadeya-Qayin and Pelik-Qayin, the "Old Men" of Irish and other legends, who, though often killed (usually at the other's hands), regenerate from what remains of their bodies with partial or full memory loss until reaching an apparent age in the mid-twenties. They were both Cain, killer of Abel at the first nexus, and cursed ever since--Samadeya, who repented and serves the Almighty, and Pelik otherwise. Ever in conflict, since the fourteenth century they often contest Hibernia's throne, which each occupied several times.

 

The principal characters in the later books of The Interregnum who intersect the sections of Paladin set in modern times are:

Mara (Meghan) Devereaux-Rourke-Meathe, the not-so-dead-after-all infant rescued from Manse Devereaux after Glenmorgan, who by 2001 has risen to command the Royal Army (RA) as its senior general, and also heads The Friends of the Day, a private association of RA officers dedicated to replacing the largely corrupt court. As The Builder concludes she discovers that her father Brian (Jack Devereaux, Jr.) faked his death to throw her to the cynical mercies and manipulations of Donal XII, who has agendas of his own for her. 

Mara's parentage is obscure, as Thomas Monde and Philip Desmond both believe she is their child by Katherina Rourke, whom they impregnated artificially. But that infant died, and was replaced by one generated by uniting stem cells generated from the skin of James Devereaux, Jr. with Katherina Rourke's egg.

Mara once visited Para Earth or Babylon, formed a link with Hibernian ex-pats there and established her own corporate entity on the allied world run by corporate executives. She and engineer Major Roger Hyland (known as The Builder of Tara) recently disarmed a nuclear device stolen from Tirdia and intended by the MacCarthys to obliterate the capital. Roger died in that effort, and Mara is angry about that, the collapse of her engagement to Jonas Kent, and her manipulation by the Donal and her father.

 

TJ O'Day, Roger's birth twin, succeeded to his captaincy of CRAE (the Corps of RA Engineers).

 

Michaela McLatchie-O'Day of the McLatchie travel agency and logistics firm, and a close childhood friend of Roger, is married to TJ.

 

Nellie Hacker, sometime secretary to the Professor (nominal Tirdian author of these books in translation) is a friend of both Mara and Lucas and a rising RA star, is one of the few Tirdians aware of the Timestream and the alternate earths.

 

The Kents: Richard is Earl of Kent and Protector of England. Son and heir Zack is dead at his own hand after being outed as a traitor and murderer, so second son Jonas is heir. Jonas was deceived into thinking Mara a traitor, and broke their engagement.

 

Katherina Rourke (Diamond Kate), is the contract wife of Donal XII (Sean Reilly) who recently woke from a nine-year coma induced in an attack by Thomas Monde.

 

Philip Desmond, formerly a priest and High Bishop of Tara and would-be Hibernian despot, is the racist, misogynist, ultra-nationalist Mór of clan MacCarthy and allied septs, now in rebellion against Tara's rule.

 

Thomas Monde, sometime Desmond ally, lusts after the throne himself. Caught cheating by Lucas Caine in a court duel for Catherine Ryan's domain and royal sword, and found guilty of breach of trust in the administration of his own domain, he was sentenced to death, but escaped in a Timestream car from which the landing guidance system was removed. He is assumed stranded in the Timestream.

 

Abdul Roger Khan, Shah of Afghanistan, closely connected with Roger Hyland, thirsts for revenge on the MacCarthys.

 

William (Eric) MacCarthy, is Munster's most able general. Rival Michael Malone attacked and dumped him to die in a drainage canal near Chilliwack of Tirdia. Eric, now a believer, thinks Philip is a righteous man, and is unsure on which side to fight. Freed by Mara for lack of sufficient evidence that he was complicit in the MacCarthy nuclear plot, he gathers his own army.

 

Tiffany Friesen, daughter of two deceased Hibernian expatriates, saved Eric from drowning, led him to trust in Christ, then persuaded Nellie to return him to Hibernia in exchange for his naming Mara Meathe's traitor. As The Builder concluded, she returned to Tirdia with Lucas.

 

John Dominic (Elbon) is the Builder (chair of the elders) of Meta Earth and their observer on Tirdia. He vanished after the 2000 nexus to Tirdia-1.

 

Margaret Amadi is the Nigerian nuclear physicist and politician who became Dominic's lady love, and wife (the latter on Tirdia-1 only).

 

Eider, Elbon's daughter, found her way to pre-nexus Tirdia and became tangled in her father's affairs, then was nearly killed when Lucas was kidnapped. Lucas healed her, saving her life, but they quarrelled, and she too vanished, looking for Elbon.

 

Lucas Caine, the son by Pelik Caine's rape of his mother on Desert Earth, became John Dominic's ward at Berea Orphanage. Consumed by angst and anger because he believed Dominic planned to adopt him out, he first ran off, then made the decision that triggered a nexus of Tirdia. With Eider, he suffered a near fatal head wound when kidnapped by Monde's goons to provide a controllable substitute for look-alike Ruel at Hibernia's court. When Lucas recovered and healed Eider, he completed the nexus, then "lost" the new earth in the Timestream. Afterward he found affinity with the Hibernians, where his weapons skills and polymath abilities make him a rising RA star, despite his youth. As The Builder concluded, he returned to Tirdia to search for John Dominic and Eider.

 

Ruel, son of Metan elder Hemon, suffered a head trauma of his own from a Drakonta attack and was taken to Hibernia for a healing the Metans couldn't effect mentally. Kidnapped by Monde, he escaped, recovered, and became one of Mara's civilian allies.

 

Catherine Ryan is the seventeen-year-old daughter of murdered Liam and Maria Ryan, joint holders of the medical domain and of Italy. She claimed their standing and sword at court, nearly lost it to Monde's cheating challenge before Lucas became her champion and defeated Monde. Later she defeated Monde herself in a duel at Moody. She became Mara's trusted friend and civilian advisor. She is a clone of Eider, illegally engineered by Monde without the parents' knowledge.

 

Alfred Dennison, heir to the domain lordship of New Tara, murdered Mara's sister Karen (O'Toole), but was spared the death penalty. He later became a Christian, and graduated first cadet from elite military academy Kilkarney. His wife is orphan girl and Bard Sheana (O'Toole). Alfred's grandfather was one of the royal cousins, and Mara believes him heir to the throne. But the trickster cousins often traded identities to obscure the lineage, so...

 

Patrick O'Toole is another of the four royal cousins. Of late he has been Chief Herald and running the Science domain, previously Monde's. He shares a portion of the Red Lion pub building with

 

Bridget Malley, a long-time inhabitant of Old Town Tara and proprietress of the pawn shop at the rear of the same building, a once royal palace fronting Old Town Tara, most recently a pub, but that Mara has been renovating.

 

Cam O'Grady is the priest of St. Patrick's in Old Town, and was elected High Bishop after Philip Desmond left Tara. He is married to

 

Rainbow Buffalo-O'Grady the daughter of Walking Buffalo and Elizabeth (Ryan), his second wife, who hold the Edwardston domain (Central Irish North America). Buffalo was earlier married to Deerfoot (originally Daisy, daughter of James III), thus Rainbow is doubly royal-connected. Mara (then Meghan) once lived with the Buffalo family and regards Rainbow and older brother David (Deerfoot's son) as siblings. Cam and Rainbow's only child is named Meghan after Mara/Meghan.

 

Zacharias "Zeke" O'Connor, general in the Canadian armed forces, discovered the existence of Hibernia, bargained for a liaison position between the two governments, was cured of an otherwise fatal cancer by Hibernian physicians, and became Chair of the General Staff and Count of Offaly.

 

Sandy MacFarlaine, Zeke's nephew and presumptive heir, accompanied him to Hibernia, where he met and fell in love with

 

Maeve Derry, also known as Rhiannon, is Hibernia's foremost scholar and a formidable RA officer, whose close friend and fellow general Cath Maguire was believed to be Rhiannon and murdered by the MacCarthys in a plot to discredit Mara and her Friends.

 

Morris O'Malley, RCMP inspector, CSIS and Interpol liaison at Chilliwack of Tirdia, befriended Lucas, and later moved next door to John Dominic's orphanage. He is a close associate of Sandy MacFarlaine. Lucas assisted O'Mally with criminal investigations, during one of which Lucas saved Mara's life (the first of several times). Morris' wife is Naomi.

 

Lacey Johnson is a talented but severely traumatized member of O'Malley's detachment with a portfolio of gang investigations, including those in which Lucas assisted.

 

Al Marcotti is the Vancouver organized crime leader who kidnapped Lucas for Monde. His hitman was responsible for the murder of Lacey's former RCMP partner.

 

This volume--Paladin

Following introductions, Paladin tells three stories in each of its thirteen sections, beginning with a substantial (chronological) episode from the Paladin's life starting in 1492, then a chapter on Hibernia's civil war at the conclusion of the 60-year Interregnum in 2001, and concluding with a chapter on the life of Karina Tansey (whose identity Katherina Rourke borrowed), the latter intended to shed light on events leading up to the first battle of Glenmorgan (1977 06 12).

Some pivotal events of The Interregnum are re-told from different points of view or elaborated upon in Paladin.

The principal narrators of Paladin are Samadeya, the Paladin herself, and Karina Tansey, though several other characters relate portions in the first person, and others are told by the editors.

 

Notes:

1. All characters born on Tirdia who were resident there at the nexus duplicated along with that earth. Thus there are two of: Lucas, Tiffany, Margaret Amadi, Morris and Naomi O'Malley, and various minor characters, but only one of Pelik, Samadeya, Nellie, John Dominic, Eider, and all other Metan and Hibernian characters.

2. Certain major Hibernian families have a specially crafted and engraved "Royal" sword. Likewise, some other individuals, the Church, the bards, and the four countries making up the United Kingdom of Greater Ireland have "protectors'" swords. Possession of three royal swords is customarily thought a prerequisite to claim the throne, but this can be denied by any two of the others, who are sworn to enthrone only a monarch of integrity. Three royal swords formed the basis of the dynasty deposed in 1941. All were copied to fakes by James IV to throw confusion to his enemies. Mara has the greatest of all--"Meathe", the sword of Ireland. She is also the bards' designated sword bearer, and as heir to Devereaux and Rourke may claim those swords.

3. Throughout its modern history, Hibernian Ireland has been politically partitioned into four to six provinces, each headed by an earl, then more finely into counties, each governed by a count. Separately, septs (families) and clans (family groupings) might also owe allegiance to its head or Mór, who may or may not also be a count or earl. England, Wales and Scotland are each earldoms, though their Earls are often referred to as "protectors".

4. Because of the incomplete nexus of the two Tirdias between Lucas triggering and completing it, the calendars are out of sync between Hibernia and the two Tirdias, but this difference, originally thirty days, is decaying with a half life of seventy-eight days. 

 

Scholar's Notes

The Throne was originally intended to be the final volume in The Interregnum and to include in brief chapters a history of how the throne of Ireland came to dominate the version of earth we today call Hibernia, and subsequently became the senior partner in the Federation of Worlds with Babylon.

However, journals decyphered by Scholar Lucas Caine of Tara Meta Ollamh expanded that into a multiple book series The Throne. These accounts derive their intimate details principally from those Royal Archives and Samadeya, a man once believed as mythical as Tirdia's "wandering Jew". However, all have been authenticated by secondary sources, including contemporary records, and the editors have extensively interviewed the surviving principals and are confident of the histories' essential correctness, despite that Scholar Lucas' work overturned much of what was thought known of the throne's history.

As in our previous general works, we offer this in a fictionalized narrative for popular consumption. See the authors' papers and letters in Tara History and European History for the scholarly renditions and exhaustive discussions of papers published over the decade and a half since second Glenmorgan.

Weights and measures are generally rendered without conversion. As this is not a scientific treatise, it should suffice to keep in mind that the distances used from 1452 through the nineteenth century were almost identical to the modern Tirdian Imperial, and that there was only one version of the Irish mile, not a separate one for nautical use. After that time, Tirdia and Federation partner earth Babylon adopted the Tirdian metric system, with basic unit the staff redefined to two metres, thus the modern mile is two kilometres. Dates after March 1, 1400, are in the Patrician calendar, identical to the Tirdian Gregorian calendar in the proleptic sense--apart from the decaying time difference above.

Editing in the various sections differs according to the preferences of the editor in charge of that part of the project. We have not attempted to make surname spelling consistent. Some sept names have numerous variants.

Finally, some notes on translation. The Irish Gaelics through the centuries were quite different from each other, and vastly so from the modern language, considering the latter's heavy borrowings from Tirdian English, modern Babylonian, and more recently Metan. This created numerous challenges in the earlier volumes, but as our sources approach the modern, linguistic issues became insignificant due to the vast stores of other primary sources. A few anomalies may be found, such as some Hibernian characters occasionally borrowing Tirdian usage such as "God" or "per cent".

Proper names are in most cases rendered in rough Tirdian English equivalents. References to persons in their scholarly capacity are without titles except Ollamh, and in the case of Tara Meta Ollamh, by their teaching names.

We have attempted to render informal idiom to modern equivalents for both Gaelic and Tirdian English editions, but these are by no means literal. Readers should also keep in mind that until Irish Gaelic became ubiquitous in the seventeenth century, all scholarly work was published in Latin, and that every educated person was literate and well-read in Latin, Greek, Hebrew, and the major European languages. After the great collapse, Gaelic became near universal, but all modern Hibernian scholars are required to be fluent in Tirdian English.

 

NOTE: Although The Throne series as a whole can be thought of in a sense as Volume 7 of The Interregnum, the first three books of The Throne can be read without first reading The Interregnum. A reader could also start with this book, the nominal historical sequel to the first three of The Throne, and having many interconnections with The Interregnum, but most of whose plots do not depend heavily on either. However, Paladin is a sequel in a chronological sense to The Throne Book three, Tara's Mother, Book two, Navy Girl or Rea's Blood, and Book one, Culmanic Parts, and in a far more intimate sense, though only for its modern account of the 2001 civil war, to the six previously published books in The Interregnum.

 

Offered in the Name of the High Lord of Heaven

Under the Patronage of the Crown

Dedicated to the Throne of Tara, Mistress of Worlds

 

by General Editors

 

Mara, Academician, Tara Meta Ollamh

Rhiannon, First Academician, Tara Meta Ollamh

Nellie, General Hacker, Ollamh

Marie Peltier-MacCarthy, Ollamh and Seanacha Emeritus

Lucas, Academician, Tara Meta Ollamh

 

This volume was edited by staff of the general academy and the historical society. The research and writing assistance of Scholar Johnic (Tara Meta Ollamh) is particularly acknowledged.
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Restorations - 1 (Introduction)

 

Tara, Late Summer, 2001

After the provocative young couple (and their associates who later joined them) sussed me out as Samadeya, it required two weeks of nightly sessions to relate the stories of Ireland's greatest heroine-queens: Catherine Ui Niall Meathe who became Cormac's Queen Catherine the Great, Katie the Horse Girl, Culmanic and High Queen with Cullin--both the first and the second Cullins being yours truly--plus Admiral Amy Rea and High Queen Amethyst Meathe. (Ed. Note: roughly as now told in Culmanic Parts, Navy Girl or Rea's Blood, and Tara's Mother, the first three volumes of The Throne.)

She wasn't satisfied. "There's a huge hole to fill between then and now, with all the details of the Irish throne for six centuries, how you became king so many times, why Pelik left Hibernia alone for a century, and...you said when you introduced the subject 'with someone who influenced Hibernia's course far more than I did in toto' which they three only did in their times. There's another, an ally who must be long-lived like you, regenerating periodically, and deeply involved in the affairs of the Throne. Who?"

Her man intervened. "Who is she, to be more specific? The Paladin? Is she real?"

It was my turn to be coy. "Are you having dreams, young lady?"

"Either that or I'm sharing them with whoever is. We cannot distinguish originator from eavesdroppers, and the dreams span centuries."

"Ah, the Paladin does indeed awaken. Suppose you relate their substance, I confirm what I can, then afterward help you determine which of Mara, Maeve, Nellie, Lacey, Tiffany, or Sheana is the Paladin."

"Some of those have been eliminated, and others share the dreams. Why those names?"

"Not hard to deduce from your recent activities."

"Why not Catherine Ryan?"

"I examined her DNA map after then Thomas Monde outed her as a clone of the Metan girl, Eider. She's not."

"All right, I'll ring the others in for subsequent sessions."

 

But enough of me. The major sections of this narrative will be tales of the throne, partly my stories, interspersed with the Paladin's awakening memories, but served up with plenty of independent historical material culled from other sources, including her now decyphered diaries. After all the legends, books, and fantasies around Samadeya, Pelik, and the Paladin, it's truth time. As for my secrets, they no longer matter.

--Samadeya (scribed Summer, 2003)

 

Here's where I slip in my two bits worth of intro, as Dad would say, hoping no one will notice. This book relates the must-read stories of the two most amazing people ever. Trust me. Of all people, I know.--Johnic, Tara Meta Ollamh, 2016

(Ed. note: "Johnic" systematically omitted all titles, preferring the anonymity of a Tara Meta Ollamh virtual academy identifier. That's appropriate for noble titles, but not the academic. Thus, we note that Johnic is Ollamh three times over, has several additional certificates, and is a senior TMO scholar.)

 

The Paladin, 2016

I scribe this comment with centuries behind on my road, an unknown number before us. By the time The Throne's first three volumes saw the light of day here and on Tirdia, the exigencies of prior scholarly publication were satisfied, six centuries' facts combed and set in a semblance of truth and order, the publishers took their interminable time, and translation into Tirdian English was made and checked, more than another decade has now passed.

It is interesting to reflect on my thinking in various "thens" compared with what I know now--see my contextual and concluding remarks. Suffice it to say that we began recording notes against dreams and documents with this book in mind mere days before our worst memory trauma, so with the occasional modern exception obvious enough in context, and certain alterations necessitated where we preferred well-attested period documentation over random returned recollections, my comments herein are largely jottings preserved verbatim from 2001--with minor edits--having their genesis in the throes of hard-fought memory recovery. I could speak more eloquently and chronologically today, but surely with less verisimilitude, so we retain them in their context the better to communicate our collective raw mental anguish.

 

The Paladin, Fall 2001

My good husband has been my staff and right arm through my mental trauma, as countless memories return and I piece together who I really am, what Ireland and I have been to one another these five plus centuries, what we must be going forward. Even the remembering thus far might have shattered me without him.

We two are making a great team, and plan to keep each other young. He's the best thing that's happened to me since...well, I'm not sure. Even after all the memory pain thus far, my recollections start abruptly in mid-1492 and fuzz to hot smoky nothingness before 1960. Yet, my earliest memories of growing up (in this version of me) are long after that. What happened before and between?

I'm afraid to learn the missing end pieces, because when I try, all is flames. Have I been through hell and back? Twice? But we're closing in on complete mental restoration. I'll need my man when the breakthrough comes--perhaps tonight. Alone isn't within a cannon shot of an option.

A few months ago, dreams of a previous life stretching back to my 1492 awakening were vague, fragmentary, unordered, infrequent--only gradually gaining coherence and order, the occasional one painfully stark. Still, they claimed little credibility until one delivered a cypher key, allowing Lucas to unlock one of the second set of journals stored in Tara's palace archives--those following Queen Amethyst's day and that we now know extend through 1958, when the stash abruptly ceases.

I still wouldn't have believed it, but evidence piled up until we dreamers knew Samadeya's identity, and we stormed his defences, as he notes above. By the time of those nightly recitals and cross-questioning, dreamers and partners numbered over a dozen strong.

In his "spare" time, Lucas single-mindedly decyphered the Admiral Amy Rea and Queen Amethyst Meathe journals, providing the grist for the first three volumes of The Throne, earning him Ollamh in Mathematics. But the latter Paladin documents were more securely encoded with a different class of key, spanned a far longer time, and unlocked vastly more secrets.

We eventually extracted confirming elements for some of those histories from Samadeya, but at first only gradually was I forced to admit one of us dreamers knew those sixteenth (and following) century events, because she'd been there, done them. Over many months, more decryption keys came to light, and we read additional volumes to corroborate the returning memories. Very early conclusion: the "Paladin" wrote them all before experiencing reset to infancy. Latest conclusion after much as yet unfinished trauma: "She" am I.

But there was much initial confusion, for not only were they not chronological, the dreams were shared among several, we unable to tell who originated, who eavesdropped. Most of us had mystery about our beginnings, and some dream sequence participants either died, or could be ruled out as the Paladin.

I won't continue my "predecessors'" policy of hiding the Paladin's identities--there's little point after my esteemed ancestor "the deathless one", a.k.a. "Old Man", or "The Trickster", agreed to openly out himself in these pages as Samadeya-Qayin (alias Ben Qayin, Cormac Meathe, Cullin I and II, several other High Kings, Carlan Rea, General Tighen, etc...often went by Sean).

From the first nexus, he was the repentant version of Cain, and God-appointed protector of his people against the unrepentant one--Pelik-Qayin (alias Frederick Monde, Albert Canon, several more High Kings, etc.--often went by Joshua, Jack, or John--self-appointed enemy of the Lord of Heaven and the throne of Ireland we two protect.) They two battled many times (think Joshua and the Amalekite king, Thor and Odin, numerous depositions of Ireland's High King with extreme prejudice, etc.), and in the conflict, one or both usually got reset. This is not reincarnation, but regeneration, similar to what the regrow cocktail does to trigger cells to stem status and restore a severed leg, just a wee tad more dramatic.

This most recent half-century plus has been sorta the other way around, though I cottoned to Samadeya before I did to myself. Initially I worried that, despite events, Pelik might read this material in translation, and return to Hibernia when the century for their wager had expired in 2012 to attack. But Lucas convinced us he'd altered the game. Besides, I've learned my lessons and fully trust the Lord of Heaven will deliver me--through death yet again, as he sees fit.

The two Qayins had by modern times a six millennia existence, dwarfing my mere eighty plus per mille of that span I currently recall. I cannot shake the evil suspicion that when I discover what happened in my most recent reset, I'll also learn the details of 1492, and how far back I really go. Cleopatra, Queen of Sheba, Mary, Ruth, or... Sorry, I shouldn't verbalize fantasies. Samadeya is little help in sorting this out, though I am obviously his descendant--exactly how so remains unclear as I dictate this to Aileen over the ML (ed. Metalibrary), for he claims he first had ken of me as Lilian Paladin in the early 1500s and neither he nor she knew anything of me before that. Can't tell if he's truthing. After all, he was tight with Ireland's two greatest modern prevaricators--Jack Devereaux and His Donalship Sean Reilly--and they were amateurs by comparison.

Though more than reluctant to believe it at first, I now know, and you also, if you've read The Interregnum or the Amy-Rea/Amethyst Meathe stories thus far in The Throne (to which this is somewhat a sequel) that whenever one of the Qayins gets killed, he resets, the degree of which depends on how badly his body was maimed. Sometimes, (e.g. Ben Qayin--see The Builder) the Lord of Heaven reorganizes sufficient remnant as a young man. After severe dismemberment, some portion instead becomes an infant. The process follows Heaven's rules, though the exact details are unclear to us mere mortals. And, Pelik experienced a new rule with Lucas' help. In any event, memories return around an apparent age of mid-twenties-ish. 

In my earliest turn-of-the-sixteenth-century Paladin persona, I learned (remembered?) I was apparently of their select company, that my general task was keeping Old Man Samadeya from overly many inconvenient deaths--and the consequent years of hiatus--acting as his conscience and shillelagh when he would have given up (whenever his wife died), finding him a new partner betimes, and generally looking after Irish interests in the big- and little-picture--as God provided insight, grace, and ability--yes, and dealing out, or assisting in same, of the occasional more-convenient-to-Ireland prejudicial temporary termination to Pelik-Qayin. When I became jaded, proud, unloving, or otherwise strayed from my task or deserted my post...well...you'll see.

It isn't that we few exceptionals don't experience death. We do--they on countless occasions, I enough times, and close to it more. It always hurts. Moreover, even in a partial reset, our bodies don't grow back identically due to environmental and perhaps random factors--plus whatever the Lord of Heaven, life, and people throw in for good measure. Not everything is genetics. Are there other such people? We aren't sure, though Samadeya shared a suspicion of one. None impinge on these histories.

See, none of the recollections I've accessed thus far include recovery from a complete loss-of-memory reset, so this one--a real lulu right back to newborn and growing up all over again--throws me hard. Samadeya, though he previously believed I could, like they twain, reset from death, had no idea what had become of me until we told him. I am apparently too unlike any previous me, and mayhap that's planned.

The gradual and scattered return of memories over the last months, particularly the last few nights, might have driven me mad were it not for my man's support. O.K. I now know he's not my first husband, (though he is to this version of my body, if I may put things delicately) but he's God's best for me, and has zero jealousy. 

These Paladin tales are organized chronologically, though they didn't come to our collective dreaming minds thus, and we won't commit to publication until everything is thoroughly verified. In many parts, we will render the plain text of the relevant journals previous I's once kept, fact-checked against contemporary sources, conventional histories, and Samadeya's own cluttered recollections. We're pretty sure we can get this right, but take full responsibility for any errors. That's what second editions are for. We plan to tell mostly the stories of others with whom my lives intersected, either as they later related them to me, and/or as I scribed them in aforesaid journals.

Romantic that I am at heart, most will be romances--of a sort. All are stories of the taking and re-taking of the throne of Hibernia's Ireland, a slice of a few centuries from the aeons-old battles between Qayin-Samadeya and Pelik-Qayin, and my part in some. Samadeya, though making valuable contributions to continuity, flatly refuses credit as co-author of any finished work.

We have the advantage of centuries of others' historical research to make emendations to what previous self thought was true, so shall present what we believe are facts in place of opinions or errors in perception by the previous me while I was committing events to diaries. Thus, this last volume of both The Throne and The Interregnum, though in one sense my story, isn't about the Paladin. Call her/me an interested spectator most of the time, a meddler the rest--excepting the start and present. Sigh.

In the canonical manner of a story cycle, we will intersperse two key narratives--of Karina Tansey, to shed light on events leading up to my late hiatus and offer fresh perspectives on the first battle of Glenmorgan, and of course, our insiders' account of the traumatic events of recent months. It'll take years to finish all this.--The Paladin, this portion scribed early fall, 2001
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Karina Tansey - 1

 

Lucas and Katherina, Tara of Hibernia, 2001

"Hey, Kid, c'mon in."

"Thanks for seeing me, Lady Katherina."

"Any time kid. Door's open to anyone who wants to jaw with an old biddy who ain't hardly no lady. And call me Katherina or Kate."

"Thanks, ah...Aunt Katherina."

"Oh, piffle. If you must. I never could tolerate much by way of manners. Court drives me crazy with its deadly-polite backstabbing. Give me someone like daughter Mara who speaks her mind. What's on yours?"

"I'm researching the battle of Glenmorgan."

"Came to the horse's mouth did you? Or maybe it's the other end, I dunno."

"Well, I've read 'Death in the Glen' and the Professor's condensation of your own memoirs published in his first six Interregnum novels, and I've got a pretty good picture of most events leading up to the battle, but there's one character about whom there's scant information, and that leaves a hole in the story."

"Who might that be?"

"Karina Tansey, the dead woman whose identity you assumed after the battle, and only shed recently. Who was she, who were her people, what was she like, and where did she come from? Apart from her archived birth certificate, her academic record at Kilkarney and her RA career afterwards in Security, nothing's published about her. Can you fill me in?"

In the long silence that ensued, Lucas began to think her lost in reverie, possibly asleep--astonishing given "Diamond Kate" never lacked for words.

She resumed almost dreamily, quite unlike her usual register.

"That dear, blessed, gentle woman. I thank the Lord of Heaven every day of my life for sending her to me. Until I had my own hospital awakening on Meta Earth under Eider and Sean's gentle mental ministrations, I don't think there was another human being I loved so, or who loved me so. We were a team, Kid. She was closer to me than any sister could'a been if'n I'd had one. Closer than Ma Iron Kate, who was forever off to war. Closer than Da, though I loved him with all my heart, and it was near ripped outta me when he got killed over that stupid green rose he bred. Closer than all my other buds at Kilkarney.

"O Karina, there was never your like...less'n it be Mara-mine."

"Tell me her story."

"I'll tell you how she told me, lonely nights while I laid abed at Glenmorgan, afore the battle, an' she nursed me, though barely able to stand herself. I've rehearsed it so much I can blab it verbatim, as they say in French. The bits at the end are a mite speculative."
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Tara General Hospital, Early Spring, 1963

Toward awakening - 1

A voice.

"O Lord of Heaven, if you will only heal my Karina and return her to me, I will be forever grateful. You can do this Lord, I know you can. I will love her and you more than ever. Please, Lord. Bring her back. Please."

I longed to reach out to that voice's owner, wanted to awaken, but always the nightmares crashed in.

I was running away, from...I didn't know.

I was in a hospital, but they turned me out.

I lived on the street, surviving on garbage thrown from stores and kitchens.

These dreams recurred in so many variations I supposed I'd existed years in that condition.

People asking me my name, who my clan were, I unable to answer. Being dismissed as a mute, a freak, a mental defective.

Then accosted by...somebody cutting me... I fled the recollection, vaguely aware I had done so numerous times.
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Toward awakening - 2

The same voice, yes, a woman's, and a touch on my cheek.

"O Lord of Heaven, why did she die, my precious darling Karina, all I had left of my dear George? Won't you bring her back, Lord? You have all power over life. Won't you give her back to me, Lord?"

Data: According to her, I was either dead or in a coma. How to resolve the quantum dilemma?

Data: I could hear, understand, but who was she? Who was I?

I wanted to awaken, tried to respond, but nightmarish visions renewed their mocking, leering terror. A beating with clubs and fists, kicked about, mutilated with knives, until...no, I wouldn't face it.
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Toward awakening - 3

Voices--two men who stole a sliver of my attention from the nightmares.

"What's with the Patsy Meathe yonder?"

"No idea. She's long-term comatose. Citadel Guard scraped her from a ditch as dead, but the Black Carters found a heartbeat and turned her over to us.

"Guard IDd her as a street kid who first showed up in '59 wandering about Dublin port wearing a standard-issue hospital gown without laundry mark or papers. Couldn't talk, seemed a zombie. Records say Dublin hospital emerg examined and dismissed her to the streets."

"Not smart."

"Young MacCarthy physician on duty that night. You know how they can be about people they consider sub-human. He was disciplined, but the girl had vanished, and nobody looked very hard. She drifted up here by late '60, lived on the streets, then attracted attention from one of the gangs. Near as the Guard figures, she was beaten and dumped."

"Why?"

"Who knows?"

"Somebody gotta do something about those street gangs. Bad enough they're fighting over drugs and gambling, but the collateral victims..."

"Palace seems not to care since the current Donal took over."

"Back to the girl. We learn anything about her?"

"After the Black Carters brought her in, the boss had us back-check every legit hospital in three counties with zero result. Best guess is she either lifted the gown from a hospital garbage bin, or ran away from an unregistered facility. She doesn't answer to any missing person's description. Face, fingerprints, and DNA don't match any ML record."

"Word is both the Mondes and MacCarthys do human experiments on the quiet."

"Boss thought of covenant violators and suspended the search. Best for the kid we leave things be. If it wasn't a legal hospital, she really doesn't want to go back."

"State of health?"

"First scan indicated scar tissue from partly healed injuries consistent with sword or knife wounds, multiple broken bones, ripped muscle and tendons, and severe brain trauma, but re-scans a year later show nothing. Check out the images. Either the machine malfunctioned the first time, or her body healed up extra fast on regrow and our meds. Mind's another matter. Broken bad. Permanent zombie."

"Vitals?"

"Pulse and blood pressure low but steady, respiration normal. She's a stick thirty tall, thin as a flagpole but no longer malnourished, appears about fifteen and pre-pubescent, not a hair on her body."

"Unresponsive, no brain activity?"

"Yes, and no. Brain functional, she hears, but can't or won't speak, move a limb, or open her eyes. I've seen her screw up her face and open her mouth as if to scream, then go right back under."

"Severe trauma, doesn't want to wake up? But how do we know she hears?"

"Attend the monitor. I switched it to her auditory centre. Compare to the ambient sound on the lower trace."

A low whistle. "Our conversation mirrored inside her brain. An interesting application."

"Boss thought of it. At least she has detectable brain function, which is better than two years ago."

I've been here two years in this state?

"Any talk of pulling her plug?"

"Physician Clarke's herself took charge of this one."

"Oh. She wouldn't. The hair?"

"Follicles all wiped. Clarke tentatively wrote her up as a cancer survivor."

The voices faded. Don't pull the plug. I'm not dead yet. Don't. I want to live. I will live.
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Toward awakening - 4

The woman prayed over...me? How many times? Always to the same effect--pleading with The Lord of Heaven to restore...me?...her Karina? But also sobbing over a dead Karina. What was going on? I longed to respond with comfort, but each time sharp memories of cruel brutality engulfed me. A black steel blade flashed before my eyes, then all I knew was pain.

But desire to return my unseen companion's love ultimately overcame all obstacles. In a lengthy exercise of rigid mental discipline I consciously suppressed those memories, firmly and deliberately editing them from my mind. It wasn't easy, and probably took a long time.

When it did arrive, consciousness seeped in slowly, tentatively, a mouse peeking from its hole. Surely the cat was about. But this time, abject fear merely lurked. I'd successfully forgotten its face, forgotten that I'd forgotten. Something bad hovered, threatened, leered, but out of mind, out of sight...

 


Part I

 

 

 

Phoenix Rising
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In lands of time, it was 1492. Not here. I walked alone along a narrow, well-lit pathway for what I perceived as a long while before becoming aware of other roads to my right converging beside mine. Each had several travellers, but when I attempted conversation with the nearest, they appeared unseeing and unhearing, so absent-mindedly did they shuffle forward. When a woman dressed in fine clothes came abreast, I made to join her, thinking to give her a shake and demand her attention, but found an invisible barrier separated us so I could not cross to her path. She passed, oblivious.

Soon, all the roads emptied into a large, roughly triangular area with an ornate gateway at the vertex opposite. I was "walking" along one side where the path's barrier separated me from what seemed an idyllically pleasant, gorgeously sunlit country of rolling hills and orchards on my left. Atop a small knoll not far away, a lamb with achingly white wool watched, and I longed to throw my arms around its neck.

But, beyond the far side of the triangle, grey darkness prevailed. Inexorably, the barriers funnelled all traffic to the gateway. I paused, uncertain why I was here, or for that matter, who I was.

As I watched, scores arrived, each silent, alone, insensible of all others, walking resolutely, if somewhat vacantly, toward the gateway. There they were greeted by a dapper man dressed in a black kilt with white pinstripes, stockings and shirt to match, all in a sombre tartan of sorts, though it was none I kenned. He was a giant of a fellow, and bore a magnificent sword at his belt. I doubted I could lift the thing. The oddest thing about him was his face--it resembled a lion or an eagle more than a man, and shone with some internal light. Did I mention wings?

Irresistibly drawn, I edged closer. One by one he greeted the other pilgrims by name and handed them beneath the enormous archway that comprised the gate, into the same grey fog obscuring the far side. Again I tried to accost one who passed, and could not. My narrow track along the one edge was distinctly separate from the rest, and it seemed no one yonder saw me in that silent place. Even as I puzzled over the meaning of this, I heard footsteps directly behind. I turned, then stepped out of the way to allow a young couple alongside. Arm-in-arm, they were simultaneously solemn but bore huge grins.

Unlike the others, they had no trouble seeing and greeting me.

"A solemn place," said the man, looking around, waving a hand at the silent others.

"But a joyous one," the woman added, smiling radiantly, "and it's so good someone joins us."

I started to reply, but they were intent on their journey, so with a nod of greeting and a "see you in the better Ireland beyond the gate", they forged ahead. After a few steps, the woman turned and beckoned. I looked the way I had come, and saw only dim mists. Forward being the only apparent option, I fell in behind.

When we approached the gateway, its keeper greeted them, not with a grip, but an embrace. "John and Julia Swarge, welcome." He stepped aside, and I saw his bulk had been obscuring a small, undecorated, but brilliantly lighted doorway to the left of the much larger grey arch and opening on the Beautiful Land.

The woman held his arm. "Will our children be all right?"

"They will be placed with your sister within hours of your fatal accident, but are no longer your concern." He kissed them both and directed them through the grand little door. Moments later they appeared beyond the massive structure, strolling through the brightly-lit grassy area to my left and up to the Lamb. I passionately longed to join them.

But though I edged closer, I held back, curious. Hundreds passed as I watched, all sent through the large arch into darkness. After a time I perceived a lull in the foot traffic, and strolled to the gate to accost its keeper. He watched me, but neither named nor greeted me. Several feet away, I stopped to assess him. He was an odd fellow--his dark clothing of expensive fabric and cut, he handsome and fit, his jet black beard and moustache neatly and sharply trimmed, yet his hair and wings so white they shone in the light coming from the glorious land beyond the small doorway. Neither of us spoke for about a minute.

"Greetings my lord," I finally essayed.

"Greetings to you, my lady warrior."

"Your warrior?"

"You are an officer of the army of God, as am I."

I guessed that made sense. "May I know the name of this place, Sir?" I asked.

He replied indirectly. "This gate represents the destroyer and fate of all humankind, albeit it has been defeated."

My mind cleared slightly and I looked around with sudden understanding.

"This then is death," I said, waving at the arch, but fixing my eye on him, "and you the porter. Legend has it that function belongs to the apostle Peter."

"No, the duty rotates among several angels the Lord selects for the task. Today it was assigned to me, specifically to speak to you."

"And you are..."

"Robus. I am what you might call a colonel in the armies of God."

"Why you?"

"Because like you I am a warrior. Not all of us are. I requested the honour."

"But you neither hand me in to the darkness, nor embrace me to the light."

"My master and yours decrees it so," he answered. "He has your steps secure on his path, but this is still not the time to complete your journey."

"Still? Then you porters and I are no strangers."

"Nor will you remember me afterwards."

"How many times have we spoken?"

"Not many."

"Not an answer. Why?" I gestured around us.

"Why are you here? Because things you cannot currently remember must be brought to mind, and as the Lord knew we would be conversing, he tasked me with mentioning a few necessities that you shall recall as needed. One consequence of returning from this place is temporary total or partial loss of memory."

"Speak then."

He asked rather than answering. "Who was Cain?"

"A son of Adam who killed his brother."

"After which God confronted him."

"And pronounced a curse when he did not repent."

"To the meat of it. He both repented and didn't. Earth became twinned. The repentant Cain of one daughter earth became known as Qayin-Samadeya, who serves our Lord, the other did not and is Pelik-Qayin, who serves Satan."

"Is, and serves?"

"They are in conflict, and shall remain so until their mortal lives end. As part of their curse, my colleagues and I have turned both back from this gate many times."

"As you now apparently turn me away. Then I too am cursed."

"Given that my role today would normally require me to embrace you into the eternal kingdom, I might be inclined to agree. But you volunteered to serve the Lord Of Heaven for as long as he deemed it necessary. At the time, the Lord required a warrior to assist Samadeya to focus more narrowly on his role of promoting God's righteous kingdom on earth and countering Pelik. You accepted the posting. However, complications have arisen with respect to your personal memory, much of which is blocked for a considerable time."

"How long?"

"I cannot say."

"Cannot or will not?"

He shrugged. "There is no difference. I am under orders, as are you."

"What complications, then?"

"You will no doubt deduce something about the source of them in due time."

"'None of my business', in other words. Why does the Lord not simply remedy it?"

"Because it is your problem, because he has rules."

"Which you do not specify, nor did the common rules apply when Christ was alive," I pointed out, "for he worked many miracles."

"A comparison aptly taken, though he merely required more fundamental principles to prevail. After all, death, disease and deformity must all flee from the one who is light and life. Besides, you and the Qayins are not He."

I bowed acknowledgement. "So I am to return to life and ally with this Samadeya fellow. Despite not knowing either him or the circumstances of my enlistment, I apparently have little choice but to believe you and keep the word I gave. Will they or I die permanently before Christ comes?"

"A perceptive question, to which I respond only that there are theoretical circumstances."

"I'm wasting time trying to extract information from you. What are my orders?"

"The Lord will neither give you further information or detailed orders, just guidance from prayer and his Word, like any daughter of Eve."

"Yes, Sir." A commanding officer tolerates no other answer.

"Very well, you may return." Then he did something clearly out of character and role. He stepped forward from the shadow of the gate, embraced me, and added, "The Lord of Heaven accompany you till we meet again, soldier, daughter of Eve."

I turned and walked back the way I had come, noting the resumption of traffic as I went. My last thought was "I wonder who his superiors are. For that matter, what rank am I in his army? A private? Does it matter? I am under orders. And "until we meet again?" is ominous--as much so as why we met this time and why I do not know who I am.
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The Paladin, September 3, 1492, outside Dublin, Hibernia

I wakened in a series of jolts from a dream of lying abed comfortably in a snug, wood-panelled room, to a buzz of flies and vile stench of decomposing garbage, I thumping and tumbling down a slope amid tin cans, broken bottles, offal, and partly rotted food scraps. My first settled sight was of rats scurrying away from this much larger predator.

Data point: I hurt everywhere. Data point: I had no idea who I was or why I was here. Data point: "where" was resolved by a glimpse, once I stopped rolling, of the sign "No Scavengers. By order, manager, Dublin City Dump." As the empty dumpster's lid clanged shut far above me, and the vessel itself retreated into the maw of its host truck, I caught a secondary whiff of burnt...something, and raised my hand to my scalp. Data point: bald, and tender. Further data point: clothes are a smoking ruin of disordered, partly melted threads, flesh is pink, though sound--apart from minor abrasions just received.

Provisional conclusion: Whoever I was had been burned in that dumpster, but my body had made a miraculous partial recovery. Next conclusion: someone did it to me, so perhaps I ought make myself scarce before the perp(s) endeavoured to make it permanent. Do people survive such things?

Ignoring fast-receding pain in every part of my body, I sat up to take further stock, and spied a large bag nearby, contents partly spilled. Tossing the burned and melted top layers yielded underwear, a relatively undamaged shirt and kilt in the common tartan, stockings, and a pair of boots, all of which I donned to cover my nakedness. Checking around and seeing no one, I hefted the bag, made my way up the hill to the dumpster that brought me, tucked into the tool shelf underneath, and minutes later was hitching a ride back to town.

Bag in hand, I rolled out when the truck stopped, taking note of where it placed the dumpster--a dark alley with scorched brick walls offering good privacy for ditching bodies, the only potential witnesses silent rear doors to half a dozen low shops. It wouldn't be hard for the perp to work in off hours. Nor I.

Cleanup at a local flea-bag hotel paid for with a crown I found yielded a wealth of information from the bag. So did the mirror, allowing me to catalogue the unidentified woman revealed as "red all over from healed burn scars and what looked like a hasty cut on the throat, tough but rangy, a somewhat molten though healing face, dark red hair where it still existed, mid-twenties appearance but felt older, recently worked as a deck hand, likely aboard a tramp freighter given her clothes and sea bag, preferred Christian name appears to be Lilian, sept name variable, may have been a spy for parties unknown given several sets of identity papers and bank passes sewn into the linings of the bag--provisionally assuming it was mine, its co-location at the dump uncoincidental. The faces on the identity papers had shapes roughly approximating the mug in the mirror, but I supposed a burn and heal of my original visage wouldn't yield an exact copy of whatever I'd been. Besides, the fake papers appeared deliberately smudged and indistinct to obscure easy connection with another me. Government photos are expected to be so.

I conjured faint recollections of toiling in a smelly engine room, but no more. A belt pouch empty of both identification and any money except a crown coin caught in a lining tear provided denouement to the tale--an incautious seawoman mugged for her pay upon leaving her ship, tossed for dead into the dumpster, it set afire to obscure evidence. So, why was I alive?

I knew other things about myself: first, I was a twice-born Christian committed to serving God, second I was entirely separated from my past, and third, common sense dictated I get out of Dublin, soonest. No point asking how I knew the first; I just did. The second was interesting, but only of potential relevance. The last I ignored. Not having a real identity hurt, though.

Completing a minute disembowelment of pouch and bag produced more: some twenty pages of notes in a hand that resembled mine--in two parts, the first a disquieting assemblage of research and conclusions about two people called the "Old Man", one Samadeya-Qayin, the other his personal foe Pelik-Qayin, fantastic claims about the pair regularly duelling to the death, but coming back to life, plus notes on a determination to help the former restrain the latter in the name and service of the Lord of Heaven. "Current" but undated aliases and locations for both were provided, but I concluded that asking either for opinions on my own identity might be worse than unwise. Reading between the lines suggested my former self might have been done prejudicially dirty by Pelik.

Given my impossible recovery from mugging (killing?) and dumpster fire, I figured to be one of their resurrecting company. Common sense dictated the yarn was pure fiction, but I "knew" it was fact. How? Had someone told me? When? In the notes, I twice referred to myself as a "Phoenix", which seemed a good current moniker, but in view of the notes being pre-dumpster, hinted at "been there done that" with respect to death experiences--and that idea no sooner thought than also known. Nowhere had I furnished myself a definitive name. All right, arbitrarily selecting one of the five available identities, "Lilian Morgan, experienced Phoenix" had a nice ring to it. Perhaps I could make a living extinguishing fires. Cogito ergo sum, but am who?

Other inventory: four knives in as many boot holsters, the outside two distempered by heat, one bank safe-deposit box key, and a small stash of Bank of Tara notes protected between foil amounting in all to three hundred forty-two crowns. Later still, in the hinged heels of my boots, thirty crowns more, a garrotte, three small pouches of powder labelled "strychnine", "belladonna", and "bread mould extract". Damage to the bag drove the conclusion shells had exploded in the heat, hence I'd had a gun--now stolen of course. Dead (sic) certainty concerning my spiritual condition made me doubt I was an assassin, so perhaps a preventer of same.

"All right, Lord of Heaven, You've apparently appointed me a nameless indigent worker for you with no memories of my past, and no obvious agenda for the future except to assist this Samadeya chappie as need dictates." Again, the moment I thought it, the idea fixed as certainty. Why? And now what?

Hey, lacking any specific instructions, I'd right one wrong.
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From September 4, 1492

The next week saw a whirlwind. Days, I visited banks whose passes I had, quickly scratching "indigent" from my curriculum vitae. I was filthy rich--majority or significant minority owner by anonymous bearer shares of several electronics manufacturers, a shipbuilder, a chandlery, and one of the very banks where I had accounts. The first safe deposit box contained keys to others, most of which I checked--lots of goodies, including jewellery, more identity papers, all of them professional fakes, nothing explicating who I was, though the rough similarities in pictures forced me to conclude this stuff was indeed mine, notwithstanding my conclusions on most recent employment. The former I was quite the piece of work. I gave in to the inevitable, shopped for an expensive though understated wardrobe, and ensconced myself at a luxury hotel. A last safe deposit box--up in Tara--I left for another time.

Nights I staked out the dumpster. Third time lucky, for about 0200 a rag-and-bag man pushed a hand truck heavily loaded with his gleanings into the alley. I followed, catching him pulling a sailor's body from the truck, hoisting it into the dumpster. He heard nothing, didn't know I was there--until my knife tickled his throat.

"On the ground, face down, boyo," I commanded, and when he complied, I placed a knee in his back, trussed his hands and legs behind him with wire, then brushed his neck with my blade.

"Your name?"

"Mags. Don't cut me. I'll share."

"Don't want to share."

"You can have it all. Don't kill me."

"Who's the corpse, Mags?"

"Just a rube sailor I picked up at the docks. No one can trace him."

"How many have you offed and burned here?"

"I don't know. A few dozen. Let me go. I'll cut you in, show you how it's done. It's an easy racket."

"Four nights ago, you brought a woman here."

I scratched his cheek and he babbled.

"Yes, yes. A sailor girl. You catch 'em going by an alley like this'n, bonk 'em with a brick, take their pouches, cut their throats, and stash the body till night, then into the dumpster. Toss a match into the paper, the evidence melts. We can work it together, take two or three of an evening, get loads of crowns."

I let up. "Roll over and look at me."

He complied, seeing a richly dressed society lady wearing a mask. "It was I you burned," I put the blade to his throat, "and by rights I ought to cut you up and burn the pieces for what you did to my face."

He began hyperventilating, and the rich aroma of his voided bowels stained the air.

"But I'm not going to do that."

I thought he would weep for relief--until I cried out, "Well, gentlemen, have you heard enough?"

"We have. We'll take you, Mags." Two RA constables and a Brehon materialized from the darkness. "Given his confession, you needn't testify, my lady."

No one should be able to buy justice, but had the indigent I'd thought I was gone to the constabulary and the Dublin Brehon's office with a tale of being mugged and burned, I'd never have gained a hearing. But a filthy rich high lady in expensive clothes and a silvered masquerade mask garners favourable attention.

After re-securing my lock box assets and informing my bank president where to send financial reports, I left Dublin two afternoons later in rough travelling clothes. Passing the Blackpool, I noted Mags' head on one of the iron grating spikes. He'd been hung first. By that time, to my astonishment, my face was nearly healed, and I suspected from walking the dock area unnoticed that I didn't resemble my previous self, if indeed anyone there had known her.
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The Paladin, rural Ireland, post 1492

After my Dublin awakening, I wandered several years about rural Ireland, keeping shy of cities, quixotically righting what wrongs I could, generally making a nuisance of myself to the enemies I most cared against--sin, sickness, ignorance, and death--all those Satan and his ally Pelik-Qayin promoted. I researched all I could about the two "Old Men" who brought such blessings and curses to this earth, and found enough pickings to confirm what I "knew" with hard evidence.

Early on, this role made me examine several disciplines--history, medicine, engineering, Brehon, and of necessity given these, I became a military officer (by 1505 "reserve captain"). I found myself a quick study, and speculated I'd previously owned some or all of those credentials.

While working a year under First Seanacha Amyrea Walsh, my proclivities and activities led her to hang the moniker "Paladin" on me. I embraced it immediately. Not only did it fit what passed for my self-image, but it was a spiritual link to Ireland's original Paladins, the friends who kept the secrets of Amethyst Meathe and the first Amy Rea.

 I stumbled across that truth, putting two and two together from her own library and getting five, taking it to Scholar Walsh, and being sworn to secrecy, had the "great secret" confirmed, though there seemed little point in secrecy decades after the Queen's death. Indeed, when I asked how many others there were, she said she knew of a handful still alive. So, I retired "Phoenix", since I had scant eagerness to encore the stunt of being temporarily burned to death.

Much research, starting with the names and habits previous self supplied eventually allowed me to track Pelik and Samadeya. Pelik was in Russia--advisor to the Czar, stirring up trouble in a dispute with China over Mongolia. Samadeya was at Tara, running Palace Security, as he often had. I kept my distance from both, for I saw the greatest need for the Lord's Paladin being justice in the rural areas, where it was hard to come by. I imagined little requirement for my services either in the cities or directly to Samadeya for the time being. The first few years I indulged a passion to learn my real (previous) identity, but uncovered nary a clue. My freckled face was unremarkable enough to have been almost any young Irish woman's. My hair was strikingly dark red, though not what you'd call rare.

As to the bank and commercial information, bearer shares were just that--they had neither name nor history, so couldn't be traced. All the enterprises I owned, whether in whole or part, knew those shares existed, but not the identity of the person(s) previously exercising their powers. Evidently it had been done by proxy, old self apparently having been more circumspect than present one.

Thinking I might have been one of them, I asked Scholar Walsh about the Paladins in hopes of narrowing things down, but she told me there were thousands by 1441 alone, more in later years, and the best she could say was that I bore a slight resemblance to a couple of dozen or so, including three or four of Amy and Amethyst's inner naval circle--which seemed a clue. But when I tried to track the ship on which I'd arrived, I found that of the six freighters in Dublin harbour at the time, five knew nothing of a female crew member, and the sixth was sunk by pirates on her next voyage before I could interview her captain. More, she'd been around the world every couple of years for a decade, stopping in scores of ports. Curiosity could extend only so far, and eventually I had to desist, unsatisfied.

In the bigger picture, I should say that at the time Ireland was rich in goods, money, and power, but her feudal rulers after High King Thomas and High Queen Amethyst were inclined to be protectionist, insular, self-absorbed. Her civilians had discarded the spirit of Amy Rea and her compatriots, reverting to misogyny, particularly when it came to women in the military--why I persisted only four years before going reserve. Slavery remained abolished for some time yet, but marriages often weren't much better, regularly yielding sad evidence files for several of my more difficult cases--where a Brehon's chain, staff, and sword were essential, as too often little else of the law was respected.

I had plenty of ready money, so needn't request Brehon hospitality, and all the time in the world to meddle in others' affairs. At first I stumbled into cases merely by arriving in some small town where there was need--evidence my footsteps were guided. Most involved investigating disappeared persons, performing marriages, sleuthing out money trails in embezzlement schemes, unravelling tangled contracts, wife or child abuse, breach of trust by some petty official who believed he was important enough to do as he pleased, shutting the mouths of and deporting slanderers, convicting thieves, and the like.

I solved half a dozen robbery cases, three murder mysteries, and prevented at least one more of the latter--all the while getting the pulse of an Irish society that seemed vaguely familiar yet utterly foreign. I tentatively concluded I'd either been a city slicker unfamiliar with rural realms, or lived a long time away from the island. That I was a native I never doubted--looks, language, inclinations, and background knowledge all fitted that hypothesis. But nothing more. My knowledge was generalities, vague on specifics, nonexistent concerning my own person. I was haunted by the desire to know who I really was, but in several years' wandering over most of rural Ireland, not a soul recognized me except as Lilian Morgan, Paladin--have staff and chain, will travel.

I indulged an interest in technological applications for the doing of justice by sending suggestions for weapons and other toys to Tara's Security office. Its commanding officer went by Sean Reilly, alias Samadeya, and my papers constituted a token ringing of his bell in earnest of potential future introductions.

After a while, reputation became sufficient. People badly in need of healing and justice found ways to leave messages at town halls or with other Brehons. Ultimately I established a hole-in-the-wall office with a secretary to handle inquiries. Often I demurred, many I passed to my fellows in the profession, but the more interesting cases, particularly those with far-reaching implications, I handled personally. And, I continued to "stumble into" intractable cases I would have taken anyway. I didn't handle many patients in a medical way, excepting peripherally, as emergencies were beyond my ability to respond in timely fashion. Sometimes months often passed before I could attend a situation.

Of hundreds of interesting cases I could mention here, despite this not really being my history but the throne's, one had what I imagined a satisfactory outcome at the time, but came back to bedevil both Ireland and me for centuries.
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November 1497, The Baron and the indigent

I had just settled the case of the not-so-dead corpse in Galway (in favour of the corpse, one John McInrae--look it up in Corpus Juris Hibernia MCDXCVII) and was touristing southward via the cliffs of Moher when I called the secretary at my office in Cork to collect messages before moving on.

"Office of the Paladin. Good morning. How may we assist you?"

"It's Lilian, Nathan. Anything new?"

"That matter of the missing Kinsale gold was settled by Head Brehon McIntyre after all."

"In a warehouse at the dock."

"You knew?"

"When you said Peter solved the case it became obvious."

"In any event, you aren't needed there. Your next scheduled case is the perjury trial of the O'Connor of Roscommon, but that's not for ten days, so you have time to respond to that request from Kilrush while you're in Claire." The original translates as "Shannon Side" but for this edition we rendered it with the nearest Tirdian place name, and have followed a similar practice elsewhere.--The Editors

"Brehon Franzen at Limerick didn't want to handle it?"

"He examined the file, but concluded that though it seems unjust, under present law, the correspondent appears to have no claim on Baron Gannon."

"He didn't actually file a ruling?"

"No, he merely declined to hear the case, so you can still take it if you believe there's merit."

Personal ground cars were uncommon outside the cities in 1497, so I paid for a seat on a returning tourist bus, ensconcing myself at a small riverside inn at Kilrush by early afternoon. The town had been founded in Queen Kate's days as the outgrowth of a ferry terminal used for crossing the Shannon to Kerry, but by mid-fifteenth century had become a significant manufacturing centre for its ready ocean access. Much production was for the maritime trade--including three firms building the private yachts whose owners employed several local marinas, and spent much pouch change in this sole commercial centre along the river's north shore.

Those monies demanded and spawned mid- to high-end inns, kitchens, and shops for those with pretensions to gentry. Chandleries and antique stores sprang up. 1472 saw three booksellers open their doors, but rather than saturate the market, they created a new speciality phenomenon as the once small town burgeoned into a significant crossroads for commerce and a destination in its own right.

The area's main mover and shaker was industrialist Christopher "Cat" Gannon, Baron Gannon since 1495, for his contributions to the crown. Filthy rich on manufacturing electrical appliances and small electronics, he'd bought land and buildings to the extent that four hundred per mille of the local population worked for him either directly or indirectly. In a situation like that, you can understand why correction of injustices might become necessary. The very rich can make themselves a pain in the butt wherever they're found. May that never be said of yours truly, despite having assets orders of magnitude greater.

Still wearing the plain common kilt and rough outdoor shirt in which I'd travelled, I strolled to nearby Booksellers' Lane. Ireland boasted only two other such concentrations of new and used booksellers--in Armaugh and Dublin. This was more comprehensive than both together. People travelled internationally to browse here, it was a major tourist attraction, and the merchants' cooperative marketed the street with the slogan, "We can put any book ever printed in your hands."

I sampled a few shops. They ranged from sparkling-clean and fresh-smelling, modern, new-book sellers to eccentric collections of antiquities with the characteristic dusty-musty smell such universally effuse. A wee glance at the offerings made me realize a book junkie like me would quickly acquire far more than I could pack.

Anchoring the three block strip was "Academy Books"--owned and operated by the Gannons, but also serving as back door to the administrative wing of Kilrush Academy, which occupied both sides of the next block, and was the oldest and third largest senior civilian Irish academy school, after only Cork Civilian and Belfast Practical. KA had a solid academic reputation in the standard curriculum, though no medical, accounting, legal, or military programs. But it taught in numerous practical areas, including medical assistants and technicians, industrial and manufacturing, electronics, practical engineering, merchant marine, office skills, and the like--for several, widely acknowledged as the finest academy in Ireland, possibly the world. Nearly half the town population were students.

I entered to the sound of bells tinkling overhead, and stopped to survey. The shop boasted five sections--new academy textbooks, new fiction and nonfiction, used texts, rarities, and general student supplies, the latter dominated by paraphernalia bearing the school motto and crest, including stationery, clothing, mugs, and jewellery. At the centre was a payment desk with three tills, only one in use. A woman in her thirties and two student workers circulated to assist the dozen or so customers, and an older man worked a till. To my left was a contiguous kitchen where patrons read while sipping tea. Understand, today's reader, that tea was then plentiful as Chinese ships traded from their Atlantic base until xenophobia swept China in 1550 and they retreated entirely.--modern day me speaking.

I'd arrived at an interesting time, for the woman clerk was in intense discussion with a customer about her own age, the latter disputing the pedigree of a used book. I strolled closer to browse a case on the next aisle--also part of the rare book collection. Looking across, I noted the clerk's right arm in a sling.

The customer, a big, bluff, florid man of ill temper, and heavily armed--sword, stick, and a brace of pistols--was haranguing the clerk loudly enough to be heard throughout the establishment. "I tell you this is not a first edition King Cormac VI Bible but a second, and the inscription a forgery. Rather than two hundred crowns, it is scarcely worth five."

"The shop has a certificate of authenticity signed by three leading experts. Our manager concurs."

"I don't."

"The price is two hundred. That is firm."

"Do you know who I am?"

"Of course. You have reminded me nearly twenty times in the five years since I first refused your advances. John Quincy Gannon, you may be the owner's nephew, but we owe you no deference beyond that due any customer. Perhaps your uncle will purchase the book for your birthday. Now, if you will excuse me, the floor manager is signalling me."

She re-shelved the book, locked the cabinet, and turned away, so he moved on. Presently one of the students offered him assistance. He snapped refusal, so the young man approached me, as I was now inspecting the rare book case. The Bible in question was displayed with the flyleaf open, and bore the inscription "To Amy with love from Dad for your tenth birthday."

"What may I help you find, my lady?"

I'd already examined him, but spared a cursory glance. He couldn't have been more than fourteen. That he was a student was obvious from the ink stains and finger calluses, that he was poor from his worn and patched clothing.

"Apart from the edition of the Holy Books, those in this case appear to be mostly ship's logs with a few legal, medical and navigational texts. Why are they in a locked case--and such prices!"

"They have been authenticated as having formed part of Amy Rea's personal library aboard the RANC ship Victory, my lady, and bear marginal notations in her own handwriting, plus some in that of her then flag officer, who later became Jehanne, Queen of France. The journal is one of three known originals of the latter's Brehon dissertation, is signed by her examiners, and inscribed as her gift to Admiral Rea."

"Treasures indeed." I turned away, as though in over my head, but resolved to send Nathan here with a boatload of cash to raid this place anonymously on my behalf. I wanted that entire collection. "By the way, the lady who dealt with the obstreperous customer moments ago is..."

"Assistant manager Mrs. Robynne Quigly. She's helping the manager with the cash system. It breaks down about once a week, and only she and I can repair it."

I glanced at his name badge as if confirming the obvious in his features and tone of voice. "And your mother, Master Peter Quigly."

He coloured slightly and bowed acknowledgement.

I glanced around. Gannon had wandered off so our conversation was reasonably private. "You are obviously a student. I trust you are making your parents proud."

He was a brave lad, but a tear glistened in his eye. "My Da had an accident at the old plant in June and went to be with the Lord. Baron Gannon closed that factory and laid everyone off, including Ma. She's a qualified engineer, a Brehon, and a reserve major, but cannot afford the retraining to manage the new factory's equipment, and the Baron won't fund her."

"Why doesn't the community support her as a Brehon?"

"The town provides food and housing for Brehons, but not for family. We pay the difference. But she's had no cases since being laid off from her part-time factory job, so even her all-found is endangered. We work to support us and my three younger sisters."

"No cases? Why not?"

"Someone puts pressure on litigants to take their cases elsewhere. Other than the all-found, it wouldn't matter. There's no income from the law."

"And the army?"

"Ma can't leave us to take a regular posting."

"How do you manage tuition on such slim earnings?"

"I have a full scholarship from the Amy Rea trust."

"And your grades are..."

"My best friend David Weldon and I are tied for top of the class."

I nodded as though this were news. Fact, as a trustee, I'd approved and funded this scholarship as a stopgap measure upon first receipt of Peter's letter to the Paladin. Yes, his--not his mother's. The fund had reports, but I'd now look into underwriting his friend. They'd both do better still. "Then the scholarship trust made a good investment. What's your life goal?"

He looked confused. "I had thought engineer or Brehon, but now I'm not sure. Perhaps when I finish middle school I'll apply to a military academy and see if I can get another scholarship."

We had been chatting for several minutes when loud voices at the payment centre suddenly interrupted.

"You clumsy oaf of a woman. Not satisfied with insulting my qualifications to judge rare books, you've run into me with your book truck and torn my best kilt."

"Ma's in trouble," whispered the boy and headed that way. I followed, quite satisfied at this turn. My case had found me sooner than anticipated.

"My apologies, Sir. I will personally see to any damages."

"This material is specially woven, irreplaceable. You'll apologize and pay me the two hundred twenty-five crown cost, or give me satisfaction."

That was my cue. I took David's arm and swept him behind me. Then I made my own accusation. "Mister John Quincy Gannon, as witness to the entire affair, I assert that you deliberately stepped into Commercewoman Quigly's cart and provoked the incident."

His fists balled, his arms bent slightly up, his jaw set, and his face turned purple. Oh, perfect. He's one of those fight-or-rage "I'm always right and don't contradict me" types.

"You are in this woman's pay and a liar. She's trying to extort money from me." He spat the words.

"I am an honourable person, in no one's pay, and have neither met you nor her before. I heard you earlier when you tried to obtain a book by claiming it was a cheap edition. To my eye it is indeed a first edition, for the inscription references Amy Rea's tenth birthday, which was 1325 07 03, just after those were printed. The second was published two years later. Putting the paper and ink beneath a close glass would determine the matter definitively."

My very calm made him provoke himself further. "You impugn my qualifications, honour, and motives--you a mere woman, whoring for this chit?" He jerked a thumb at Quigly.

She in turn looked me up and down, scanning my staff, my sword, and well-worn scabbard. A faint twinkle appeared in her eye.

She put her hand on his arm. "Don't challenge her, John. She's obviously a skilled fighter. Observe her sword."

It was a calculated move and speech. I'd seen enough to expect what happened next. He jerked away sharply, and lost it. "Slut of a woman who thinks herself my better. I challenge you to a bout of honour."

"Accepted, on my own behalf and that of Brehon-Major Quigly," I replied.

"Affirmed," Quigly added, with a glance at her sling. Then she started and blinked. I could almost read her mind. How does this stranger know my credentials?

Bookstores rarely have fighting rings, but the adjoining kitchen did, so we adjourned there. Impatient to be lessoning me, he made to draw his sword the moment we entered the ring. I forestalled him, my hand clamping on his hilt. "You challenged, so I choose weapons. We fight unarmed."

A gasp from the onlookers, and Peter remarked, "He's the county bare knuckle champion these three years."

I shrugged. "You may hold our weapons, young master." I unbuckled my sword and handed him my belt. Adding a feral grin to his still-purple face, Gannon followed suit.

"Understand, Sir," I said, as he shuffled his feet, "this is for my honour and Lady Quigly's. You will admit you are wrong and apologize when you are beaten."

"I will reduce you to kitchen scullions after I thrash you. Put up your fists."

I demurred, hands at my sides, feet planted. He worked closer, circling buzzard-like, then lashed out a lightning right. I brought my left arm up and deflected his strike to empty air, then threw a right into his solar plexus, followed that with a knee to the jaw that jerked him upright, then a flurry of blows that broke two ribs, jaw and right forearm, and dislocated his left collarbone.

Not ten seconds passed before he lay on the floor in a world of hurt. I hadn't moved my feet or been touched, and wasn't breathing hard. "Admit you were in the wrong and apologize to us both, or stand and take another beating."

He breathed heavily for nearly two minutes, tried to rise and couldn't, then complied with snarly ungrace.

I turned to the kitchen's head server. "Call his people. Have them remove their trash."

"Yes, my lady." He looked fearfully pleased.

That night, the baron's thugs turned the hotel upside-down, but I was ensconced at the Quigly place, having removed my effects via the fire escape immediately after checking in, needing only to transfer them from a bus station locker and sneak into their yard. I had a wonderful evening playing with the girls, and a great talk with Robynne and David before he and I plastered both town and school with posters, arranging for more to be delivered by monastery post express to every mailbox within ten miles. David and friends roused the student council and they conducted a teletalkie campaign.

I snuck into the school auditorium shortly after 0500 and napped on a catwalk just under the roof. Search parties came through around 0700, but didn't notice, and once twenty-five hundred people were in the room, there wasn't much Cat Gannon could do. I'd billed the event as a seminar on the law of dependency, complete with test case judged by a qualified Brehon.

Exactly at 0900, I took the judgement chair the students placed on the stage, surrounded by about a hundred of David's classmates, protecting me by sheer press of bodies. Once a Brehon dons the chain of office and declares court in session, anyone who violently interferes invites the death penalty, so Cat Gannon and his guard-thugs backed to front row chairs. More students packed the space between, sitting so closely on the floor it was impossible for anyone to move.

I thought Gannon might try something anyway, but when I announced myself as Lillian Morgan, Paladin-Brehon, he subsided.

For two hours I took depositions on the Gannon Enterprise relationships with the town, the permillage of the economy the family controlled, employment statistics, the state of training, the nature of area decision making, the availability of justice, and general morale. Then I announced the test case, calling Robynne Quigly to the witness chair. Once she'd told her story I said, "State your petition."

"I petition to be declared a legal dependant of Gannon Enterprises and as such entitled to training and re-qualification for a new position."

"You are also a qualified Brehon?"

"I am."

I had her spell out in detail her professional and fiscal situation, closing by asking, "Why is your arm in a sling?"

"When the sheet metal brake shattered last June, a bolt struck my husband in the head and killed him instantly. A piece of the metal roll broke off and hit my arm, breaking the humerus and severing two tendons. I have been unable to save sufficient funds to afford surgery."

"Were you not insured by Gannon Enterprises?"

"I thought so, but Baron Gannon blamed me for the equipment failure, and dismissed me for cause."

"Had there been reports on the safety of that machine?"

"As plant engineer I filed four in the previous three months, each warning it was an accident waiting to happen, that it needed to be replaced before it suffered catastrophic failure."

"Where are those reports?"

"Management claimed they had not received them, and my office copies were said not to exist."

"Said?"

"I was not allowed in."

"Are there other extant copies?"

"Yes." She handed over a folder containing several report booklets. "These are certified copies of duplicate originals, signed as received by my immediate supervisor. He kept one copy, I the originals of these."

"Where are said originals?"

"In a bank safety deposit box."

"And whose signature is this on the line reading, 'Receipt acknowledged by plant management, Gannon Enterprises'?"

"That of the vice president of Gannon enterprises, John Gannon."

Cat Gannon interrupted. "Those are forgeries."

"For the record," I replied, "I have personally examined the originals from which these copies were rendered and compared the signature with that on other documents in the bank's possession. It is genuine, even made with the same pen and ink."

I returned to the examination. "Has the signatory attempted to locate and retrieve these documents?"

"Yes. He has threatened me, attempted to challenge me to a fight, and prevented people from consulting me as a Brehon in order to make my credentials inactive so I would be evicted from my council-supported lodgings. He also said he would force me to marry him and would then own me and everything I had."

"Do you have witnesses for these allegations?"

"I do. I also have voice recordings of two occasions on which he threatened my life if I did not concede."

We then heard testimony from the bank manager concerning John Gannon's accounts, from equipment suppliers who had not received monies supposedly paid, and whose invoices matched his deposits, drinking companions' tales of young Gannon boasting in his cups he would reduce Robynne to his household slave, and witnesses to several of the conversations she referenced.

I called Cat Gannon to the stand, but he blustered and evaded, ultimately revealing he was ill-informed of his company's affairs, having placed management in his nephew's hands. I'm unsure if it was true or the younger Gannon was suddenly a scapegoat. His most cogent argument with respect to Robynne was that laying her off and declining to retrain her was legal--there being no obligation in statute law for him to do otherwise.

In the end I ruled as follows:

"Justice, as traditionally administered by Ireland's Brehons, upholds statute law when it is moral, just, consistent with the Holy Books, and appropriately applied to individual cases. However, justice and the moral commands of the Holy Books take precedence over statute law when the latter is manifestly oppressive, irresponsible, or applied in an immoral or mischievous manner to overturn natural justice, contradict the Holy Books, or bring the general rule of law into manifest disrepute. Even the High King is subject not merely to law, but to justice, for the more power and authority a person has, the more bound he or she is to uphold not merely the letter of the law but the spirit of God's just righteousness. This is certainly true in the present case, where a strict duty to uphold what is right rests on the shoulders of the town's dominant employer, whose principal is also a peer of the realm and so has in loco parentis obligations to those under his care in both capacities.

"Inasmuch as the very dominance of Gannon Enterprises in this town creates a general dependance of the populace on its operations, and therefore upon him personally, and inasmuch as petitioner Robynne Quigly was in particular dependant on said company for her living, one improperly denied her by the illicit actions of a Gannon family member and senior executive, and inasmuch as she was maliciously and falsely accused of negligence in the death of her own husband, I rule that she remains a dependant of Gannon Enterprises, specifically that the company owes an apology, a guarantee of freedom from harassment, her back wages, the restoration of her position, an ongoing salary at least at the same rate as previously paid, and suitable retraining in the installation, maintenance and operation of such new equipment as may continue to supply her with meaningful work. I further order the creation of a local council of Brehons, that said body elect a head, and that legal work be impartially apportioned by it. I expressly forbid interference with this process.

"I fine Gannon Enterprises a thousand crowns to the petitioner, three hundred to the Brehon's general council for costs, and another thousand to the crown for illegal restraint of trade. I fine John Gannon five thousand crowns to the crown for harassment, fraud, breach of trust, slander, uttering threats, and attempted assault plus another two thousand paid to Engineer Quigly. John Gannon is barred from being a fiduciary of any organization, commercial or otherwise, for a period of five years, or until a qualified Brehon interviews him and finds reason to lift this ban, whichever is longer. For the present I suspend the banishment penalty for slander and issue only a warning. I also order Gannon Enterprises to divest itself at arm's length over the period of two years from this date, of five hundred per mille of its local lands and businesses, and refrain from interference with current or potential competitors."

That last item was to ensure that when I suggested to friends that they set up or purchase factories here to broaden the economy, there would be no intimidation.

"I will revisit this case annually for two years, and again five years later."

A few years after, I pulled Robynne Quigly into my practice as associate Paladin, and planned the same for her son once he graduated. Also on the bright side, John Gannon became a Christian before leaving the hospital, was in later years a model citizen and philanthropist, and much loved by the many people who depended on the companies he ultimately inherited.

As the decades rolled, the Gannon case became a touchstone, cited in countless decisions requiring employers to provide dependants better and safer working conditions, reduced hours, vacation time, health benefits, and retirement benefits. Some, you really win. For a while. Until human nature reasserts.
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Others you lose--immeasurably so.

I met gentleman farmer Alfred J. Goudy in January 1503 after being called to Ballymacammeron in County Antrim to settle a land dispute. The long-standing case had polarized the community, lately leading to bloodshed. But research in county and national records turned up key evidence--a stream had twice changed course since the initial survey--first to favour the one party, now the other. Each claimed the boundary that gave them the disputed six acres. I ruled that the original stream bed was the legal boundary, cutting the disputed portion very nearly in half. I also fined both a hundred crowns, charged another hundred for costs, and required them to erect a fence on the line I specified, sharing the cost equally.

Goudy wasn't directly involved, but with nearly the entire local population, attended the hearing. Besides widespread general interest, it was only the second time a Brehon had entered their hamlet--rural cases usually being settled by local magistrates, and most Brehons practicing in the cities, taking cases they thought more pressing, interesting, or convenient.

He came up to me afterwards and thanked me for resolving what had been a festering sore in the community for years, then added, "Who would have thought our little village would merit a Brehon's attentions, and she a knock-em-down gorgeous woman at that?"

I blushed. No one had spoken of me like that--to my knowledge. I had no cases coming up that Robynne and my team couldn't handle, so I procrastinated departing the tiny inn. Days stretched into weeks, then to two months. Al's attentions made me forget my identity problem and feel like a real person. Flattery became gifts of flowers and candy with extravagant compliments, then the inevitable, given my pleasure at his company.

"Lilian Morgan, will you consent to be my wife?"

Now, I had researched the man, found him to be of impeccable reputation for honesty and fair dealing, a deacon in the local church, a philanthropist, a district councillor, and, of significance to me, kind to village children. Yes, he had been married once before, but his wife had died in an accident with a harvesting machine, leaving no children. I said I would leave for a couple of months, think about it, discuss it more on my return, then answer.

The cut and thrust was, I talked myself into it. See, despite having handled numerous cases involving marital disputes, despite my misgivings over a report that Goudy had been known to drink too much on occasion, despite that he hadn't actually said he loved me, and despite I didn't know him very well, I convinced myself I could love a man who seemed so kind, so willing to loan me a family identity.

It was part loneliness, part vanity, but mostly stupidity and longing for meaning. You have to understand, that for all I seemed in my mid-thirties, was highly credentialed, and had some reputation for legal wisdom, I was in personal life experience I could draw upon, a mere eleven years old--a naive youngster who knew the physical theory of marriage from anatomy texts, the spiritual theory from the Holy Books, and the legal theory from precedent law. Theory, piffle. I needed a mother more than a husband. Two weeks after my return, I accepted him. A month later, after ensuring my affairs were in hand, to wit that I turned operation of what we now called "Paladins for Justice" over to my associates, we were married at Ballymacammeron church.

Our first month of marriage seemed everything I'd hoped for. He remained gentle and kind, I entranced. Suddenly, an identity as wife of a solid man I could love was all I wanted. Life had meaning, in a way it hadn't. I had a real name.

But one day I became engrossed in a legal brief Robynne sent me for an opinion.

"What's for supper?"

I started, then looked at the timepiece on the wall. "Oh, sorry, I was preoccupied. I'll get something together."

"But I told you, I always eat precisely at 1730, not a minute earlier nor a minute later."

That sharp statement presaged a sulk that lasted through a solemn meal into the evening. It became an angry tantrum when I said I would sleep in the guest room. We made up the next day, and things returned to semi-normal, but I began to notice little fits of temper over balky machinery or animals, missed deliveries, or other minor setbacks.

About a month later, I heard shouting in the barn. When I investigated, fearing an accident, he was beating the dog with a stick. True, the beastly thing wasn't a very nice or intelligent creature, but this was over the top. As he raised his stick to give the cowering, whimpering cur yet another blow, I seized it. This threw him off balance, and he would have fallen, but that I supported him.

"Get your hands off me slut, and don't interfere, or you'll feel the stick next."

I glanced at the still animal. "You've done sufficient damage for one day. Sparky is dead." I held the stick long enough to see his anger drain, then let go, turned my back, and strode to the house.

That night, he opened a previously locked cupboard and drank himself senseless on whiskey. I left him sprawled on the living room floor, made for the guest room, and bolted the door.

Six months in, I abandoned plans of investing more of my fortune in the farm. Eight months and I regretted the dowry I had given. Then one evening, in a fury over his claim of being cheated on a horse transaction, he rounded on me for an innocuous comment I made praising his acumen over handling the rest of his affairs, and slapped my face--hard enough that I nearly fell.

By now it was clear that I'd fallen into the same trap too many other women had--mistaking flattery and desire for love. Alfred loved sex, his bottle, exerting his authority, and being well thought of in the community. He didn't love me. Fact is, he was vicious, cruel, a nasty-tongued slanderer, a secret and violent drunk, and like every man who despises authority in others, abused it even more when he thought he had it. He was, in short, the archetypal psychopath.

He would have left the breakfast table for his fields in silence the next morning, but...

"Sit, Alfred. We must have things out."

"I'm sorry I hit you," he said, sulkily. "I won't do it again."

"You are truly repentant only if you change your life."

His temper flared. "I won't be dictated to by a woman. You are under my authority, and will do what I say. I have the right. The Holy Books say a wife must submit to her husband."

"Within certain bounds, yes. You are the master of this place, but may not do as you please without limit. I've seen domestic violence many times before, and 'sorry' is not nearly sufficient. I will not tolerate it. I am not a dog you can cruelly beat to death with impunity. So, understand clearly that if you ever raise your hand to me again, I will return the same to you--blow for blow, eye for eye, tooth for tooth." And that day, while he was out, I moved my clothes into the guest room and installed an extra latch.

A truce ensued--for a month. I did my thing, he his. Then one night he came home angry for having lost several hundred crowns at cards, and announced, "You will be in my bed tonight."

"Not when you are in a rage, no."

This time I anticipated his slap and ducked, grabbed his hand as it went by, and pulled. Up over my shoulder he went and landed on his back. He sprang up, furious, and aimed a punch at my head. I made sure that missed too, and struck his arm--hard enough to inflict pain, not quite enough to break a bone. He desisted, this time with no pretence of apology.

The next night he doped my food. Now, there were things I hadn't told him about myself. One was that narcotics and I don't mix well. It takes only a small dose to make me light-headed, but anything except a massive amount wears off quickly. I woke in the guest room, spread-eagled, hands and feet tied to the bedposts, the remains of my splintered door hanging from the hinges. Alfred had cut away my clothes and was scattering his own.

"Don't do it Alfred."

"You are my wife. You cannot deny my rights." He left off undressing and slapped me twice. "That will teach you obedience."

He stripped, then approached, gloating over my helplessness, and prepared to throw himself on me. I pulled hard at the ropes on my wrists. A long, tense few seconds ensued, then both bedposts snapped. I could have used the pieces as weapons, but instead returned his blows with my fists--a left and a right that sent him reeling back.

"I warned you, Alfred."

He picked up a knife then and made to rush me. I pulled one of my own from under the pillow and threw it, pinning his hand to the wardrobe beside him. He screamed, dropped his knife, pulled mine out, stared at it stupidly a few seconds, then fainted. I loosed my bonds, dressed, then tied and gagged him.

By the time Robynne Quigly and Peter McIntyre arrived next morning with the local magistrate, priest, and Church board members in tow, Goudy was a whimpering bag of hurt, had soiled and wet himself, but I wasn't going to free him. Why Peter? My office being in his territory, I was accountable to him. Besides, my associate couldn't very well rule on the case.

Released and allowed to clean up, Goudy went on trial in his own living room. Confidant and smooth in front of friends, he claimed it was all a misunderstanding, he'd never raised a hand against me, I'd imagined the "alleged mistreatment."

Robynne produced an opened and partly used bottle of laudanum, remains of the doped food, chemical evidence of it on his hands, in my bloodstream and urine. When he changed his story to an "unfortunate accident, no doubt mixing up my medications," she introduced the video he'd made of his shenanigans, and followed that up with the one recorded on my own camera, installed "just in case", for I knew of his.

You might wonder why I put myself through such public humiliation--not for revenge, but for justice, not merely in the abstract, but for other women similarly duped. He, others like him, society as a whole, needed to attend a message.

In the end, Peter fined him three thousand for aggravated assault and illicit use of narcotics. He then divorced us for cause, ordered a permanent ban on Goudy marrying again, owning a dog, engaging live-in servants, gambling, or consuming alcohol, and confined him to a ten mile radius of his home for a decade. The priest concurred "for necessity" but of course warned me that, having married in the Church, I could not remarry while Goudy lived. For my part, I resolved to stay far away from both the region and marriage for the foreseeable future, maybe forever. My brief foray into building an identity to substitute for what I could not remember was ashes.
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The state of the nation

1500 Ireland was a nation balanced on a knife edge between greatness and decadent decline, ruling the oceans by default, for post-Trafalgar no one could challenge her ships, but scarcely caring provided trade routes remained open. For instance, her sailors had known of continents far to the west for two centuries, fished there for generations, and fought the Spanish there twice, but not until Patrick V's privateer-turned-entrepreneur Amerigo Vespucci began marketing "his" continent to the lesser European crowns as an untapped source of wealth, and publicizing the Spanish successes there, did Ireland take sufficient notice to stake her own land claims in the north, mainly for mining raw materials such as nickel. Even then, her nobility visited there to participate in the occasional hunt or whitewater race, but essayed no permanent settlements. Who wanted to live so far from Court? Irish North America was a paper creation.

A half century of complacency generates opportunities. The Spanish had united under Seville in 1405, and continued strong even after losing the war with Ireland in 1441. The English civil war finally produced a victor in 1485, uniting the northern three-fourths under York, though Kent continued to rule the South independently as an Irish ally--economically powerful because he controlled one bank of the Thames, but militarily rather impotent. France after Jehanne and Louis gradually soured toward fifteenth-century ally Ireland. Central Europe's great Austro-Hungarian-German empire fractured. France and Germany alternated between testy tolerance and bitter animosity. Petty wars sapped the strength of small and middle nations, tempting larger ones again to regard them as prey. Quietly, atrophied military muscles flexed throughout the continent, and by 1505, a tentative York-Spanish-French-German "grand alliance" could envision the potential to depose Ireland as the world's superpower. After all, hadn't Ireland switched her national game from war to trade?

But one of those pseudo-allies became impatient, and my life changed as I found myself entangled with Samadeya's schemes for the first time--that I knew of. See, after my marriage debacle, I went walkabout as I had when first Paladining, which is why, about a week after being freed from Goudy, while walking near Kilduylin, I came across an horrific scene.
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Langley, B.C., Tirdia, 2001 02 09 (Tirdian Calendar)

The Stalker

There was nothing personal about "Gentleman" Jack Smythe's assassinations. A contact made through several layers of cutouts provided the name of the corpse-to-be, and paid his advance. He effected the erasure in a clinical, businesslike manner and collected the other half. Jack was a professional. He sniffed disdain for those who set in-house soldiers to such tasks. Amateurs invariably regretted it when the Mounties traced the deed back to them, but Jack's clients feared no such outcome.

RCMP officers had gotten nosy twice, but ten years back the first died in a "traffic accident" hours after he began asking inconvenient questions, and three years since he'd arranged for a second to perish while investigating a robbery--nice clean operations with zero connection to him.

Why his hired targets were to be expended was of no concern, though he made sure to know the client before taking the contract--an elementary precaution in case the second payment was missed. That happened twice early on, but after both welshers joined their victims, there'd been no further nonsense.

Jack was all about security. If he contacted neither target nor scene, he left neither security camera image, hair, nor flake of skin for the forensic boffins. Political removals cost more to become "accidentals" or "natural causes", but for routine underworld contracts like today's, the long gun and basic fee sufficed.

When the bullet-riddled body was "known to police", cops never looked closely. And, "riddled" was the operative word. You never knew what some people might survive, and a dying talker was anathema. Three shots minimum was his rule of thumb--spread between heart and head. His current weapon was the M16A2 Colt semi-automatic assault rifle--easy to obtain on the black market, fired a heavy slug, and had a three shot burst mode. He melted the guns down afterwards. It wasn't smart to retain evidence.

Today's was a typical mob rub out, a guaranteed payday. Al Marcotti's Inland Import/Export mob front was a regular client, the only one allowed a monthly tab, payable first of the following by cash drop--different pickup, deposited to a different bank every time, with varying routes to his real accounts.

He checked the clips in his active and backup rifles, then glanced at the monitor recording the progress of his transmitter on the target's car. ETA three minutes four seconds. He sighted the edge of the concrete railway overpass a hundred metres from the blind he'd built on the grassy knoll near where he'd parked, then traced the scope back westward back, matching the speed limit. Six shots total.
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Lucas Caine, Eastbound

"Thanks for the ride, Lucas."

"Glad to, Miss Shovelstone. Gives me the chance to ask what you thought of the conference. It was my first Pro-D day."

"Better than some," replied his vice-principal, "and call me Peggy now. I thought Brynjolfson on the epistemology of Math Ed was particularly good. What does my star rookie teacher think?"

"That cramming the rest of my degree and most of the professional program into such a brief time left me short. You do miss things taking forty semester hours at once, and I'm still on a letter of permission."

"You nearly had your mathematical physics degree and a chunk of the education courses even before high school graduation, and tested out of much of the rest. The College made the right decision. Where were we going to get a Math and Physics teacher on short notice?"

Yes, and why was the last one murdered, and by whom? That's why I took the job--to track the same mob that hassled Mr. Dominic in hopes of locating him and Eider so I can apologize for not believing in him and for fighting with her.

"True, but I've been doing a lot of other things, and haven't had the discussion sessions on theory and role-playing practice others have. Besides, the students are my age."

"You've matured a great deal in that time."

Surviving the nexus I triggered, getting shot at twice, nearly getting Eider killed, saving her life and my own sanity later in the hospital tree, visiting two alternate earths, losing a new one in the Timestream, fighting Thomas Monde at court for Lady Catherine's honour, earning academic credentials there on Hibernia, learning mind talk with Eider and Lady Mara, becoming a senior officer in their Royal Army, and leading military action--all might have something to do with that. I grew up because I had to.

"Tell me Miss...er, Peggy...have you ever heard of a man named Al Marcotti?"

A gasp, then "How..."

But in the stricken pause that followed, he saw a flash, felt something hit the car, then heard a bang. Tire blowout, started to form in his thoughts even as he instinctively ducked, thus missing seeing three more flashes.

 

[image: silver-bar2]

 

Gentleman Jack

"Perfect," he said aloud as he tracked the car below through the scope, its driver side window drilled by his second to fourth shots in exactly the right spots to destroy the target's head after the first blew the tire. The car swerved left, skidded, went fully sideways, allowing him to put a fifth shot through the windshield that ought to take his target's chest out, and in that orientation, the vehicle's right side smashed into the concrete wall of the railway overpass at nearly a hundred klicks. One more shot.

He took it, then grinned as the nearly split-in-two wreck rebounded in a cloud of dust, steam, and debris, then burst into flames shooting high above the overpass. A dozen other drivers attempted to stop without hitting the inferno or each other. Some succeeded. In seconds twelve were wrecked. Superb. Incinerated evidence, lots of dead to confuse things. He unloaded both guns, broke down and packed the active gun's sections into a case for disposal, then zipped the spare into a carry bag for next time.

He was congratulating himself while nearing his truck when a slight rustle in the long quack grass to his right caught his attention. Scarcely hesitating, he drove the butt of his rifle case down. The sound and feel of a crushing skull partially offset his chagrin at being spied upon. He swept the grass aside. Girl, maybe nineteen or twenty, seems to have been jogging, likely from that Christian university across the freeway. Dead as a stone, and I'll touch nothing, just scram. Could be weeks before she's found. By that time I'll have moved, dumped the truck, dropped out--excepting my one outstanding contract.

Preoccupied with his own concerns, he didn't look back at the wrecks on the far side of the freeway or he might have seen a flaming figure lurch from one car, hit the ditch, roll, then go still.
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Karina Tansey, An indefinite time later

"Are you back, little one?"

I was. Since fingers and head were the only parts I could move, I opened my eyes. Standard hospital psych ward, no other occupants, so they're worried about me. But who was "me"? Why was I here? What did I know about psych wards?

One other person was present--a fiftyish woman wearing a cloth around her hair as a turban, and sporting a dusty apron over worn clothing. Her eyes were dull brown, her expression worried.

"Yes, thank you. Are you a doctor or medical assistant?"

Looking confused, she tentatively grasped my hand. I moved a finger enough to touch her palm. She became puzzled and dropped the hand. "Neither. I be Lucile Tansey, the custodian." She gestured to the mop and bucket in the corner. "I prayed for you."

"I heard you. Pleased to meet you at long last Mistress Tansey. I be..." Whoops. I have no idea how to finish that sentence. I scowled with the effort, and she backed away.

"You're not angry are you, Karina, dear?" She seemed ready to flee. Have I been violent?

I tried a smile. "No. But I don't remember anything." Besides, my forearms are free but otherwise I'm tied to the bed and tubed from an IV to a bag. I'm a sorry piece of work. Can move my mouth, not much else.

"Your chart says 'Patsy Meathe', but you're my little Karina." Her voice was muddied, confused.

Contradictory data. An anonymous unknown indigent was what I felt like, and the hospital staff had me down as such, but to her I was a daughter. I reflected on what I'd overheard, and decided it might be safer for my health if no one learned who I was. 'Course, that implied I wouldn't either.

"I must have taken a knock on the head. I recall an argument or fight of some kind, but nothing else. What's the date?"

"September ninth, 1963."

Why'd I ask? That date means nothing. And if I can believe the conversation I heard--how far back--I've been here a long time, and out of my mind even before. Am I now in it?

Fears assuaged, she came nearer, scrutinized me, switched on lucid speech. "If I may say so mistress, you're the very image of my little Karina. The Lord of Heaven took her poor cancerous body from her two months ago. I couldn't afford to bury her in the city cemetery, so she lies in a pauper's grave. She'd a' been sixteen today." She teared up.

Overcome by her grief I managed to lift my forearms, and she fell into them for a cry and a hug. All right, that sounds like truth, so why call me Karina?

She continued on that track. "My George died in the '58 riots and Karina was all I had. She had a good job at Hobbe's Grocery on McGowan. When she took sick, I had to return to work, but cleaning floors was all I could get. To think I was once an analyst for the Palace Science Domain."

Her face dulled. "But now my Karina baby is going to get better. I'll take you home and it'll be just like before."

Our conversation was cut off by the rushed arrival of a medical team.

"The alarm didn't lie. She is awake."

"Hi, folks," I essayed.

"And lucid."

"Can you tell us who you are?"

I chewed that one over, considered Lucile Tansey's muddled claim, and had to admit, "I haven't a clue."

"Think you can manage to sit?"

They loosed my ties, and I tried, but that was a dud. Weak as half a mouse.

"Severe muscle atrophy," proclaimed a just-arrived official-looking woman whose name plate said Clarke. "Right. Order physio, a complete cognitive assessment, a blood workup, and book the scanner for the next available slot. I want to know everything there is to know about this young Patsy."

Sounded good. So did I--maybe.
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South of Kilduylin, Spring 1505

Flies buzzed noisily around the small clearing where the soldier crouched with a civilian companion near a smokeless fire, sword at hand, alert to sounds from the ominous woods. The lone survivor of what would be called the massacre of Kilduylin squinted one good eye into the fragment of silvered glass rescued from the smashed and looted caravan that same blade had failed to defend. True, it had slain five enemies before its wielder became the last defender standing, but that hadn't stopped the raiders from raping, mutilating, and leaving for dead four women it was sworn to protect. Who knew there were so many villainous bandits operating in the area? Not Lord MacCarthy, who'd thought his daughter well-protected on her way to represent his interests at Tara's court. Not that same court, which boasted its roads safe.

It wasn't easy to clean and suture wounds in the rain-soaked filth at roadside, but the soldier hadn't worked four years with MacCarthy army surgeons without learning to appreciate the leather-clad and weather-worn stranger's ability to stitch her knife cuts. Arms and legs were one thing, but it would have been inconvenient to try it on her own face, so a good thing this civilian happened along, and a better one she'd done so after the killing than before, lest she be another victim, despite the professional-looking sword in the worn scabbard at her side. Good thing the bandits had no interest in stealing surgical kits. The bit of glass revealed the last half-stitched slice ran nearly four inches from right cheek across the nose and just under the left eye, and the results were, to say the least, primitive, even if skilled. Not to mention how much it hurt. Good thing that demon Canon hadn't cut the nose deeper. The soldier shifted uneasily, anger flaring with pain from other wounds. At least some of them were cauterized and now covered by artificial skin. Others...

Don't think about dying. Help this simple farm wife who came to my aid by washing away more clotting with whiskey, spray with a topical anaesthetic, let the blood flow a bit, take a swig, pop another morphine tab. Let her cross-stitch my face. What you can't feel doesn't matter. A little pain never hurt anyone. Yet. Ah, she takes the last stitch, ties it off, sterilizes the needle again with whiskey and fire, then I carefully repackage her leavings in antiseptic wraps for another time.

"Thanks, stranger. I think you saved my life."

"Very like. Was an officer myself. Reserve now."

That's a surprise. "Your name?"

The tall rangy woman with the close cropped muddy red hair seemed to consider whether to answer, then laconically replied, "Lilian Morgan. Friends call me 'Lilian' or 'Paladin'. You?"

"I no longer have a name." And what kind of name is hers? There's no such Irish sept, and the only Paladins I know of were the crown friends who kept Queen Amethyst's secret. I suppose they still do, but there's been no call for them to be active in my lifetime. I only learned about them from helping Great Aunt Amyrea Walsh with her research, uncovering it myself in the process, and getting sworn in by her as one. It's a harmless secret society, but the secret is scarcely important any more except as a bond. In fact, nothing matters any more but...

Aloud the soldier only commented, "You're good with the artificial skin and the needle. Where'd you learn surgical stitching?"

"Army medics do what they must. Help you bury your dead?"

Another medic? Good thing. "Sure."

The two set to digging and burying, stripping ID tags and documents to send to BuPers at Maynard Park in Tara, and giving the mutilated bodies their last covering. After working two hours in a silence unbroken by them or any traveller along the lonely road, they straightened and looked long and hard at each other, united by their grisly task.

"Do me one more favour?"

"If I can."

"Take all the personal effects, and report to the nearest town for transmission to HQ."

"Certainly. I be headed to Birr, and there be a cavalry post there. And you, soldier?"

"I have business in another direction. Report 'no survivors' if you please."

The farm wife of indeterminate age looked searchingly at the wounded soldier in MacCarthy livery and waved at the broad trail left by the departing ambushers. "'Vengeance is mine', says the Lord," she observed.

"It gets delegated."

"You got guts. Must be a couple of dozen."

"Not for long there's not."

A few minutes later she watched her rescuer trudge off to the east, walking staff in hand. An interesting lady, and not so helpless as she seemed. That's no ordinary stick, but a fighting staff, and if I'm not mistaken she had knife holsters on both arms and more in her boots. A few fading bruises too. Wonder what her story is? But even if she'd been here earlier, it wouldn't have changed anything. Ah, well. Douse the fire, sleep off the effects, where? Under that haw tree two in from the end of the hedgerow.

It had barely enough space, and many thorns, but what did they matter? Vengeance required slow cooking.
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Maynard Park, Tara, Spring 1505

"Today's dispatches from Munster, Sir."

Sean Meathe flipped through the security reports. Most were routine. He filed those in the appropriate trays for his department heads and turned his attention to the angry missive from Red Mike MacCarthy demanding reparations from Tara for his daughter's death in that bold attack near Kilduylin. Sean grimaced. He had every detail of that gruesome business memorized. Soldiers defending the caravan had been slaughtered and dismembered, the women raped, mutilated, their breasts cut or burned away, likely with blowtorches, their faces disfigured, their throats cut. All that remained were the personal tags and papers now sorted into storage.

Given the collateral damage inflicted by the collapse of the plan to station Finoula MacCarthy as her father's liaison at Tara's court, and the now-dead-though-never-officially-stated subtext possibility of a royal alliance with the King's son (not at all wanted by the latter), the old red bear might finally carry out his oft-repeated threat to pull Munster out of the Irish union. How then could Ireland counter the Europeans' Grand Alliance? Would the High King act? Not likely. The last time Patrick V had been roused from his courtly dalliances had been back in 1502 to send a hunting party to the Northern Antipodes he'd suddenly renamed New Hibernia. He'd commissioned colonists and explorers earlier this year, but only in response to Vespucci's aggressive marketing of "his" discoveries among Europe's nobility, never mind that Ireland had fished in said "New World" for two centuries. Odd how the King's vision could sneak across the Atlantic, yet be blind to threats on his doorstep. Ship movements in the Irish channel were...

The young prince, someday to be Patrick VI, supposing the handsome and talented but preoccupied heir lived that long, much preferred to work on the latest edition of Annals of Ireland, an ambitious encyclopedia in the Histories of Europe series begun by none less than the redoubtable Richard Cunningham, recently expanded by Amyrea Walsh, and now under his editorship. Young Patrick was a more than competent officer, but preferred books and scrolls to horses, finely sectioned philosophical and historical arguments to the realm's business, the pen to the sword. Moreover, unbeknownst to his scheming father, the lad was lovesick--his choice of wife a commoner who possessed zero political capital. What would become of the nation should he became king? The compact of Drogheda notwithstanding, civil war might well ensue. If Leinster and Munster united behind one royal house... What he needed was something to re-weld the nation. Mayhap he could bargain with the lad. He was a man of his word. But what could he offer?

Sean grunted angrily and was about to casually route the file to his deputy for a stalling diplomatic reply from internal affairs, when an odd turn of phrase caught his eye, "...villains murdered my much-loved daughter Finoula..." He tapped a pen on his desk. Entirely unlike his grandfather Dermot, who'd been one of Amy Rea's Diechara, Red Mike was a prolific, albeit quirky, hater--railroads, steamships, ground cars and the paved roads they required, prelates critical of his morals, and Englishmen--all were equally unwelcome in his Munster--but had he ever loved? Red's policy of filling his army and court with his numerous children by many women suggested his "love" was a negotiable commodity. Sean located a magnifier amidst the desk drawer clutter and scrutinized the signature, comparing it with a rotary file card. "Red MacCarthy" was genuine enough, executed with an underscore flourish that turned down at the left side. He grunted, tapped the magnifier against the glass desk top, riffled the deck of reports, extracted one, and pressed a call button on the office intercom.

Seconds later, his secretary returned. "Sir?"

"Amos, bring me the file on that series of killings in Munster that followed the massacre."

Minutes later Amos was pushing pins into a map--just east of Roscrea at Kilduylin where the MacCarthy party had been massacred, a subsequent one at Glonakenny, two at Templemore, three at Thurles, four some distance east of Cashel, one each outside Newinn, Kilbehenny, and Kilworth, followed by today's two at Fermoy.

"What do you see, Amos?"

"Barring a detour to Cashel, the trail of bodies follows the road south from the massacre, Sir."

"Your conclusion?" He had mild hopes for the young lieutenant.

"The perpetrators are heading for Cork or the coast, engaging in serial killings as they go. They avoided the rock because the Church has so many soldiers there. Shall I warn the constabulary?"

Not a bad conclusion, though obviously wrong. "How many of the Kilduylin bodies were identified?"

Amos blinked, surprised at the apparent change of subject. "All but one Sir, though some men and all the women were badly mutilated, and those IDs were tentative. Our men on the spot had to exhume them."

"No discrepancies?"

"Per the Munster report, one Captain Finn MacCarthy is missing but presumed dead. His coffs came in with the rest. He may have crawled away from the scene and died elsewhere."

"Their attackers?"

"All escaped."

"Or?" Sean stifled his impatience.

Amos thought. "Or, they carried off their dead so as not to allow identification?"

"Identification is one curious thing about these new bodies, Amos. The second is the route along which they were found."

His secretary looked puzzled. "But none have been identified, Sir. And the route is roughly the one originally taken north by the MacCarthy party."

"Those are exactly the curious things." Sean thought a moment. "Amos, were there reports a week ago of a large party travelling through the Limerick countryside?"

Amos made a strangled sound, and Sean looked up to see him shaking his head. "I don't know how you do it, Sir. I really don't."

"I take it there were."

"A ranger name of O'Daily working the Arra Mountains reserve reported seeing a party of fifty or so in his glass, but when he investigated, they'd moved on. We had no further sightings, so I filed the report without passing it to you."

"Very good, Amos, very good indeed." The man's memory for detail was superb, though his grasp of the bigger picture was weak.

"But how did you know?"

"It's elementary, Amos. The ambushers took out twenty trained soldiers. There must've been many more of them, they had to travel through somewhere, and they surely sustained losses. After the attack they headed south. They didn't travel through that region initially or people would have seen some around Cork, possibly identified the bodies. It's too populated for them to have completely escaped notice. Be a good man, will you, and get a message to Port Admiral Murphy at Limerick asking for a list of all ships in harbour during the last six weeks that appear short of their full complement--without alerting the captains."

Amos hesitated at the door. "If some are missing?"

"We're halfway to identifying the bodies on the Roscrea to Cork road."

"Their killers are..."

"'Singular, Amos. Even on days when there were multiple bodies, there weren't more than three per incident. It's the work of one man--whoever escaped from Kilduylin and is now ensuring we find all his kills."

"But no one did escape, according to Blarney Castle."

"That, Amos, is a third curiosity."

The fourth, as others annotating the file observed--was the drawing on the victims' foreheads and carved into nearby trees. Two reproductions and three descriptions suggested a bear. Site investigators suggested ritual killings in a clan or sept war. Sean considered the photographs more carefully, then opened a new master file, neatly lettering it "Operation Wolverine". The hidden drawer into which he placed it contained only one other folder--encrypted notes on a project so secret even he tried to forget he knew of it. I'm certain I know who murdered and mutilated the MacCarthy party. Is his stalker a piece of my answer? Can I connect...

After dropping in for conferences at the office of the general staff and admiralty, then handing off his remaining active files, he negotiated a tunnel from Maynard Park to a house-cum-office across the road in the civilian section of Tara, passed two secure doors, then entered a suite whose significance was known only to Tara's "black soldiers". Had he entered by the street, its front door would have announced it as "Tara Import/Export Consultants", where callers were given courteous professional service under that rubric. For those who came as he...

He glanced around the empty waiting room, crossed to the receptionist's desk, pressed his thumb and forefinger on the glass pad, waited while smiling and extraordinarily deadly Miss Penny compared the fingerprint's projection to his file, then without appearing to look up, advised, "Mr. O'Byrne will see you now, Sir."

Sean strode to one of three inner offices, entered, closed the door, doglegged left past an unobtrusive guard post, opened another door, entered and crossed a small room, through another door, down a narrow hallway that wouldn't even be there if Miss Penny hadn't passed him through, and finally into a busy lab, where he was met by a grinning man of an enthusiastic forty wearing a white coat stained with grease, chemicals, and burns.

"Ah, General Sean, me boy, ye've come for an outfitting I hope?" The heavily bewhiskered Ryan McTavish always greeted him thus, though Sean's visits were generally for progress reports, and McTavish wasn't obviously senior in years.

Sean grinned. "You get your wish this time, Captain. I find I must enter the field."

His head artificer's face lit. "Ach, we'll outfit ye to take on the baddies. We've some wee toys based on notions Miss Lilian sent along wha' I wouldnae trust to anyone else."

Sean chuckled. The peripatetic "Miss Lilian, Paladin" had sent in numerous ideas by the Monastery Post, many of which had been turned into practical gear by the industrious staff McTavish headed and whose task was to find innovative ways to spy on and neutralize Tara's many enemies. She'd also reported the massacre.

"I'll take the new sleeve knife holsters, a small hand cannon, the night vision field glasses, combination garrotting wire and saw, and whatever else you want to add. I am particularly interested in the miniature wireless comm."

"Ah, well, we've only got relay coverage in the Meath, Leinster, and east-central Munster, don't ye know--and the latter installed by Miss Lilian herself."

"Well, she invented it. That's the coverage I need. I'll take one." Wired teletalkies were useful in cities, but who was going to string electrical cables all over the island to extend their reach? Thus, the half-decade-long top-secret radio extension project that had now produced the first practical wireless field devices to fit in a belt pouch. Previously, portable wireless comms had been bulky affairs lugged about by a platoon's rawest privates. No one had miniature solid state electronic valves before Lilian Morgan pointed out the implications of an old Amethyst Meathe paper. Useful lady that. He'd have to meet her someday.

Who but Samadeya and Pelik know that such comms were used by Nowack's antediluvian contemporaries millennia before?

Sean's agents had spent the past eight months attaching unobtrusive relays to power-generating windmills and the hand-telegraph signal tower installations that still doubled as fast pony relay stations, but thus far only a few in the volatile south. Next year, they'd finish the job...if Ireland had a next year. There'd been several successful tests under strict security, so it was time for a real-time workout. "You'll have an operator sitting by at this end?"

"Day and night." Captain McTavish must have sensed some urgency, for he added, "If ye're going by pony relay, I've a uniquely equipped saddlebag that..."

Of course he was going by pony. There were McAdamed roads in other parts of Ireland, and around Cork, but the rest of Munster, by deliberate policy, was back to dirt trails, since both ground cars and long haul rail were forbidden by two xenophobic and insular MacCarthy earls.
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The ghostly silent figure in the bloodstained MacCarthy tartan strung a rope to yet another branch-sprung net, then back to the massive oak beside the clearing. With the tally now twenty-nine dead, an impartial observer might calculate vengeance for the clan's dead was complete. This scarcely dispassionate soldier sporting the stitched and scarred face planned to destroy a squad or more tonight, on the way to finishing the remainder of the original fifty tantalizingly short of their apparent destination. Their leaders--in particular the one called Canon--would be last, would shake with fear of clan MacCarthy before entering the hell for which they were destined. The thought of that one brought a hack and contemptuous spit into the fire. The soldier could have recruited help from among numerous half-siblings in the area, but this wasn't family business, it was personal. All who participated in the massacre shall die. By my hand.

Now, off to garrotte a few sentries for starters, then a noisy show of killing another to draw a platoon here. Would they all come and overwhelm the trap? Not likely. The two leaders would cower in camp with a guard of at least ten.

The soldier eyed the traps one more time and spat again. Cowards. Murderers. Worse, incompetents. Not only did they leave a survivor, their pitiful wilderness skills made them easy pickings.

 

Sean

Sean Meathe peered around the oak tree into the small clearing where a single figure sat by a small fire. It was a cold night after his long ride from Tara, changing ponies every ten miles. If MacCarthy allowed macadamed roads or railways in Munster, he could have done much better. His last animal was safely pastured a mile away so as not to betray him, but it had been a long evening trudging the damp woods. He'd like to share the inviting fire, but first must determine if the man before him was a deserter from the camp he'd scouted half an hour earlier and a couple of miles north, or was the Wolverine resting after another manhunt.

Perhaps he should stride out, boldly announce himself, and see how events played. After what he'd seen and heard eavesdropping at the other camp, he'd messaged Tara via the wireless comm to set numerous contingencies in motion, but he must deal personally with this. Assistance was too far away. It was critical he divert Wolverine from personal vengeance to Ireland's greater concerns as soon as may be. This affair was no isolated incident.

But he hesitated. All before him was too still. Consider. The trail leading here was obvious. A child could follow it. The fellow by the fire appeared to sleep, but if his census of twenty-three including sentries remaining at the other camp was accurate, Wolverine had been too successful for him now to entertain the notion that the hunter was suddenly grown careless. And that straw laying about near the fire...

Fifteen more minutes of shivering in the cold saw him almost move in anyway. Then a distant rustle cut the night silence, and he froze. In moments, sounds of pursuit along the trail he'd just followed grew rapidly nearer. Sounds like ten or twelve. A corner of his vision caught a shadow glide smoothly along the far edge of the clearing, then merge with those cast by two enormous oaks.

The space between was silent a few seconds more, and the man by the fire didn't stir, even when the first four pursuers burst into sight, or when shafts from their crossbows caught him in the chest, left shoulder, leg and head. But one archer saw what Sean did--the latter bolt passed clean through and embedded itself in a tree. That one hesitated when the other three surged forward, carried along in their enthusiasm by a half-dozen late arrivals.

As the rest committed to the clearing, an axe bit into wood. Ropes snapped, branches shot skyward, and six men dangled in nets several feet off the ground. Give the remaining four credit, for they immediately turned to the axe wielder. One went down at once, a return crossbow bolt through his stomach. The two farthest from the fire were within Sean's reach, so he rushed to help, dispatching them before they could press their attack. Action would establish his credentials.

He turned from them to see another attacker succumb to Wolverine, and was about to call a greeting when something hit him a stunning blow in the throat. He looked down in surprise to the hilt of a throwing knife protruding from his neck, then sank slowly to the ground.
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Wolverine 

The nets had thrust violently against the branches holding them, so some captives were unconscious. Wolverine systematically despatched them all, cutting their throats to make sure. One face got special scrutiny. He strongly resembled Albert Canon, the leader of the murderers. Holding his head up by the ear, turning him from side to side, cataloguing his height, weight, and frame--all provided convincing evidence this was a different man, not among the faces memorized over the last week. That was troubling, but you're known by the company you keep. The stranger seemed quite dead, so the extra twist of the throwing knife while retrieving it from his ruined throat was gratis, but better safe than sorry.

The nets, rope, and dummy's clothing went into a pack, the straw that had been its stuffing into the fire. When the rest of those swine arrive they'll see their dead--but not how it was done. Let the fear fester. Hoisting the pack, the survivor marched back along a game trail parallel to the one so carefully marked for the trap. Kill four or five more in their beds tonight, then pick off the rest as they march tomorrow, down to the last two by nightfall.

Minutes later another watcher slid silently from the night to stand over one of the bodies. "Tish tish, Samadeya Sean. How careless to get yourself killed. Good thing I got curious and followed Wolverine." And Lilian Morgan bent to work on his wounds.
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"Who are you?" The voice of the man tied against the maple tree was strained, panicked. He knew he was about to die.

The prisoner's tormenter was tall but of slight build, and his uniform hung on him like drapery. He had a thin, reedy voice behind a cruelly scarred face. From my post at the edge of the wood, I was taken aback. A mere boy worked such havoc?

"While you live I am Wolverine. I stalk killers of women. Who are you?"

The prisoner's eyes filled with terror. No wonder, for I'd only tortured him lightly before tying him there and telling him I was leaving him for the Wolverine who'd already slaughtered most of his mates.

He gulped, then tentatively offered, "Mike Reilly."

A pause, a grunt of pain, and a line of red appeared on his face. "Try again, Lieutenant Sotten." His tormentor spat the name. Ah, good. Wolverine has been listening at the enemy camp. Knowledge saves time.

"Am I a prisoner of war?" There was no mistaking the English accent to his Gaelic.

"You are bandits and murderers, entirely without honour. As a Brehon of Munster I sentenced you to death. You can die quickly or slowly. Talk."

The prisoner sagged. He knew what it meant to face Brehons' justice. "John Sotten, a subject of His Majesty King Richard."

"Your assignment in Ireland?"

"Business."

"Spying. Do you know what Mike MacCarthy does with spies?"

A slight smirk edged aside some of the prisoner's fear. He tossed his head defiantly and refused answer. Four alternating slaps across the face followed by a knee between the legs and a knife under his nose recaptured his attention.

Wolverine answered the question. "He removes body parts and feeds them to the fire. After a while, he reverses the order and burns first. Where shall I start? Fingers, toes, an eye, something more important? I'm a fully qualified surgeon, capable of keeping you alive far longer than his palace torturer."

More interesting all the time. Ireland's officers were always scholars, but not many had such qualifications. I revised upward my respect and my estimate of Wolverine's age.

Wolverine pressed. "You murdered twenty-three people at Kilduylin. Why?"

Why indeed? Watching from the shadows, I grew pleased. Torture for information represented progress from mere execution, justified and legal though the latter was. The bodies I'd left as calling cards during the day had served their purpose of re-focusing Wolverine's attention.

Sotten stammered, searching for a story. "It was an accident. We came across them suddenly and the men got out of hand."

This evasion ended in a scream from being slashed across his face, into his nose. The result exactly matched Wolverine's own face--a nice touch.

"What were five platoons of English soldiers doing in Ireland?" Too bad Wolverine hadn't wondered that before executing most of them as common bandits. Better late than never.

"We were on our way to Cork."

"Tell me something less obvious, like your rank in Richard's service." I grinned at the short form. We Irish are reluctant to term even one of our fellows "King". No Irishman grants the title to a foreigner.

"I am Lieutenant John Sotten, a soldier of His Majesty King Richard. I demand to be turned over to the military authorities."

The Wolverine barked a harsh laugh, then punched him in the gut. "Too late. The military authorities delegated you to me."

My putative ally had much to think about while picking off enemy soldiers that day--three bodies of someone else's work, one embedded with an enhanced-issue Royal Army officer's knife, and now a live one with the suggestive note sticking from his pocket. Wolverine studied the paper again, looked around, then up at the sky. It was late afternoon, we were but two miles from Blarney, six from the harbour, and it was decision time. Kill this one quickly like the rest, catch up to the last three and finish the job, or take a hiatus to obtain information that might be of broader use? Torture takes time, and the others might escape. But Wolverine also had Tara's seal on the note, and had to assume its author was not only an officer, but would shortly demand a report.

A sigh, a shrug, and his backpack hit the ground. Excellent. Duty won.

What came next surprised me. Wolverine drew out supplies, mixed chemicals, drew liquid into a syringe, opened a vein and gave the prisoner a shot in the arm, The syringe returned to the pack, Wolverine chatted up the prisoner. "This is a truth serum. You will sing like a nightingale."

It was good psychological preparation. The "truth" drugs we black soldiers use work by lowering inhibitions. Just as with liquor, a prisoner can't stop talking, but the interrogator must lead the conversation, sorting truth from convulsive babbling. Such drugs were a tradecraft secret, or so I'd thought. Had the MacCarthys discovered one independently, or pilfered a formula from Tara?

Wolverine folded my note into a breast pocket, checked the prisoner's right eye for the drug's effects, and got to work. "Tell me about commander Canon and the Mary Rose, late of New Hibernia. Why does an Irish merchant have an English crew and marines? Tell me..."

By the time he and the spy were both finished, I had the information I needed and was richly satisfied, so I slipped quietly away to make arrangements. I'd see Wolverine again, perhaps sooner than either of us wanted.
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An inn at Blarney

It was late afternoon of a beautiful Irish day, but a rank and restless air of fear permeated the near-deserted streets of Cork's small suburb. The inn to which I repaired from those miasmic avenues was worse, stank of old sweat, vomit, and beer, and was devoid of patrons, despite it being supper time.

The grizzled manager lounging behind the bar seemed too wretched a specimen to bestir himself for customers, lest they offend his indolence. Through the ill-hung kitchen door drifted unsavoury odours, seasoned by the shrill commands of the cook, a stolid harsh-tongued woman who doubled as the manager's bookkeeper and wife. A raw-looking sweep-girl cleaning up the area to my right had the chairs stacked atop tables, tacit admission half the room would see no custom. The bar was an L-shape, the longest part beyond the fighting ring. I passed the single table set for lunch and took a seat at the shorter section of the bar, on the right side.

Several staves past the ring, a rail-thin server leaned lazily against the fireplace, a white cloth over the arm fodder for nervous fingers. A brown scarf wrapped his head, leaving only eye slits, and his rough-spun brown garments hung baggily--not an unusual sight in Ireland, where lay Augustinians were common. They might be "faceless ones" or "towel heads" to uninformed city folk, but the removal of physical distractions was intended to build community relationships that transcended appearance. Nor was it unusual to see one earning bare necessities by menial work, for such was their preference. Behind the mask could be peasant, soldier, noted scholar, prince of the realm, a factory worker from the North, or immigrant from some exotic land. Between other identities I'd once spent a decade with them and found their discipline refreshing.

Beyond the server and on either side of the cold fireplace, enormous windows opened to Blarney Castle's outer lawn. Few saving I would know, but the Crown and Anchor was once the kitchen of a subsidiary palace, mostly destroyed in the internecine fighting wracking the area two centuries earlier during one of many regime changes for the crown of Munster. Some of its stones now bordered gardens for the main castle. I sighed at the thought of Ireland's countless rock piles that once housed families, ambitions, hopes. Would there soon be far more?

"Soda water, barkeep," I ordered, tossing three pennies.

He caught them, poured a glass, and sent it sliding along the bar in an economical motion, his face flashing disdain that I was not buying beer or whiskey.

I waited, nursing the soda water, tugging at my hood, ensuring it shaded my lightly disguised face.

The inn door flung open to admit two burly soldiers dressed approximately as local landsmen. They took in the situation, waved off the server starting toward them, and claimed seats on the longer part of the bar, giving me a clear view of them a mere two swords away.

"Two beer," one demanded of the manager, who served them and took their coin while scarcely bestirring himself.

I took in the newcomers' short hair, calloused hands, and weapons. Hired mercenary officers Patrick McShane and Seamus Hussey, late of Mayo, dishonourably discharged from the Royal Army, and boasting lengthy records for violent crime. I paid no notice beyond a glance.

Minutes later two rough-looking fellows pushed hesitantly through the door, looked around, noted the two at the bar, ignored me, and headed for the table. It was their third time through this charade, and getting wearing. If I continued to haunt this triple-jawed trap, I'd have to arrange more disguises.

"Ale, boy, and quick about it," one of the newcomers ordered, as they took places where they could watch both door and bar.

The server drew two pints and hurried to their table. But just short of the destination, he caught a foot on a chair, pitching the tray forward, and sending two full glasses into one customer's face and chest. Superbly executed. The jaws open.

"Clumsy raghead son of dirt." The wet one rose, sputtering and dripping.

"Idiot," the other snarled, in worse temper.

"I'm very sorry Sirs," the server soothed as he recovered from his stumble. "I assure you I'll clean everything to your satisfaction."

The worse-tempered one took on a calculating look and gestured to the fighting ring. "Satisfaction is exactly what we require, boy."

"Ff...fight," the server stammered. "But..."

"Take a weapon from the rack and get in there. We'll teach you to behave around your betters. C'mon, Joe, let's have some fun. This place is a waste. That Wolverine fellow ain't going to show."

Slowly, in evident fear, the server fetched a fighting stick from the fireplace. The men at the bar tensed as they turned to watch. Too much interest. I thought as much. They're the real instigators controlling this, trying to provoke Wolverine to appear. I hand signalled the barkeep "quarry".

The server cautiously entered the ring, then halted, standing dejectedly at the edge, the tip of his stick on the ground.

I rubbed mental hands. Sprung.

"He's making it easy, Clem," the wet one laughed, taking his own stick from his belt hook, seizing it with both hands on one end and starting a swing at the server's ribs. His target dodged the blow clumsily. I tensed as Clem started an overhead pass at the server's skull. The server stepped right and swung under the other man's guard, stick point darting forward, its gruesome crack suggesting broken ribs. Clem doubled over, and Joe incautiously rushed from behind. The server dodged, tripped him as he flew past, clubbing him over the head as he fell. Clem straightened in rage-driven pain, tried to draw a knife, but was caught a second time, this time in the throat.

Light as a dancer, the victorious server turned from the two downed soldiers to face the English officers who'd purchased local bait to trap a wolverine and caught more than they'd bargained. Neither moved. They were asleep--sort of. So, nearly as suddenly, was a fifth man I carelessly hadn't noticed lurking in the shadows. He'd made a quick move toward the server from behind, but tripped over the sweep girl's broom and face-planted.

"Charlie," I quietly addressed the manager. "Have some of your men haul the three sleeping beauties downstairs to the interrogation room. You better remove the sleepy darts from those two. Wouldn't want our boys getting nicked."

"Right away, Boss." My old sergeant sheathed the sword he'd secreted beneath the counter and whistled shrilly, whereupon two more soldiers I'd stationed outside the back door burst in, glanced over the situation, and sheathed their weapons.

"Fetch and carry below, boys," Charlie ordered. He turned to me. "What shall I do with the two bodies, Sir?"

I shrugged. We all knew the two in the ring were dead. "An alley behind the castle?" I suggested. "Perhaps add a little staging." He could make it look like they'd been in a drunken brawl and lost--mostly true.

"A word with you, officer." I beckoned the victorious warrior.

The server looked at me piercingly, sighed, placed the stick back on the rack, then snapped to attention and saluted. A soldier knows the tone of a superior. And, all in all, I was pleased. Wolverine had known it was a trap, but was prepared to take down its minders along with the bait, despite being unaware of my help. I spared a glance for the sweep girl, but she'd vanished. Out in the alley to throw up, then home to cry to her mother, I supposed.

I waved a lazy salute back. "Take your ease, and sit to report." I took a dry table and motioned to the seat across. "Your name and rank?"

"Finn MacCarthy, Captain-Physician." The thin frame and squeaky voice belied the rank, but I'd seen what Wolverine could do. The surname was no surprise. I'd had no doubt from hair, manner, and tone this was one of Red's.

"Also known as Wolverine. Let me see your face."

Finn unwound the scarf, and I took a close work. The cut had been deep, but the stitching was excellent, healing substantial, no obvious infection.

"Someone did good work." I took out a vial of ointment. "I suggest you rub some of this on the wound. It will reduce the scarring."

Finn dropped the vial in a pouch. "It was a passer-by, a farm wife name of Lilian Morgan. Calls herself the Paladin."

I knew she'd been operating in Cork, but an interesting coincidence, and another data point on the mysterious and altogether helpful Paladin.

"Hmm. Tell me about the raiders."

"There were an even fifty originally. I assume ten died at Kilduylin." Finn's face was granite, and no wonder.

"Those bodies?" Keep it crisp. Don't want Finn breaking down on me now.

"Probably buried out of sight."

"The MacCarthy party horses?"

"Numbered forty. Sixteen died at the scene. They stole the rest. I led them off same night I caught up, and stabled them with a local farmer."

"Their survivors now?" I thought I knew the answer.

Finn gestured toward my corporals, now bagging the first body for removal. "They were the last enlisted men."

"The other three we took down?"

"They're Dooley O'Brien's men, not locals, so I have only passing interest in them. Sotten was the last but one of the officers involved in my business."

I nodded at a raised eyebrow, acknowledging I was indeed the one who'd ordered Sotten's torture.

Finn continued, voice like diamond. "Only Major Albert Canon and Dooley the traitor remain. When I kill them, I can die myself."

I knew this variant on the warrior code. Mere vengeance was insufficient. Expiation for Kilduylin demanded death for the perceived original failure as well. Too bad. I had use for Wolverine alive. "Are you assigned to a unit?"

"No, Sir."

"Good. As the senior ranking officer in the area, I attach you to my personal command."

Fury danced behind Finn's eyes, but it quickly gave way to resignation, then calculation.

"We will complete the work?"

"Yes, but on my orders, not your initiative."

"Before I acknowledge the order, Sir, may I know who claims my services?"

I nodded, threw back my hood, peeled away the strips serving as forehead wrinkles, then unclasped my cape to expose my neck.

"We've only met informally, but I be Sean Meathe." I omitted "General of the Royal Armies". I was well enough known by name.

Finn started violently. "You!"

I fingered the partially healed throat scar. Finn had taken a good look at me that night. It wasn't often a soldier had to explain knifing a senior officer, then cutting his throat, especially when the latter was the Royal Army's commander-in-chief, head of Security, and second most powerful man in the kingdom.

"Don't be overly concerned, Captain. Friendly wounds are common, and you couldn't know I wasn't one of them. I should have announced myself, but assistance seemed more urgent."

Finn's eyes narrowed. One hand felt for a belt knife. "You look far too much like Canon."

"Sotten's immediate superior, and Chief Spy to Richard of York, as I am to the High King."

A slow nod, as much at what I'd omitted as at what I'd provided. None but a fool would believe such information was free. Knowing I personally directed the black soldiers created obligations.

"No ordinary soldier then, and as hard to kill as you."

"We are related," I allowed. "I take it you had a go at him."

"I had a knife in his chest, where his heart ought to be if he had one. He went down and I swear he was dead. Minutes later he was back on his feet. Ever since I have felt oppressed, like I was under a curse."

"He's an anomaly. Heals more quickly than average."

Finn glared at me sharply. I'd understated matters to the point of a lie.

"And you share the trait. Do you have a heart?"

I barked a short laugh. "In the usual place. Decapitate and chop him up next time for somewhat greater effect. But I admit the two of us are related."

"Brothers is my guess, and obviously opponents."

"Either of us would kill the other if possible." I ignored the first too accurate guess, leaving the possibility hanging. No need to be overly explicit--yet.

"So how is it you live?"

"Perhaps the damage wasn't as bad as you thought. I don't think I quite died, or you might feel more cursed." I grinned at Finn's open skepticism. A physician knew a fatal wound. "Of course, I've known soldiers to heave their stomachs for days after their first kill, so that may explain your unease." All right, so I lied. It's what a black soldier does.

I changed the subject, as this one was uncomfortable. "More to the point, how did you survive Kilduylin? I can tell by how you hold yourself and pull your strokes that you have severe chest and arm wounds."

Finn flashed momentary fury, blinked a couple of times at my turnabout, and ground out. "Very well, secret respected for secret retained. I sometimes also heal quickly, and can suppose you two do far better."

I grinned again and nodded. "We can swap personal secrets when we exit military mode and have leisure. Meanwhile, what is the general situation?"

Finn shrugged, then winced. This was not a well soldier, but one marching on hatred and adrenalin--extremely dangerous to ally and foe. "Canon escaped and is aboard Mary Rose in the harbour. You know the English pirated her and killed all the crew. Now they sit there bold as brass under an Irish flag and none knowing but we two."

I nodded, considering my response. The ship belonged to Red MacCarthy, and held a mixed cargo from the New World, including tobacco and silver ingots, on which he stood to make a fortune. I had other plans.

"I heard you grill Sotten," I acknowledged, keeping most of my thoughts private. "A clever move for Canon. If things continue to go awry for him, he can sail her back to England, we supposedly none the wiser. Otherwise, he stays and establishes Richard's invasion beachhead. All right, what of the castle herself?"

"My father is captive, the castle in the hands of Dooley O'Brien, who brought the English dogs. He was a sworn liegeman, but has declared blood feud."

I nodded acknowledgement. The downturn in Red's signature was a seldom-used code indicating it was written under duress, one I'd almost missed. O'Brien I knew only as a minor landholder under MacCarthy. His sept was the big loser in the jockeying for position when Cullin Meathe left Munster's throne for Tara's in 1336. Taking Blarney castle by treachery wasn't illegal, but employing foreign troops would earn him a noose--when we captured him.

"What is O'Brien's force?"

"Not counting the captain and two lieutenants you stashed downstairs, he has ten mercenaries, another twelve from his own house retainers, and he's co-opted a dozen palace staff and guards on threat of killing Da, who currently shares the dungeon with the castle officers and department heads."

"The castle people are Red's, and will be loyal in the crunch?"

"My half brothers and sisters, yes. Most of the staff, too. But the latter can't act unless Father is freed. O'Brien counted on the English soldiers for a garrison, and is hard pressed, but expects fifty from the frigate Queen Anne."

"Intelligence reports have it they are even now rowing marines ashore to a cove west of Kinsale."

Finn looked skeptical that I could obtain such news so efficiently. I'd resolve that shortly. Meanwhile, "Any troops you can move against them?"

"No chance. Both companies that could intercept have commanders who rank me, and are loyal to Munster, not our sept."

"Of course." It's the Irish way, I mused. Possession of the land was the whole law. With Dooley O'Brien now in ostensible control, a MacCarthy couldn't order local troops out. Neither could I as an officer of the crown intervene in a feud between families to do the same. Officially.

A pretty puzzle. I temporized. "If I hadn't come?"

Finn shrugged. "I'd have found ways to kill them all."

"Now?"

"I accept that larger things are at stake, and await your orders, Sir."

Excellent. "Your advice, Captain?"

Finn leaned forward eagerly. "With two inserted squads, plus reinforcements from the town, we take the castle tonight. If we keep quiet, when the English forces arrive first thing tomorrow, we round them up into prison."

The plan was good--essentially what I'd intended. "Counting the sergeant, his corporals and a couple of duty officers from Cork, I have one squad."

"I can arrange another, and will have several more at the gates waiting to be admitted once Father is free."

"I assume you know where the secret entry is."

Finn glared. "Basement of the Golden Lion, opposite side of the compound."

Where it's been for the nearly two centuries since I built it. Ah, well, it would be the easiest of the three for them to seal afterwards. MacCarthy would want to think he kept some secrets from Tara.

"We'll take the time to extract the guard dispositions from our guests."

Finn nodded at the obvious. "The guardroom first, then the dungeon and offices."

"Very well. You and I take the point going in. Once we control the guardroom, my squad takes the dungeon. You get the command centre."

I waited for the vengeful gleam to blossom in Finn's eye before dropping my bomb. "And you're to allow O'Brien to escape. Your failure to capture him must be authentic."

Finn was outraged. "But, he'll head straight for the Mary Rose. Canon will know his plan has failed and will set sail for England. We'll never recapture the ship."

"As long as he doesn't communicate with the English marines along the way, that is exactly what I want him to do--tell Canon the whole thing is a failure and provoke him to sail for England."

"They'll escape justice!"

"Yours, Ireland's, or God's, and for how long?"

"God has been no friend of mine."

"Take the longer and larger view, Captain."

When Finn continued to glare, I added, "That's an order, soldier."

The reply came reluctantly, through clenched teeth. "Yes, Sir. And, I'll ensure he doesn't stray when he runs off like a scared grouse."

I partially relented, tossing over an MIS card. "Like it or no, Captain, you're a black soldier now. As you saw here tonight, sometimes we manipulate bait to catch bigger fish."

I saw the "bigger fish" line catch. When Finn discovered how big a fish I intended to reel in...

"I get him eventually?"

"Yes. In a few weeks, if all goes well, otherwise later. But he will be yours." I attempted to assuage Finn's fury by tossing over a small white plastic box.

Curiosity poked through a raging red curtain. "What is it?"

"Wireless communicator. Flip the lid, press one to call me, two for Tara. If I call you, press the green button to answer, then use it like the wired kind."

Finn swallowed hard twice, scientific curiosity warring with fury.

"Top secret?"

"Ultra." In for a penny, in for a crown. If I couldn't trust a live Finn, I'd have to distrust a dead one. "You're one of us now. It's to coordinate activities after we split up." I tried to be breezy. Finn was on the verge of a breakdown, but I needed the good Captain-Physician-Brehon's services far longer.
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"All ready?" I whispered, as we faced a blank wall.

Finn nodded, then pressed several studs and stones in a sequence I well remembered, pausing a count of three before the last.

I glanced back at the rough hallway where our two squads lined up on either side. NCOs O'Mally and Tobin drew their weapons, and their men followed. One of my lieutenants was a desk jockey in the local Crown office, so I'd placed him under O'Mally. My second was Duffe, my right hand hereabouts, and as black as I. All wore green armbands for quick recognition.

"Do it," I ordered.

Finn pushed up on a brass coat hook, then turned it sharply clockwise. With an audible click, a section of wall to our right swung loose. We both pushed hard, opening the gap quickly, then sprang through to race for the two exit doors we must hold while our squads poured through behind to take down the guardroom.

I cut the local comm's surface wiring with a surgical swing as I passed, separating a guardsman from his weapons belt on the backswing, then spun to take census as I reached the rightmost door. Finn was already defending the other door against two quick-reacting mercenaries. Six slower to react already had swords at their throats, and four sharp fights were beginning.

"To me," shouted their lieutenant, rising from his desk and overturning his chair as he drew. Only two could answer, but all three rushed me, trying to take the door and raise the alarm. Unfortunately for him, one lagged slightly. The lieutenant took an ill-timed swing. I ducked, his blade lodged in the door, allowing me to parry the second man's blow, push his sword aside, and finish him with the knife in my left hand. My kick knocked him backwards over the third man just as the lieutenant freed his sword and tried a weak cut. I blocked, but was now inside his guard, and gutted him.

The room fell silent. My third assailant extricated himself from beneath the body, glanced around the room, and placed his hands atop his head in surrender.

Third Lieutenant Muldoon had sustained an arm injury, so we left him to mind the gagged and bound mercenaries. Two local guards swore personal loyalty to MacCarthy and joined our number. I gave both green armbands, assigned them to Finn's squad to replace Muldoon, and we moved on, wearing borrowed uniform jackets to enhance surprise.

The first two guard posts were easy. I marched up the squad, called a halt and right face, sang out both men's names, and when they came to attention, they found swords at their throats.

The third, deep in the dungeon, presented two surprises--first, that a heavy metal-clad door was now fitted across the narrowest part of what I remembered and Finn had described as an open hallway, and second, that its two outside guards were dead, their corpses proclaiming another player in this game of "capture the castle". Assuming nothing else had changed, we were ten swords from the guard post by the first cells beyond this door. I waved Duffe to the fore, covering the grille while I tried the handle.

A veteran of many intelligence black ops, Duffe didn't miss a beat.

"Change of guard. Open up," then under his voice, "sergeant and a private standing about thirty feet away."

The door was locked of course, and I had to assume the duty guards inside had the key. I checked my timepiece. We needed to get on with things, for the party upstairs couldn't begin unless Red was freed. Could I lie to Finn? No, my other plans for Wolverine involved extending much additional trust--on both sides.

A suspicious voice called from inside. "Why so early?"

"His lordship's doubling the guard with the new men just arrived."

I caught a glimpse of a young private start toward us holding a single key on a large ring, but the other man was suspicious. "Hold it, Ardel." Then, to Duffe, "Password of the day?"

"No time for that. Major Hussey said this is a rush job. C'mon, open up."

I was watching at Duffe's ear. The Sergeant hesitated, wavered, then picked up a comm. But before he could use it, red blossomed on his forehead. A split second later, the second shot from my hand cannon shattered his instrument. He fell on the fragments.

These things make a lot less noise than the last ones McTavish artificed. Good thing Finn's squad isn't here. My boys know to keep their mouths shut about technology that isn't supposed to exist.

Shaken by the shots near his ear, Duffe stepped aside, leaving the grilled opening to me.

"All right, soldier, bring the keys, or you'll meet your sergeant soon and for good."

"You can't shoot me. You'll never get this." He waved the key, terrified, yet trying to be valiant. Instead of walking toward me as any sane man should, he backed away.

Horse dung. The lad's read too many military fantasies where being heroic wins the day. Could I shoot out the lock? Only with several slugs. Chancy at best.

Too focused on me, he backed one step too far, bringing himself beside the bars of the first cell. Instantly, a pair of shackled hands flashed between the bars, spread, flung the short chain around the unfortunate lad's neck and pulled, cracking his skull open against the bars. The prisoner had the keys out of his hand before he knew he was dead.

"That you, Sean me boy?" sang out a voice. Because of the angle, we couldn't see each other.

"'Fraid so, Red. A pain to hear your voice, though." The right kind of men count "friends" by how many they can trade insults with. Odd that women generally can't do that. Course "friend" was a prevarication in this instance.

"Bit of pain never hurt anyone. What's left ain't in terrific condition though," he growled, as he manipulated the key into the lock on the outside of his cell.

It didn't go. I took a closer look at the now abandoned guard station. Another set of keys hung on the wall behind their table.

"Belay that, Red. That's just the key to the door here."

Red spouted a volley of curses. "There's three more guards taking a prisoner to the floor below. They'll be back up any minute."

"Can you toss them?"

"Can't see your ugly face," he growled.

"About three degrees out from your wall and five feet off the floor," I replied, extending my hand through the grille.

He swung the ring back and forth several times, gauging the weight, calculating the trajectory, then flung them in my direction.

Torture must have weakened him, or the manacles thrown off his calculations. The ring grazed my fingertips. It and the key fell to the floor just inside the door. The ensuing silence was broken by the sound of muffled voices from the stairwell a short distance away. When those guards returned...

"Duffe."

"Sir."

"Survival kit. Fishhook and line."

It was in my hand in a heartbeat. When he'd been my batman in the German campaign he'd have near killed a man who went on mission without his kit.

Duffe hit the deck as though to do pushups as I dropped the hook down inside the door.

"I just see under," he reported. "Left, slow. No, you missed. Back right, lower a bit and drag. Got it."

I started pulling up, and a couple of seconds later the ring was in my grasp. I made to pull it through the grille, but it was too big, even placed diagonally in a square of the grille. There was no getting the key off the ring, as it was welded closed.

A head appeared in the stairway door, then another.

"Hey," cried the first man, running toward the bodies.

The second turned toward the door, spotted me trying to pull the key ring through, stopped in his tracks a second or two for the scene to register, and started my way.

"Grab," I said to Duffey, who'd just straightened up.

He took hold of the ring, put both feet on the door and pulled. I put both hands through, one on each side, and pressed together.

Nothing happened for a couple of long heartbeats. Then my pressure on the sides, and Duffey's pulling made it give. Agonizingly slowly, the ring became an ellipse, stretched and...

A hand grabbed for the key on the other side. Duffey gave a mighty heave, and it gave, sending him tumbling to the floor. I extricated my own hands just in time to avoid having them cut off as the guard's sword whistled down the inside of the door. The Sergeant tossed me the key, I turned the lock and flung the door against the wall, sending the man on the other side reeling. His partner, sword in hand, was just entering Red's cell, evidently driven by orders to kill him if anything went wrong. Another bullet from my hand cannon, another corpse. He fell into the cell, face down, and I clambered over him to face Red while my men fanned out to check the area.

The giant slowly lowered the chained arms he'd prepared to defend himself, and I whistled as I took in the cell's near destruction. The bent and broken remnants of staples and crumbled cement showed where his arm and leg manacles had been attached to the wall. No lesser man than he or I could have pulled them loose. Beneath the spot was a pile of blood-stained filth. Red himself was naked, his torso, arms and legs a mass of bruises, cuts and burns. The coarse red hair that normally covered most of his body had patches ripped out. I glanced down. That wasn't all that was missing.

"Aye, Sean," he whispered. "Gelded with hot irons by the O'Brien. But if ye'll keep quiet, I'll nae mention yer wee handgun."

Another time I would have chuckled at the brazenness of a man dictating terms to his rescuer. Besides, he'd have his own technicians duplicating the device in a week, without, he would reason, violating the letter of his promise. I holstered it under my jacket.

"The keys, Sir," Sergeant O'Malley announced from behind me. "The others are freeing the remaining prisoners."

Staying close to Red and blocking him from the sergeant's view, I reached a hand back for the key ring.

"Sergeant," I requested. "While I unlock Lord MacCarthy, would you obtain him a kilt from that first fellow I shot. He'd be about the right waist size. After that, I want an inventory of the able bodied prisoners. Hand out armbands so our other squad knows them."

I had the hand manacles removed by the time O'Malley returned with the kilt, and once he left, I did the feet. Done, I straightened before the now-covered Red, then pulled out my wireless comm.

"Yes," Finn's voice sounded on the tiny speaker.

"Your father's free, Captain. Proceed."

Red nodded at my underscoring our pact by this open display of further dark secrets. "Let's get my men armed and start the killing."
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It took two hours to mop up the castle and return it to MacCarthy control. Only ten of the freed prisoners were in any shape to fight, and Red himself was limited. But along the way, we picked up several more who gladly donned the green armbands and fought ferociously beside him. Red was relentless. Immediate surrender was all he accepted. Beyond that, he gave no quarter. The tide turned for good when a squad raised the main gate to three dozen reinforcements under the leadership of General Paddy McShane, a MacCarthy liege man I'd rushed in from Cashel. Thirty minutes more saw the entire complex secure, Red seated in his chair of state, I attending but in low profile, it being tacit I was never there. A platoon of his sons provided security while the rest searched every cranny for holdouts.

Red ignored me. I'd filled him in on my part. He could finish the affair in the morning by sucking the next batch of English marines into his spacious dungeons. He might allow some to live--if he was in the mood. Not my concern. Whether he would play the role I'd asked afterwards remained to be seen. I hoped so. It would add weight to what my aides were even now requesting of High King Patrick.

"The butcher's bill?" Red demanded.

McShane, Red's only surviving senior officer, tolled the damage. "On their side, sixty dead, ten prisoners. We lost twenty murdered in the dungeons, thirty injured there, and in the fighting, five dead and ten injured, three seriously."

"Mine?"

"Including Kilduylin, ten sons, fifteen daughters, six more sons injured."

McShane tactfully omitted the rape and murder of three wives. I saw a tear form in Red's eye, but he permitted it no egress, instead gruffly demanding, "What of the bandits?"

A new voice intervened. "They were English marines, not bandits. I killed all but Canon, the Yorkie Spymaster. He made it back to the Mary Rose."

Red rose slightly, eyes widening in shock as he processed this answer from the gaunt form with the twisted face, just entering by the side door. I grinned pleased recognition, for Finn the Wolverine bore a much-blooded sword.

"Guar..." Red began, apparently intending to arrest the intruder. Then recognition dawned. "By Holy Saint Patrick," he breathed, "You escaped those swine." He sat back heavily, stunned.

"Your Finn was instrumental in retaking the castle," I observed.

Red started at this, glared at me and his face hardened. "Where is O'Brien?"

Finn answered curtly, pointedly not looking my way. "Also escaped."

A long, dangerous silence ensued. Red looked searchingly at Finn, then at me. When he did reply, it was to Finn, and he was icy calm, his most dangerous condition. "MacCarthy revenge is incomplete. You are not to return to Munster, let alone to Blarney, without Dooley O'Brien's head." He turned a slow, languid gaze on me, and I tensed, prepared to draw and fight it out. "I suppose my old friend Sean would be willing to go with you and assist." His tone wouldn't fool anyone who knew him into imagining politeness. The sly old bull knows I ordered the escape for black reasons. I'd just as soon not be present when he learns why.

I carefully banished facial expression. "Certainly. I have reasons of my own for pursuing Canon."

Red glared a long minute. "I have guests coming. Get out, both of you."

I bowed agreement, thinking he'd show interesting hospitality to English marines, then spun and left the room. When I reached the hall, Finn was employing a dead O'Brien retainer's kilt as a blade cleaner.

"Satisfied? You got me exiled." The sword sang into its scabbard. Finn glared poison at me. "For what?"

I had no time for discussion, but started walking quickly along the hall. "We need two fast horses immediately."

"What for?"

"The game's afoot. We need to be at Kinsale before the Mary Rose makes the open sea."

"Provisions?"

"No time. We'll be fed later."

"One thing."

"What?"

"We had third party help here."

"I saw other dead downstairs. How many, and who?"

"Just one. Didn't see her and she's gone now, but her description matches Lilian Morgan, also known as The Paladin. Seems she's more than a farmwife. Killed at least ten. Oh, and that sweep-girl at the inn. Same person."

 

The Paladin

Well yes, I meddled. But actually I'd met The Old Man in the halls at Castle Blarney. We found ourselves fighting side-by side, finishing off six between us prior to introductions.

He opened the palaver as we wiped our blades. "Honoured to fight beside so competent a blade, my lady." He extended a hand. "Sean Meathe, late of Tara."

"And General of the Armies. Pleased to meet you at last."

"At last?"

"Do I detect a hint you recognize me?" I was fishing for information on my previous self.

"No, you are not at all familiar, my lady, though you imply a connection."

Disappointed, I extended my hand to touch fingers to palms. "Lillian Morgan at your service, my lord."

"Ah, the Paladin. Well met. I take it you have your own interest here."

"Saving lives creates obligations."

"To Finn, and if I am not mistaken to me also." He fingered his throat where Finn had slit it.

I bowed acknowledgement of my complicity as he continued. "I've checked on you of course. You have an interesting history, but I cannot trace you before Dublin in 1492."

"Likewise. Someone robbed and killed me, then tried to burn my body. It didn't completely combust, but I have no memories from before."

His bushy eyebrows lifted. "That's...interesting."

"Especially in view of your own history. My previous self, besides identifying herself as a Phoenix even prior to that attempted cremation, left notes concerning someone called Samadeya, and intimating she was your ally."

At this, the Old Man showed open astonishment. "I'll admit the identification, but know of no one who fits your description." He took note of my bruises and changed the subject. "Were you not recently married?"

"So why am I here alone? I'm a child in personal experience. My husband turned out to be a psychopath. We are quit."

"Indeed. I've had to grow up more than once."

"We'll compare notes someday."

He bowed. "I have much to do today. Allies unless we inform each other otherwise?"

"Agreed. And I can guess some of it. " I chuckled. "See you next in, say, England?" Bemused at my perception, Samadeya bowed, and we went our separate ways--for the nonce.

At the time, I wasn't sure I wanted to know more about myself. Not certain I do now. Until recently I didn't even know who the old fox is in this shiny new twenty-first century. Even if I had asked, trying to pump him is a waste. I've tried many times and gotten nowhere. Besides, servant of the Lord of Heaven though he professes himself, the man has one skill at which he's history's all-time grand master--deception.
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Sean

Our horses were spent by the time we reached the cove. I noted the tracks the English marines had left after landing. We'd had no difficulty avoiding their camp, but our mad gallop allowed no time to confer. Nor now. We dismounted, left the horses with a groom and ran to the waiting longboat.

I saluted the lieutenant in charge. "McAvoy, isn't it?"

"Aye, Sir." The return salute was sloppy. "I served with you in the East Indies back in '97."

"As Chief Petty Officer. I see you've come up in the world."

"Through the hawse, Sir. Wrote the exams and made it stick."

"Where do you stand aboard?"

"Acting Second, Sir, detached from Spirit of Mayo. Harold McGurk is First."

I nodded. McGurk was a good choice--steady, honest, reliable. He'd make command soon.

"Captain is?"

"Commander McGinnis, late third officer of Pride of Ulster, Sir."

"An excellent man." He was also a pirate I'd pressed into becoming a respectable, if somewhat black officer a decade earlier as a mutually palatable alternative to execution, but the less said of that the better. "All went well then?"

"The Lord of Heaven was kind. For us, nary a shot fired nor a man injured, Sir."

"Excellent." By this time Finn and I had seats in the bow. "You may make way, Lieutenant."

He turned to his bosun. "When you're ready, O'Daud."

Once we cast off and O'Daud had the men rowing with a will, I noted him eyeing up my companion and took advantage of the relative quiet to make introductions. "Lieutenant, I present Captain-Physician Finn MacCarthy, my aide for the voyage."

The sullen Finn regarded me in mild alarm at the word "voyage", but said nothing. I wasn't about to explain--yet. After all, this was the blackest operation I'd undertaken in centuries longer than anyone had been alive. Those who knew nothing of my intentions were less likely to lose their heads if it went sour, something complex ploys have a habit of doing. I've never met a battle plan capable of surviving contact with the enemy.

It wasn't until we'd been piped aboard, greeted McGinnis, and the sailors were stowing the boat, that Finn shook off self-imposed funk sufficiently to digest our surroundings. There was no flag at the mast, but anyone who knew ships...

"Holy Saint Patrick." Finn whirled and drew in one motion, though I again detected a slight hesitation and wince.

"You really need to deal with that chest injury, Captain," I observed mildly, ignoring the sword waving below my chin.

"What treachery have you brought me to?" Finn demanded. "This is an English ship."

McGinnis was unperturbed. He'd seen me deal with worse threats. He glanced toward the hovering first lieutenant. "Get her under way, if you please, Lieutenant," he tossed off to McGurk, who began to pass orders to the junior lieutenants and middies. He turned back to us, his face wearing a slight grin.

"To wit," I replied after a long pause for the surrounding din to settle, "We are aboard the Frigate Queen Anne, not six months down the ways from the yards at York." I waved about us expansively, ignoring the sword. "The Anne is armour plated, bears twenty breach loading cannon, has auxiliary steam, and is the finest and fastest English ship ever built. State of their art, though we have far better. She seized the Mary Rose and was to escort her home."

"Too bad for York and his lads," McGinnis put in, smiling crookedly, "we caught her violating Ireland's sovereign territory and Admiral O'Lacey was forced to confiscate her for us Irish lads." The old pirate roared with laughter at Finn's confusion and turned away to tend his shiny toy.
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The Queen Anne

Finn spent the first few hours each subsequent day at the after rail, growing steadily gaunt on the inability to keep down even minimal food. The seas were moderate, but the winds contrary, and the lumbering Mary Rose we ostensibly convoyed found the going painfully slow. Red could hardly regret the loss of such an antiquated tub, I thought, though being deprived of her cargo might pinch his free-spending ways. 'Course he had more personal losses to mourn.

On the fifth day, as I was contemplating forced intravenous, Finn appeared at my elbow just as we greeted the dawn. The deck was cleared for action, guns run out, crews standing by.

"Four minutes ten," snapped a middie controlling the nearby battery. "Better than yesterday, but we'll have another ten off that tomorrow or we'll be buying the drinks next liberty."

"What's all the racket?" The voice at my shoulder sounded hung over, but represented progress. Finn hadn't spoken before noon till now, much less taken notice of ship's routine. I've sailed every kind of vessel built and never get seasick, but never chivvy those who do.

"Gun drill."

"This early?"

"Every Irish warship greets the dawn cleared for action," I replied. "One never knows what has crept up in the night."

Finn looked up at the mast, where the English cross was being raised even as four seamen paraded the Irish flag about the deck out of sight of the Mary Rose.

"You're feeling better." I avoided mentioning the copious morphine Finn was consuming.

"A fellow called 'Guns' gave me ginger. It helps. The boat isn't rocking as much today."

I hadn't noticed any difference, but nodded agreement, then glanced at the muddy chop around us. "These are more protected waters. We entered the Thames yesterday afternoon, and will continue upriver at the tide's turn. Oh, and call her a ship, not a boat. The crew might get upset."

Finn gestured toward the sails being unfurled about a mile off to starboard. "Why are we following Mary Rose? What game are you up to?"

"We're not following. We're escorting."

"But she's a Munster craft taken by the English but pretending to be Irish, and..."

"...And we are the opposite, and they know it not. Quite so." Black and blacker. "One provocation deserves a better."

Finn glared, but didn't respond.

"Secure gun ports," ordered McGurk, then "first watch take mess, second to deck duty, third below. We call all hands in two hours."

I surveyed the headlands in the distance, already noticeably closer, took note that the guns were left ready to run out at a moment's notice, and observed the supplies of shells in readiness. Nothing was being stowed.

Satisfied with preparations, I pointedly ignored Finn's questions. "Care to join me at officers' mess?"
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London Harbour

Two hours later we stood on the forecastle as the Anne swept past a series of small docks, York's London passing to starboard, Kent's to port. Neither was much of a town, though both boasted a "royal" palace and a cathedral. Nor did York or Kent spend much time there, preferring more distant headquarters for security reasons. The number of cross-river raids had increased dramatically in recent years, and soldiers were much in evidence at both swing bridges. Despite her centuries of division, however, the muddy village that was the once and future chief city of England made a respectable living trading with the world--not on the scale of Dublin, Belfast, or Cork, mind, but ahead of many European ports.

"Commence at your pleasure, Captain." There was no call to raise voices. There'd soon be enough noise.

A few seconds pause, and a signalman ran up a series of flags. All these decades since Amy Rea's discoveries, and the other nations still haven't uncovered the Irish secret of radio. I had taken out insurance against the possibility of the English captain dropping his signal book overboard. But he hadn't, and the copies my spies had already delivered matched, so...

At our command Mary Rose hove to and anchored just off the north bank. We followed suit, coming to a near stop in mid-channel. No anchor for us, however. I felt the engines start up. The helmsman could keep us on station.

"Boats away from shore," called a lookout. McGurk waited to ensure the other crew were fully preoccupied with the longshoremen supposedly coming to unload cargo, then signalled our own boats over the port side, initially out of their sight.

"Coming?" I strode briskly to the captain's gig.

"Where?"

"You want O'Brien, don't you?"

Still bewildered, Finn growled, took a last look around, and ran to join me. We were down the lines and into the gig in seconds, and the crew bent to their muffled oars with a will, taking us around the Anne on a course for the Rose.

I expected something to go wrong, an English sailor on the Rose to turn, look our way, raise the alarm. Instead, our lads poured over the length of the Mary Rose's port rail at almost the same moment the false warehousemen did likewise to starboard. These were Kent's soldiers rather than York's, they having invested the latter's royal warehouse earlier that morning and borrowed uniforms no longer required by their previous owners.

I'll give Canon's men credit. They fought valiantly, though badly outnumbered. Neither did they waste their time or ours by asking quarter. Uniforms notwithstanding, they knew they were facing Irish soldiers on the deck of a pirated ship and their lives were forfeit. The fight was short, sharp, decisive. I despatched only a single opponent before the sounds of battle died away.

Canon was less brave. I saw him shake a fist at me while I was still engaged, then dive over the side, abandoning defeat. Typical of the man. Neither he nor I can be permanently killed, but he had a marked aversion to the temporary state, and his last "life", as High King Frederick of Ireland, had ended badly.

"You men, there," McGurk ordered, "search below decks. There's three bound chests marked with the Munster crest in the forward hold we want into the boats, and check for hiders. Gig's men, make sure of this lot. We don't want any at our backs."

I surveyed the one fight still in progress. Finn had much bloodied a stocky, sandy-haired man of about fifty whom I assumed was O'Brien, and now had him backed to the mainmast.

"For God's sake," he cried out.

"You no more believe in God than I," Finn rejoindered, moving in for the kill.

Dooley O'Brien made a desperate lunge to his left, but Finn merely hesitated long enough for him to stretch out and expose himself, then slashed downward with both hands on the hilt.

I appropriated a sack from the closest ammunition locker, dumped its contents, and took it to where Finn stood immobile. "Here's a bag for the head," I casually announced. "Red wants it."

The exhausted Finn could barely muster the strength to clean and sheathe the sword that performed the deed, so I co-opted a seaman for the grisly task, then assisted Finn into our boat.

By this time, McGurk and his men were done. The three silver chests were over the side into our boats, and some twenty bales of tobacco had been lowered into the other boats to suggest more obvious booty.

I surveyed the river current, and nodded, pleased. We'd picked the right spot.

"Ready, Sir."

"Thank you, Lieutenant." I strode to the hawse and slashed the rope. Freed, the chain ran out with a roar, and by the time I was in the gig rowing back to the Anne, Mary Rose was drifting toward the warehouse dock.

We clambered up the side as Anne ran out her guns, and I detained Finn long enough to watch from the rail. The agents we'd planted in the crowd who'd witnessed the affair began their work, yelling our obvious intentions so as to get them running from the area as the Mary Rose spun toward the docks.

Finn was gasping for breath and barely had the strength to stay on two feet, but grabbed my arm. "They can't fire her. The rest of her cargo is..."

"...Black powder. I know," I concluded as the first shell crashed into what had been a smart little trading ship in her day.

It took three. A flash, a brief buzz, and the world slowly exploded. Well, along with the Mary Rose, the docks and heavily stocked warehouses belonging to Richard of York also did, providing a merry blaze as we came about and began our "escape" from the harbour.

The show wasn't over, of course. Before we'd gone far, and while still before abundant witnesses, we rounded a bend in the river and found ourselves facing five Irish warships--the schooner Jane May, troop ship Mayo County, frigates Queen Catherine and Lady of Castlebar, and the men-of-war Spirit of Mayo and Pride of Ulster, the latter two usually termed cruisers. Outgunned and outmanned nearly ten to one, McGinnis ordered the English flag hauled down in surrender to Admiral O'Lacey's fine southern squadron. I smiled satisfaction at the way the charade had played out. Subsequent acts would be on stage shortly. Too bad there's no one to applaud.

In short order, we were placed in irons and rowed over to the Mayo as "prisoners", though Finn had to be carried on a stretcher. Hauled below in some ceremony, we changed uniforms and were on deck when the Queen Anne was fired in turn. She drifted among a group of English merchants at anchor, and soon a second conflagration lit up the London Sky.

"I don't understand," Finn complained weakly from an improvised cot in my quarters after being assured the precious bag was safely stowed. "What was all this for?"

"What actually happened to the Rose and the Anne on the high seas, and what did the gathered crowds of both Londons see?"

Finn was quiet for a while, but summoned strength enough to speak. "A defenceless Irish merchantman was seized and her crew murdered. The ship that did it was in turn taken by the Irish fleet after landing her marines, and her crew captured."

"And while you rest from a fight you should never have entered, that crew is being removed from the brig, dressed back in their English uniforms we borrowed, and publicly hung for piracy on the deck above us. Justice done and seen to be done."

"I understand that, but why go to all this trouble?"

I pulled out my wireless com. "Just before we left radio range from Ireland, I had a message from Tara. On top of all else, the day after Canon was to have secured Cork with Queen Anne's marines, York slipped an assassination team into Tara."

Finn gasped, then winced.

"A spy on the household staff who we'd never suspected admitted them. Palace security killed four and captured two, who have now been executed, but Patrick died of his wounds hours later. His son is now High King Patrick VI."

I went on. "Despite that treachery, in the morning, we continue with a plan years in the preparation and awaiting only the right time and appropriate provocation. We land three thousand troops in the heart of north London. Kent crosses two thousand of his own, and we punish York's war crimes that so many 'witnessed' here, then pacify the city and surrounding countryside. By week's end the news will be all over Ireland, and a petition will be presented to Patrick VI by a dozen prominent Irish lords, your father among them, calling for a declaration of war on the basis of York's atrocities in Cork, here, and of course Tara. Once he agrees, already reported border incidents in the north and west will bring the Scots and Welsh in on our side as well."

"You planned all this?"

"Not all. We knew York was up to something, but hadn't guessed him fool enough to attack Cork, much less Tara."

"The troops here are intended as a beachhead."

"Indeed. And addressing real provocations, even if not the one shown here. Now let me get that shirt off you so I can treat those chest wounds you've let fester." I made to pick up a large jar of salve from a side table.

Finn grimaced. "No. Just morphine."

"Sorry, I'm a physician too, and senior. You've taken too much already, and there's no need to keep going. It's obvious you're in serious trouble. I'm guessing your wounds are massively infected. There's blood on your shirt, so they've torn loose from whatever treatment you patched yourself up with at Kilduylin."

"No."

"Don't be a fool. You'll die without treatment."

Finn turned away. "Good."

One hand fumbled at the equipment belt hanging from the chair nearby.

"I stowed your sword and knife," I advised. "It wouldn't look good if the general's aide committed suicide in the teeth of victory."

"Why should I live?"

I started at the top. "Because having escaped the banshee thus far is evidence the Lord of Heaven wants you alive, has a plan for you, yet has work for you."

This earned me a sneer, though tempered by a wince, as the slight movement was obviously painful.

"And if I no longer believe he cares, or even exists?"

"Then live because I want you to."

The sneer deepened. "Why?"

"For starters to recover enough to allow me to pin a medal of honour on the soldier who thwarted York's plans. Without you, he would now control a fifth of Ireland, perhaps more. The north squadron of the Irish sea fleet has six troop ships and two frigates bottled up at Portsmouth. O'Lacey exchanged signals on the way here. Apparently it was an invasion targeted at Dublin, aborted when the Munster incursion failed."

"I don't care any more. I did my duty. They're all dead. Let me die, too."

"Promotion to major?" I teased. Nobility by position was a good offer, and elicited a glimmer of interest, but that died quickly without reply.

I made my last move. "Canon escaped."

"What? I thought you..." But the expostulation was accompanied by an ill-advised attempt to rise. Finn fell back, shuddering and gasping, eyes glazed.

"For what it's worth," I added, guessing the next question, "I did not let him escape. The coward dove over the side and swam off before I could reach him."

Finn's contorted face added anger to pain.

"So you see," I cruelly added, "dying isn't a proper option yet."

I thought I saw a tear escape at that point, so I relented.

"Suppose I sent you to an Augustinian healer community just south of the river in Kent. When you recover you could rejoin the army. I'd make sure you were in on the final kill."

But even this wasn't enough. "Don't you understand. Only Great Aunt Hilda's rub could heal me now, and it's all gone. I used it up after..."

"...after Kilduylin," I finished. "And whatever this rub was, it allowed you to recover partially from what should have been fatal wounds. That and heavy doses of morphine permitted you to go on fighting when any ordinary person would have been dead several times over. But why not treat the infection with penicillin?"

"Allergic. Without the rub I die."

"And this rub comes from your Aunt Hilda, who was..."

"...A Neal, a druidess, a direct descendant of Catherine the great."

"And the efficacy is..."

"She swore me to secrecy, but there's no harm telling you now it doesn't matter. A supply was passed down with the story it was made from the blood of the deathless man, that using it would heal wounds, prolong life. Aunt Hilda gave me two sealed packets. I used one to heal two children mauled by a pack of dogs a couple of years ago. They should have died, but lived. After Kilduylin, the Paladin found and stitched me up. When she left, I used the last on myself to live long enough for revenge."

"What of this deathless man?" I asked.

"According to the story, he was King Cormac, he couldn't be killed, no matter how badly he was wound... O my God."

I was holding a mirror in front of Finn's face, and I knew what it showed, for I had been watching it for a few days. Excepting the slight line on the bridge of the nose, there wasn't a mark. I fingered my own clean throat for emphasis.

Then I reached for the salve. "Had I realized the extent of your injuries I'd have given you enough for them as well."

Slowly, Finn reached out a hand. "Canon also cannot die?"

"As I said, he's related."

"And you are, or were Cormac Meathe."

"You're quick. Cullin, too." And others.

Finn fingered the jar. "And you now tell me this because..."

"I said earlier. Because God wants you to live, Ireland needs you to live, and I want you to live. Now that you seem to be considering the option, if telling you secrets helps convince, I'll tell them. If you die, secrets mean nothing. If you live, you gain power over me, but I judge that an acceptable trade."

"And you and Canon can't be killed."

"We can, but it's neither easy nor permanent." At least it hadn't been any of the many times one of use had managed the deed on the other. And now there's Lillian Morgan to consider. One like us, perhaps? A new player in the grand game? A long-term ally, I hope.

"All right," Finn reluctantly conceded. "I'll stick around long enough to help you kill Canon, if it's that hard for you to do yourself."

I grinned victory and reached for the jar.

"No, I'll treat myself, but not aboard ship."

I could understand that. Seasickness never helped anyone recover.

"St. Augustines's Priory and hospital at Southwark, then?"

"Agreed."
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The English Campaign 1505-1510

It would be five years before Finn and I saw each other again except in passing. By the time the Abbess at Southwark priory hospital was ready to release her patient, I had moved the southern army some hundred miles from London and was engaged in weekly battles to gain or lose a few more each time. Meanwhile, the monastic life had proven efficacious for more than just Finn's physical health as the regular coded updates I received from London amply elaborated.

I confess that the first few months at Southwark were such a hell of pain I contemplated suicide daily. Only that I had given you my word sustained me, as I am confident you wouldn't break yours were our situations reversed. Then after some six months when I'd nearly healed, I took that crossbow bolt in the attack York mounted by sea, and was set back far worse. Only the prioress' diligent application of your ointment saved my sorry life. But you should know that her wimple slipped one day, allowing me to see her hair. Paladin Morgan certainly gets around.

Reports sent separately told of deaths, promotions, demotions, and close calls. Not content to stay out of the fight, Finn had directed the successful defence of the compound, stymying the York forces long enough for one of Kent's sons to bring up reinforcements from the south and drive the adventurous invaders away. A good thing too, for an enclave so close to the river would have broken my main supply line. After all, we controlled none of the central and northern coast, and depended on overland transport from London.

But with victory already assured, in one of those vicious turns the Lord of Heaven sometimes allows in battle, a frustrated York archer squad shot a wild parting volley. Pierced through the left leg, shoulder, and right lung by crossbow quarrels, Finn had flown off the parapet, landing hard on the courtyard some thirty feet below and breaking at least a dozen bones. Poison on the arrows hadn't helped. Two months in a coma followed by a sudden and dramatic revival had swung the physicians from despair to praising God overnight, and thereafter Finn had the best of care, accommodations, and hero-worship anyone could desire. And yes, the Paladin provided details about the sudden turn to recovery that weren't mentioned in Finn's private missives.

I never thought I could like it here, but after nearly a year the peace of this place grows on me. Abbess Halls, or should I say Morgan, allows me to live in the Priory by night even as I again take up light duties with Colonel Byers in the allies' London HQ by day. This community has made me family in a way I have never experienced. Not to criticize Father, but he isn't exactly demonstrative. If this is what relationships can be like, perhaps there are reasons other than vengeance to remain alive--temporarily.

I wrote Byers, requesting he toughen Finn with substantial military assignments, and nothing easy, lest riding a desk deprive me of an officer who I expected to lean on for more than one major task. I needn't have been concerned, for Finn became Frank Byers' most valued intelligence officer within weeks of taking the posting. Analyzing incoming reports and writing others turned into occasional field forays to gather confirmations. Two months in, I had quiet news from a covert sabotage operation in York itself that had Finn's grim visage looking up at me from every page, and not long after, the gazette reported Byers using Finn on small operational commands, mostly policing and smuggling control, though all with potential for bigger trouble.

Meanwhile the main campaign had become one of those inch-by-inch, mud-slogging, bloody affairs that sap the life of armies, the funds of government, and the will of kings. Things were much the same in the north and the west, where both Scots and Welsh advances had not merely slowed, but were now dug in against fierce resistance. Kent's forces had proven ill-trained, and none too courageous in the face of an enemy driven by a ferocity fuelled by primal emotion much stronger than mere patriotism. I reckoned it was fear, for the few prisoners we took readily defected when offered the option.

The lack of progress engendered much division back home as the war dragged slowly across the north country. I made several visits to Tara to remind Patrick and convince his lords that the fight was worth the cost in lives and treasury resources. Left to their own, said nobles would have quit and returned everything to York. They didn't understand they'd be forced to fight him and the Grand Alliance on Irish soil within a few years. Peace could only be gained and enforced if there were one crown over all the Emerald Isles. Good thing Red MacCarthy had his oar in for continuing the fight. More than once I wrote Finn in near despair over the foolishness of our political masters at Tara. I got replies far more regularly.

I heard Father received Dooley O'Brian's head well enough. He ranted about his lazy and incompetent child for a mere fifteen minutes before grudgingly allowing I might return home if I wished. I'm not sure that's good news. Apparently he doesn't consider taking Canon's life quite as necessary as terminating Dooley's, which means, I suppose, he has less regard for damage done to my hide than to his own. Did I mention the Colonel sent me with several platoons east of London to clear out a nest of Yorkies who'd put ashore to cause trouble in our rear? It didn't amount to much. We were back in our beds that night.

I had more complete reports in dispatches. Outnumbered nearly two to one and with the York forces well entrenched, Finn divided the allied forces in three, sending the Kents on a frontal assault from which they predictably and quickly gave way, then brought the regulars in on both flanks as the Yorks charged out of their positions to pursue our sorry fleeing allies. Finn took them from the flanks and decisively crushed the intruders. No survivors on their side, fourteen Kenties killed, and five slightly wounded of our troops.

When, shortly after that, I lost Colonel Madson, my "advisor" to the Welsh troops, to an inconvenient arrow through his head, I put in a temporary promotion and sent Finn to take his place for a month until the Park freed up a permanent replacement. We moved that front fifty miles in thirty days, more progress than in the previous full year. Momentum on the west re-established, I transferred Byers to my own Midlands forces as my second so I could make yet another lobbying trip to Tara. There I found Amos McCauley, a careerist with African and European experience, ready to surrender his desk job at Tara and take on Wales. When Finn returned to London it was as southern commander, rank of Colonel earned and gazetted.

 

[image: silver-bar2]

 

1508

I spend the little spare time my new duties allow these days looking after children, for as you know Southwark is no longer a general hospital, but the triage centre for a dozen orphanages, processing about two hundred children at any one time. The kids stay here until well enough to be sent to one of the homes Kent has established throughout allied territory, and from there we place them with families, either here on the big island, or back in Ireland. This month we acquired a building in Cardiff, a second in Annandale. I am concerned about the latter, for it hugs the Scottish border, though our troops do control a sizeable buffer on the English side.

From Finn's diary: I kept one thing back from boss Sean. Prioress the Paladin out of her habit resembles him. Got to be a relative. Not sure how to handle this.

More children arrive to replace those who leave each day, and the seriously injured sometimes remain months. I understand them as few others can. But children are strong enough to lose an eye or arm, yet thrive. The real horror of war is losing parents and siblings, especially seeing them killed, and this conflict has produced far too many seriously traumatized kids. They will cost subsequent generations dearly. Yet I no longer ask "if there is a God, why does He allow this suffering?" for the majority of them express solid and growing faith that the Lord of Heaven will see them through. I am therefore forced to question why I do not share the same faith. After all, my losses are scarcely worse than theirs.

 

I grinned when I read this, for it translated into the Holy Spirit having nearly drawn Finn into his kingdom. God had a grip and would not release. Concerning the children, Finn was right of course, and over the next few months I alerted the Augustinians to the need for funds, clothing, and toys for their relief and resettlement. The most receptive for monetary appeals were the aristocrats and other monied classes of Tara herself. Few of them would consider working in a hospital or orphanage, but many gave substantial sums to salve their consciences. Most of the toys and clothes came from Irish children, many unwealthy themselves, but rich in the spiritual vitality that would give a child with less the very clothes off their backs in Jesus' name. I sent coded instructions to the stewards of two estates I held under other identities, and Southwark shortly found itself richer by forty-thousand crowns. After perusing her letters I decided I could trust the Paladin-Prioress. Not sure who she was, but given her appearance, a relative of mine certainly.

Finn's letters became weekly, these supplemented by official and unofficial reports of actions in the south--three more York attempts to establish a beachhead peremptorily brushed off, a couple of flanking incursions in the west dealt with, assorted peacekeeping or police actions attended, and the ongoing training of fresh recruits for the three fronts that we'd centralized at a new armoury north of London. Then the month of May passed with no word. You can imagine that I tore open Finn's next personal missive with great anticipation. I was not disappointed.

I do not think you will be so small minded as to rejoice in your triumph over me. I have news of such import that I am compelled to share immediately. Last night while I was reading to Kyla in the commons, she asked me in her lisping little voice why I didn't love Jesus like she did, and offered to pray for me--and the audacious tyke not even three years old! Out of the mouth of babes. I suddenly realized that despite all my family back in Munster, the wonderful order members here, my military colleagues, and our many children, life has been lonely without Jesus. I missed him. I also didn't want her life to be like mine. As both a physician and a soldier I know when to stop fighting and surrender to the inevitable. So, after I called Lisa to take Kyla to her room I prayed, "Lord I believe, I really have all along. Help my unbelief."

It will undoubtedly come as no surprise to you, O faithful witnesser, that he did just that. Oh I didn't hear angel choirs, but nonetheless I knew. Such a sense of the presence of God has come over me that I can scarce describe the feeling. Yes, I'm home, returned to the faith of my childhood, and for good. What you said in your last letter about the peace that surpasses all understanding is all too true. Kyla and Lisa are ecstatic. Kyla has already told so many people that a mere twenty-four hours later there can scarcely be anyone in England but you who does not know.

I thought my officers would look askance, but to a man they welcomed me back to the house of faith and pledged renewed loyalty. I was given two Holy Books, three commentaries and a devotional volume this morning alone. I've already written to my father and mother (separately of course--Father wasn't married to many of his women). She will be pleased to have years of prayers answered, though I have little expectation of softening his crust. Still, I must re-think my future. Revenge on Thomas Canon was your principal argument for persuading me that living through my injuries was superior to dying of them. I no longer need such a reason. I'll stay until our task is complete, then leave the military for a peaceful life as a healer back in Ireland. I have written Tara Hospital to enquire about the possibilities of a staff position once the war ends. The Prioress has volunteered a reference. Perhaps the army would be willing to do the same.

There was much more, and I rejoiced in it, re-reading the missive many times, thanking God for his work. The parts about Kyla were particularly interesting. Finn talked much about the child these days. The precocious little toddler was the result of a brutal rape, had been one of the first children taken into care by the priory, the experience providing impetus for establishing the hospital-orphanage and its daughter institutions. Finn had previously raved about the little girl's sketching ability and grasp of language. Lisa was an apparently bright sixteen-year-old who'd been found wandering the streets of London suffering from some violent trauma that had destroyed her memory and rendered her mute, though not impairing her other abilities.

I wrote back my own decidedly non-triumphal congratulations and warmest regards, but soon had other things to think about, for shortly after that letter, another arrived, this bearing the King's seal.

Sean, attend Tara immediately. Patrick.
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Tara, 1508

"General Meathe."

"My Lord the King." I bowed deeply. Patrick's formality warned something was seriously wrong. I looked sideways at the other man, a tall, austere gentleman in Campbell kilt. I knew much of him from my agents, but we'd never met.

"General Meathe, I introduce Duncan Ferguson."

I bowed perfunctorily, and he did likewise.

"Lord Kilkerran, and minister of war in the cabinet of Stuart IV, Lord Protector of Scotland," I recited. "What mission brings you to Tara, my lord?"

"The apparent means to end the war," Patrick put in, much too diffidently.

I fixed Ferguson with a level stare. "That means would be the scoped clip-loading long rifles you manufacture at Argyle, I presume."

Give the man credit. He didn't blink at my having this intelligence. "Twenty-thousand pieces delivered to your armies in ten days time."

"Tested of course."

"Each one fired in, scope adjusted and guaranteed accurate to three hundred yards. With these weapons you can surely secure an end to this conflict in a matter of weeks."

"Cost?"

"Ten crowns each."

"Not bad," I rubbed my beard while composing my answer, "considering your manufacturing cost is five crowns twenty pence."

He blanched at this, and I took advantage of his momentary confusion to acknowledge Patrick's slight throat clearing long enough to see him glance significantly at the Ferguson's boots. I followed his eye and noted a small residue of yellowish clay. All became clear.

"I'm afraid we must decline your offer, my Lord," I advised. "Your profit seems excessive, and my men are used to the sword. We'd rather thrash the English in a fair hand-to-hand fight than slaughter them at a distance with these new guns of yours--a matter of honour, you understand."

He had sufficient grace or dissemblance perhaps, to blush slightly. "Very well, my lord general." He bowed, turned on his heel, and departed.

"You saw, of course," Patrick observed, "that he had been in York."

"The clay, yes. I do commend your powers of observation. I missed the obvious before you drew my attention."

Patrick beamed, as a student will when praised by a teacher for exceeding him. Then he turned serious. "He's sold guns to Richard of York."

"Clearly hoping to prolong the war with ongoing profit from both sides."

"We are ready to meet this threat?"

"All three armies have been practising in secret for a month with the guns Red MacCarthy smiths. We will issue them when the Yorkies are ready to use theirs."

"They are as good?"

"Similar enough." Patrick needn't know of the automatic repeating features Red devised around Lilian's design, making them doubly better.

"And now?"

"Campbell will imagine us powerless to meet the threat and assume he'll wipe out our troops in the first major encounter."

"And thus begin making mischief at the Court of Glasgow. We need a military advisor there, someone whose judgement to act on emergent events we trust absolutely."

"I know exactly the person, your majesty."

Patrick fixed Sean with a searching stare. "You haven't forgotten our bargain, for when this is over?"

"Not at all. You have my word."

"Good. Arrange matters in Scotland, then, and I shall continue to juggle the popinjays here at court, pending your fulfillment."

I rubbed at my beard, gnawing at an obvious issue. Ferguson had no means to deliver guns to York. We had all the English ports under blockade, and he could scarcely truck the guns through the northern front, unless the war there would first come to an improbable halt. Best to be prepared though. I cut orders for our men to double their firearms practice.

 

I don't know whether to thank you for the promotion and the posting to Glasgow or not. "Brigadier General MacCarthy" has a nice ring, as does "Military Ambassador". But despite the calm words in your dispatches, I know well your policy of putting the most senior officers in the worst hell holes at the front lines, and presume you have done me no good turn, even if the posting be in the King's best interests--or yours. I will present my credentials at Glasgow in three weeks, once I have finished re-orienting Colonel O'Byrne to his duties here.

I've been worried about Lisa, for she was twice accosted in the streets, so I decided to transfer her to our new orphanage and school at Annandale, and now, since I anticipate my posting may be of some duration, and expect to spend most of my time when not at court in the south of Scotland, I have at the last minute sent Kyla on with her, as I do not wish to be separated from either of my daughters. They should both be safe there.

I chuckled. I'd co-signed the second set of adoption papers myself. It was of a piece with Finn's long-standing and successful campaign to find families for all war orphans that came their way. "Practice what you preach" had been the answer when I raised a mild objection to a serving officer taking on responsibility for two orphan children whilst fighting a war.

I'd also had several conversations with Lilian Morgan. She does get around. We've a more robust, though tentative alliance, but I remain profoundly shocked to discover this new long-term player--for I do not doubt she is one--and especially that she understands the conflict between we two Cains and is firmly in the Lord of Heaven's camp, though not knowing the whys of it. Who she is, or once was before what must have been a complete reset from which she hasn't recovered I cannot fathom, but I am grateful for the additional help, though chagrined the Lord thinks I need it. She must learn Metan, and other things to be effective, and we will arrange this, but I do not suppose so robust a person will always have interests aligned with mine, though she's definitely Pelik's opponent. But she has a decided aversion to men, which could present difficulties. Much to think upon.

Patrick and I had the right idea, but seriously underestimated Duncan Ferguson. On December 1, while Finn was still aboard Invincible en route to Glasgow, he introduced a motion in the Scots' House of Lords to terminate their war with York, and when Robert Bruce and others stalled it pending Finn's arrival, Ferguson's ally General Colin Campbell pulled all the troops of his associated clans from the northern front. They were back across the border in two days.

Canon was York's general on the northern front and never one to miss an advantage. Within two days, he forced the collapse of our northern front, and was pushing the remaining Scots back to their border. Deep into a strategy to break the stalemate in the centre with a coordinated attack on the western and eastern fronts, I could do little myself but pray Finn would employ godly wisdom and military sense, plus rate a miracle. Else, Scotland was finished.

 

I pray hourly for the strength to endure the trials to which I have been subjected here. I do not blame your posting me to Scotland, for I suppose it inevitable that the Lord of Heaven would test my faith to see if it was robust. I am confident that through his Holy Spirit he will allow me to stand fast, but events are so devastating I can scarce discuss them. The equivocating Lairds apparently expected they could retreat safely behind Solway Firth and Canon wouldn't follow once it was clear that Scotland had withdrawn. What fools men can be when they persuade themselves peace ought to trump justice.

As you surely know from intel reports, Canon pursued across the waths, crossed the Esk, taking the retreating Scots from the rear, massacring what remained of Campbell's army, and destroying the smaller towns as he pressed into the district of Annandale. The Bruce was here in Glasgow at the time, and with his assistance I have raised a new force of loyal and mercenary troops. We depart for Annandale in an hour in an attempt to lift its siege. Pray for us. Kyla and Lisa were to have arrived there days ago, but I have heard nothing. I know not if they live, but this time I shall not be broken, regardless how the Lord of Heaven allows me to be sifted.

 

You have the advantage of having been able to read historical accounts of what happened next--how Randolph The Bruce and his force arrived with Finn at his home town of Annandale several days after Canon left it an uninhabited and smoking charnel house, how The Bruce then formed his men into bands of reivers to harass York's troops, how Canon himself, leaving his northern army behind to make mischief in Scotland, took over command of York's eastern front facing me, and how Finn turned the Scots' nobility upside down upon returning to Glasgow.
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Finn, Glasgow, December 28, 1508

"Stop. You mayn't enter. The Lairds are in session."

Finn turned fiery eyes on the Master of Keys who had accompanied them thus far, protesting all the way.

"We go where we please. I am General Finn MacCarthy. I speak for Patrick VI, High King of Ireland, and you, fellow are in my way."

As the quartet entered the chambers, one of the lords was speaking. "...and I have written assurances from Richard of York that his troops will be recalled from Scotland as soon as this motion passes. I therefore request the question now be put..."

He was cut off by the door being flung violently into the adjacent wall. Finn MacCarthy strode to the fore, dropped a bag on the floor before the assemblage, walked directly to Duncan Ferguson, stabbed a finger in his chest, and declared, "I be General Finn MacCarthy. Ireland will tolerate no further truck with murderers. Do you realize those English fiends put the entire town of Annandale to the sword? Do you know how many innocents died?"

"My lords," Ferguson protested. "Annandale failed to surrender when under siege. Standard military doctrine..."

"...Does not under any circumstances," Finn thundered back, "include invading homes and an orphanage, killing the staff, and cold-bloodedly slaughtering non-combatants, including children."

"You have no proof..." he started.

Finn turned toward the three who had followed unnoticed. "These children survived by locking themselves in a corner of the root cellar and living off raw potatoes."

"Children cannot testify..." a voice objected.

The tallest of the three threw off her cloak to reveal a rail-thin girl who, but for her height, appeared no more than fourteen. She wore MacCarthy tartan and a multicoloured sash embroidered with a coat of arms diagonally across her blouse. Her bright blonde hair was done up in coiled braids, and intertwined with a small gold tiara. She stepped politely in front of Finn and bowed slightly, as to equals. "If it please the lairds of this house," she said in perfect Scots Gaelic, spiced with the music of a Polish aristocrat, "I be Lisa Anne, Countess Polarski of Warsaw in my own right, and legal daughter to General MacCarthy. As yesterday was my seventeenth birthday, I have a right to witness before a court of my peers."

She put one foot forward, and made a sweeping bow to the dead silence following. Lord Protector Stuart Donald inclined the tip of Alba, giving her leave to speak.

"I was sent three weeks ago to Annandale as care giver to General MacCarthy's three-year-old daughter, my adoptive sister Kyla..."
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Kyla and Lisa, Annandale, December 1508

The two girls thought it odd no one met them when the mail packet dropped them and a canvas bag of dispatches at the Annandale pier. They'd heard the master complain he was two days late, so weren't surprised when the packet promptly sailed off. Wide-eyed Kyla would ordinarily have been full of questions, but as mute Lisa couldn't reply, she contented herself with silently taking in the wonders. From time to time she deftly filled another sketch book page.

The town was surrounded by a thick palisade of sharpened tree trunks tied together with steel bands, this pierced regularly by small holes for archers, and occasionally by massive gates flanked with tall wooden towers.

The two passed into the town proper through the water gate, jostled by crowds of anxious people divided equally between arrivals and departures. A merchant on a horse-drawn cart remarked to a soldier, "The English will come here next, mark my words. I'm abandoning the town for my cousin's place in the highlands."

A father carrying an infant consoled a teary older child, "Mother is in Heaven, Jane dear. You and Maisie and I will be safe here until the English go away. Someday we'll return and I'll build you another house."

The girls gawked at the numerous tower houses inside the town--each a fortress in its own right--at the colourful tartans, at animals being driven in, at carts piled high with household goods entering and leaving, at nervous-looking soldiers who seemed to be everywhere.

Lisa stopped before a grizzled town guard sergeant in the process of ordering the water gate closed. After dispatching his squad, he attended them.

"Well?" and when Lisa attempted to sign, "None er that Lassie. Speak plain."

Kyla showed him the top page of her sketch book. He saw at his own visage depicted there in a few sparse strokes, and looked up, startled, at which she piped up, "She asks, Sir, if you will kindly direct us to the Annandale foundling house."

The sergeant blinked, looked owlishly down at the tiny girl with the refined speech, back at the sketch, and shook his head. "Bad time to be comin' here, I'll wager. Town'll be under siege in an hour, an I'm not mistaken."

"Please, Sir." Kyla smiled her Sunday-best smile.

The Sergeant shook his head sadly and pointed to his left. "Second street there. Across from the warehouse. Old pile of a place, fresh painted green." He abruptly shouted at his men, "No, ye fools. The other way."

The soldiers didn't seem organized or competent to Lisa, though she couldn't have said how she knew. Disturbed, she reached silently for Kyla's tiny hand and towed her along the indicated street. Minutes later, they left the outside chaos for that of Annandale Foundling House, a rambling, elderly, wood and stone building that had seen better days, and whose only virtue was the fresh coat of paint.

"Look, Lisa," Kyla gushed, "it's an old castle. I bet it has secret passageways, and a dungeon, and..." She stopped when Lisa glared disapproval, shrugged and stood for a moment sketching the ornate front door.

Minutes later when they located the office and presented themselves, the Matron would have nothing of them. "New orphans? You're not wanted." When Lisa tried to present the papers that declared her staff and Kyla a paid resident, she waved them off. "Not now. Run along to the kitchen and get some food in yer bellies, then up to the third floor rooms and pick a bed fer the night. Someone'll deal wi' ye' in the morning." She returned to stuffing items from her desk into a valise already full of clothes. Lisa thrust the papers into her satchel, and the two left to explore their new home.

Ten minutes wandering worn hallways announced their first destination by the smell of old cooking. Not wishing to disturb the occupants, Lisa eased the door open and the pair slipped down four stairs into a large, well-equipped kitchen whose only occupant was seated at a table, back to them, tucking into a loaf of bread and a slab of cheese. Lisa smiled and signed to Kyla, and the two quietly approached.

"Excuse us, Sir, but may we have some food," Kyla asked when they were but a foot or two away.

The child at the table bolted upright, spun around, took a few steps as if to run off, looked past them, seemed to reconsider, then froze in place, staring. Close up, he resolved into a ragged, dirty-faced boy of about thirteen.

"Yer none o the inmates, an' ye speak Irish."

"We just arrived, Sir. I'm Kyla, and she is Lisa." She extended her hand palm up the way grown-ups did for invitation, and waited.

A brief hesitation, and he followed suit. "Alley, on account o' that's where I live. I war a 'prentice boy onct."

Seeing Kyla unable to follow this, Lisa signed a little flurry, and Kyla translated, "You mean you don't live here in the house?"

"Not erzactly."

"Then why are you in the kitchen?"

"Cookie's run off, 'long wi most of the rest. 'Fraid o the English now the northern army's beat. I's ungry, so I 'elped myself. God 'elps 'em as 'elps theyselves, ye know."

"But God help those who get caught helping themselves," was how Kyla translated Lisa's signing.

"What's wrong with 'er? Carn't she talk?" and when Lisa sadly shook her head, he abashedly added, "Sorry an all," and wolfed another chunk of cheese.

"If the English barbarians are coming, shouldn't we be hiding?" Kyla asked, all on her own. The noise in the streets had grown to a considerable din.

"Smart l'il tyke ain't ye?" He seemed to consider whether he should let them in on his secrets, but finally shrugged. "Take a 'unk er cheese an bread, and let's be off."

He led them to a back stairway. "Leads up ter the cook's quarters. Saw a stair like this in an 'ouse in Dublin onct." He hesitated briefly, but a loud crash from just outside decided him. He reached down, took hold of the bullnose on the bottom stair and pulled. A slight click, and a section of five steps swung freely upward, revealing another stairway down.

"Yer gotter 'old hands now, an come down ere". Once started, he reached up and yanked on a strap hanging from the upper staircase, pulling it down behind them. Pitch dark descended. He led them down a dozen steps, turned left through a door, and closed it. Only then did he switch on a portable electric lantern. "Root cellar fer th' ol' castle kitchen," he whispered. "None er the new lot knows. Makes a good 'ideout an' food stash. But yer gotta be quiet."

He shone the light on two widely separated curtains on the left wall. "Air grills inter the kitchen and office. Yer can see what's going on there, but our light's gotter be off." Then a motion to the right. "Latrine's over there." He gestured upward, and his light revealed a ventilation shaft that must have extended to upper floors, for a dim light seeped through side grills at the top. One side of the shaft boasted iron rungs at intervals, for inspection purposes. They could also hear excited children's voices far above.

The noise outside rose to a crescendo, died away briefly, was soon replaced by popping sounds and screams. The crash of a door thrown aside was followed by running feet. Alley switched the light off, and their eyes adjusted to gloom. Shortly, noises emanated from the office, and by unspoken agreement they slipped behind the curtain to watch and listen.

Lisa saw two people's legs. One pair of feet wore army boots caked in mud, the other a woman's silver and green slippers. A man's voice came from beyond, she guessed from the very matron's desk where she and Kyla had recently stood.

"Name and position in this house." The demand was sinister, menacing.

"Anna McCrae, assistant housekeeper, if it please you, my lord."

"Where is the matron?"

"She left minutes hence, my lord."

"Where?"

"I don't know, my lord."

"Is this book the registry?"

"Yes, my lord. Every child's name is written there on arrival, and records kept of school progress and leaving."

"Who was the last girl to arrive here?"

"Joanne Pollack, my lord."

"When?"

"Ten days ago, my lord."

"What of the girl who arrived day before yesterday?"

"None did, my lord."

The man behind the desk must have signalled the other, for he abruptly turned, there was a loud crack as he slapped the woman, then a thud as she collapsed to the floor. He hoisted her back to her feet.

"She left Portsmouth on the mail packet. It was due Monday. Today is Wednesday. Where is she?"

Lisa shook with fright, though she knew not why. That voice...

"There's been no mail this week." The girl was nearly incoherent, and her voice whistled through missing teeth.

"Sergeant. Bring this Joanne Pollack and two of the brats upstairs selected at random."

"Yes, your lordship," came a man's voice from their right.

A few minutes silence followed, but shortly two girls and a boy were lined up next to the woman. The boy barely reached the soldier's waist, so Lisa saw his back clearly.

"Let me show you, Anna McCrae, what happens to those who cross me." He stood, took a few quick steps toward the boy, reached down, seized one leg, swung him screaming overhead, brought his face down on the desk with a sickening crunch, then tossed his body to a corner.

But Lisa was backing away though the curtain even before this. She had seen the man's head when he bent. It was masked by a black silk hood with eye holes, a type often worn to masquerade balls. That voice, from behind such a mask. Memories flooded back, she began to gasp, to clutch at her throat. Alley and Kyla stumbled after her as she fled to the far corner, the noises of her heaving stomach and their retreat masked by screams from the other room. Locked in anguished memories, Lisa was scarcely aware of the other two attempting to quiet her. She remembered. It was too much. He'd come to her family home with soldiers and threatened them. He'd been masked then, too. When they couldn't or wouldn't give him what he wanted, he'd... Still traumatized by the terror she'd witnessed, Lisa slipped into rigid unconsciousness to the sound of gunfire and more screams from the adjacent room.

There is an evil so deep it fascinates, draws into its clutches, won't release. As soon as Lisa passed out, the other two crept back up to the curtain to watch the mayhem. In a torrent of rage, the officer in the room above killed the housekeeper and the other two children, then demanded five more be brought. He questioned each about a "new girl", and when none satisfied him, methodically despatched each, three with his pistol, two as he had the first. As he executed his grisly task, a soldier heaved the bodies through the front window to the street.

Kyla thought she heard a slight movement in the room behind, but didn't check until the next lull. When she peeked back...

She seized Alley's arm, pulling him away to look. But it was too late. They heard the stair latch click shut. She held on tight to Alley's arm and whispered the obvious. "She's gone up."

With the words scarcely spoken, a figure appeared before the grill, blocking their view. Kyla took in the shoes and stockings, the canvass bag hanging from one hand. "It's her." She would have run to join Lisa, but Alley clamped one hand around her mouth, his other arm about her tiny body, and held her till she stopped struggling. "Be silent and listen," he whispered in her ear.

"He'll kill her."

"Better 'er alone than us too."

"I believe you are looking for me, my Lord." The voice was small, but clear and firm. Kyla marvelled. She'd never heard Lisa speak.

A sneering laugh, "and they said you weren't here."

"I just arrived. See. Here's my bag. I heard your voice from the street and came immediately. Leave the children alone. I'll cooperate. What do you want?"

"On April 20 of this year, a man of York visited your parents' home in London. Who was he?"

"Is that why you killed them?"

"Count and Countess Polarski, like most diplomats, were spies. They knew the risks. Spy, you die." He seemed pleased with himself.

"What do you think I know?" Her voice was small but calm.

"There is a traitor at Richard York's court passing information to Tara through other governments' diplomats. I am certain he is the same man who visited the Polish consulate and your parents' home in London. Who?" This last was delivered in such rage, Kyla thought man might kill Lisa out of hand as he had the others.

"You'll let the remaining children go if I can tell you?"

"Of course."

"Liar," Alley whispered.

"I do not know his name, but as it happens, I have a sketch in my bag. May I?" Lisa strode forward and heaved her carpetbag onto the desk. The man came around the desk, giving Kyla a clear view below the shoulders. He wasn't in uniform, but dressed formally.

Kyla sketched his kilt and shirt.

Meanwhile, Lisa reached into her bag and produced a knife. But the masked man wasn't slow, and as she raised it to stab at him, he pushed himself away from the desk in a desperate move to avoid the slashing blade. Lisa missed his chest entirely, but couldn't stop her swing. The knife stabbed down toward the desk, piercing his hand and pinning it to the surface. Just as it struck, he tried to pull his hand away, but that caused it to rip against the blade now mutilating it. He roared, stiffened, then crumpled, unconscious from the pain. As he fell, Kyla and Alley both got a good view of the mask.

Lisa frantically worked the blade loose to take another strike, but before she could raise it again, she was she was seized. A hand caught hers, squeezed, forcing her to drop the knife. Her captor thrust Lisa at the noncom who'd been by the door, then bent over the fallen man. Kyla saw the newcomer's face clearly.

Then he spoke with an even more commanding voice than the first. "Get a medic in here to tend him. Tie and gag the girl, then guard her in the kitchen. And Sergeant. Keep her intact. I'll question her later after I talk to his lordship. Meanwhile, if anyone remains in the house, kill them all. We'll burn the town before we leave. We want no witnesses when we transport the guns. Move, Sergeant. I have pressing matters across the street." He seemed casual about his butchery.

"Yes, Sir."

"'E don't know what 'is man were up ter," whispered Alley. "Must think Lisa war gettin' even for the other kids."

He and Kyla continued to watch in horror as the sergeant dragged Lisa backward toward the door. There he paused briefly. "Smith, Alberts. You heard General Canon. Off the rest of those brats upstairs, then head over to the warehouse and help load trucks."

Ten minutes of screams from the second floor gave way to silence broken only by the slight sounds of Kyla sketching a face that would live in her nightmares, then filling in clothing details for the one Lisa stabbed, the one with a mask for a face.

Alley wasn't content to wait. He scouted the kitchen from behind the other curtain, and after a time took Kyla there. "See", he whispered, "'e's got 'is back to whar our stairs is. This is what we do..."

A few minutes later, they were on the stairs. Alley eased the latch open with a cloth wrapped around the mechanism to muffle it. "Wait till I 'ave 'im, then cut 'er loose and get back here right quick." He hefted a pair of handles with a fine wire stretched between them, and remarked, "time fer the 'prentice 'ssassin to make journeyman."

The burly Sergeant dozed in a kitchen chair, left hand clutching an empty beer glass. Beyond him, Lisa was trussed to the food preparation table. As Alley crept toward the man, Kyla prayed for success. She wasn't quite sure what he was going to do, so was startled when Alley rose up behind the soldier, looped the wire around his neck, and pulled tight, bracing his foot on the back of the chair for leverage. The man managed to reach up a hand, but was unable to mount sufficient struggle.

"Now," Alley whispered loudly, glancing behind for a moment.

Kyla raced for the counter, seized a knife and began sawing at Lisa's bindings. Once she got her hands loose, Lisa took the knife, quickly finished the job, threw off her gag, and the two raced for the stairs. Shortly after, Alley whipped his garrotte away from his victim's windpipe and followed, dropping the stairs securely behind them once more.

Safely off in a corner of the basement once more, Alley demanded in a furious whisper, "Why'd yer do sech a dumb think?"

Lisa was surly. "He murdered my parents. I had the right. When I get the opportunity, I'll finish him."

"Medics took 'im off and ye'll no get another chance. Leave it be, and put the law on 'im. Mayhap ye can disgrace him."

Lisa looked at Alley sharply. What did a gutter boy know about honour and disgrace? Still, he had a point, even if he could scarcely know what he was talking about.

Then Kyla was whispering in her ear. "You can talk now. It'll be so much fun when we get out of here."

"You mean 'if'."

"The Lord of Heaven rescues his children," Kyla whispered back, precociously smug in her three-year-old's faith.

Quick and dramatic terror was replaced by the slow, dull version. The dead sergeant was discovered, the general roared at his men, search parties were dispatched, then...ominous quiet.

"What's that smell?" Lisa demanded once several hours passed.

"Smoke," Alley replied grimly. "They's firing the town. We's gotta go down." He moved some crates and sacking, revealing a narrow wooden trap door. "Goes ter the ice room. Hain't bin used a year, so it's none too cold, but we cain't be breathin' smoke."

They spent two days in pitch darkness without food in the cold cellar, surviving off a moisture seep, before venturing back to the upper basement, desperate for food and water. Their original hideout had fared well enough, being relatively intact, though the curtains were gone, the walls around them blackened, everything covered with soot. Alley led them to a rain barrel in one corner, where a house drain had once kept the supply replenished. The water tasted and smelled smoky, but was drinkable.

They checked the two grilles. It took Lisa a moment to realize she was seeing not the inside of the old castle turned orphanage, but the open air. There was nothing but blackened ruin--no sign of life--neither soldiers, nor townspeople. The warehouse opposite was reduced to a half dozen charred, still smouldering timbers, and all was covered by lightly drifting snow.

But the safety and relative warmth of their basement also proved a trap, for after a lengthy silence when they ventured to essay up, they couldn't lift the stairs.

"Sompin' 'as fell atop 'em", was Alley's conclusion.

They retreated to take stock. "Plenty er water, and a sack 'o sprouted year-old taters be all," Alley concluded.

"Can we cut through the wall by the right grill?" Lisa asked. "It must be burned partway, to be so charred inside." The others agreed, and they took turns, two at a time, scraping at the charred wood with their fingernails, a belt buckle they sharpened on the stone floor, and a couple of small rocks they worked loose from a crumbling area of the cement footing. The going was slow, for the wall was thick. It steadily grew colder, so they could only work at the perimeter of the cellar a quarter hour at a time before retreating to warm up.

On the second day of scraping, they broke through.

Alley stopped Lisa from widening the hole. "Nae make the hole bigger 'er we'll lose 'eat. Thin it around a ways, then we'll kick out a whole chunk at onct."

This they did, and next day around noon, judged they were ready to make a break. They'd seen nothing outside, heard no further sounds of fighting, nor even voices. They huddled in the warmest spot, partook a last snack of raw potato, and worked up their courage to leave their prison.

"We must pray first," insisted Kyla.

"Of course," agreed Lisa, so they all did, though Alley was reluctant, his prayer perfunctory. Lisa prayed several minutes, ending with, "and O Lord of Heaven, perhaps you could arrange for help when we break out of here." Kyla confidently thanked the Lord for already having rescued them.

They piled empty crates under the spot where they'd been working, and Alley climbed atop. With the two girls steadying the crates, he kicked out the thinned boards and crawled through. The girls followed closely, and the trio shortly stood looking around at the remains of the very kitchen where Lisa had been bound a few days before. In the light, their sad condition was too evident. Their clothes were ragged, their hair rats' nests, and their bodies covered with soot. All were shivering.

"You look like Africans," Lisa giggled nervously.

"You too," Alley rejoindered.

"God got us out. Now we find the help he's sent," Kyla pronounced.

The old castle had fared better than most buildings. The main floor, part of the wall and roof behind them were intact, though nothing remained of the wall facing the street or the side section roof. They cautiously made their way past charred and smouldering timbers, across the partially burned stairway, down the back stairs to the rear doorway into the street.

"No one around," catalogued Alley. "Could be days' travel to find another soul."

That's odd, Lisa thought, he doesn't sound like a street boy now.

Perhaps they were emboldened by this comment, or escape had dulled their sense of caution, for when they rounded the corner of the building to look the other way they did so without taking care, and found themselves facing five soldiers, three with drawn swords, two with muskets. Beyond those, some hundred yards off, just outside what had been the town walls, a vast array of tents chequered the area.

"Told you I heard a noise, Sergeant," one of the musketeers exulted.

"Right, then kids, come along," the noncom ordered.

The smallest of the blackened children suddenly piped up, "Aren't you going to carry me, Sergeant McDavid."

He blinked, did a double take, and roared with pleasure. "As I live and breathe, boys. It's Lisa and Kyla MacCarthy, the general's girls."

"And this is Alley," Kyla announced. "And the Lord of Heaven sent you to help us, didn't he?"

"Honoured to meet you, Sirs," Lisa added, with a little curtsey, just as a young lieutenant arrived behind the squad.

McDavid wrapped Kyla in his jacket and scooped her into his arms with a whoop. "Form up an honour guard, boys, we're found General MacCarthy's daughters, and we're straight for headquarters and the reward." He glanced behind. "With your permission, Lieutenant McPherson."

"Carry on, Sergeant."

"You're General MacCarthy's daughters?" the astounded Alley asked. "You never told me."

"We didn't know who you were," Lisa rejoindered.

"Say," a corporal interjected, "if it isn't Alvin McGowen. What are you doing here, young master?"

Alley's face grew darker. "Seeking justice for my father and sister."

Moments later, from her position snuggled warmly over McDavid's shoulder, Kyla stared at the very tall lieutenant walking behind and bearing a huge smile. He was a raw, gangly lad, deeply freckled and with short, mud-brown hair. After a few moments diligent study, Kyla winked. "Prioress Lilian" winked back from Lieutenant McPherson's face.

It's amazing how much children see that adults miss. As I recall, that disguise was hastily assumed and light, but she penetrated it immediately, Lisa next day. No one else did.
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Finn, Lisa, and Kyla, Glasgow, December 28, 1508

Lisa

"That, my Lords, concludes the tale of our time in Annandale. I have additional testimony to offer, however. My late parents were indeed gathering information for their government while in London. They learned that a large shipment of a new type of gun called a rifle, and destined for York, had been moved to a location in southern Scotland after the manufacturer determined he was unable to transport them through the Irish blockade of the Humber. The agents obtained a drawing of the type of crate and packing symbols used in the shipment.

"While tied in the kitchen at Annandale, I observed approximately forty transport trucks loaded with such crates at a warehouse across the street. Those trucks drove south."

She reached out a hand, and Kyla passed her a sketch. "This was the English commander."

Finn broke in, glaring at the assembled lairds, defying any to naysay. "I personally identify that sketch a true likeness of one Albert Canon, spymaster and general in the armed forces of Richard of York, wanted by the Crown of Ireland and the Earl of Munster for rape, murder, and making treachery."

Lisa took a second sketch from Kyla. "Observe the tartan worn by the man who murdered the first ten children, the masked man whose hand I cut."

A collective gasp came from those closest.

Stuart spoke into the ensuing silence. "Lord Ferguson, is that one of your people?"

The war minister held up his left hand as if to ward them off. "Anyone could have worn a Ferguson tartan. Did that child make these drawings?"

"I be Kyla Lynn MacCarthy, and I made both," Kyla piped up.

"She is not four years old," Ferguson objected, "and no face is shown--just a ballroom mask."

"True," Finn agreed, pulling two more papers from a folder. "I on the other hand am a certified medical practitioner with a forensics speciality. Perhaps the Ferguson will find these more acceptable evidence."

"What?"

"Fingerprints, my Lords--taken using a technique I developed myself from atop the matron's desk where the killer's hand was pinned. They were in a mix of the killer's blood and that of one of his victim's. Most of the desk survived." Finn bent down to the discarded bag and pushed aside its wrappings. Inside, wrapped in clear plastic was the body of a young boy, the head badly distorted. "This boy's. Bloodstains on the desk and fragments of walnut from the desk embedded in his skull are conclusive."

Finn's voice became terrible. "Your right hand, Ferguson. Why hide it? Because of Lisa's knife wound? Because you know whose fingerprints these are?" The final words were a shriek. "Show us your right hand, you demon from hell."

Finn the Wolverine is one of my all-time favourite people. Yes, I was there too, as Third Lieutenant Tansey, but unnecessary. Finn was more than adequate to the occasion, and I knew this moment was an historical linchpin. With soldiers like Finn and Sean, Ireland was sure to win this war.
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Sean, North-Central England, early 1510

After Finn demanded and received Duncan Ferguson's head, and with the battered boy's body witnessing against them all, the Scottish Lairds wasted no time reaffirming their treaty with Ireland, and mustering the clans for all-out war. Clan Donald took the ministry of war from Ferguson, and supplied three of its battle-tested sons as field commanders.

Brian Donald led a shock force south within a week to bolster the Bruce and clean out the rest of Canon's troops from the lowlands, pushing them back across the border in two days of intense fighting. Robert Donald assembled a much larger army, trained it under Finn for three weeks, then joined his brother, and they marched south across the border rolling up the largely vacated northern front at a rate of fifteen to twenty-five miles a day.

Meanwhile, Finn sent Fergus Donald directly to me with a bevy of junior officers and a transcript of the proceedings. By that time, I'd had moderate success on my own front, pushing Canon back along the south side of the Calder River, then across the Aire, effectively forcing him to yield the old Roman town of Castleford. We hadn't disputed Leeds yet, so it was nominally still his, though his control west of Castleford was tenuous.

East and north were another matter, for there he'd been joined by reinforcements from retreating remnants of the north, meaning we two were stalemated, his twelve thousand to my eight across the Aire, where neither of us had the strength to attack decisively. His current ground wasn't the best, broken as it was by swampy land and several oxbow lakes, but he had the advantage of knowing the terrain. On the other hand, days after my arrival, I reopened the Sheffield railroad bridge, and my artillery unit rejoined us. We'd been dug in there a week before Fergus Donald arrived, bringing a young boy bearing Finn's reports.

I hope, General Meathe, that you won't take my actions as precipitous. I did what I felt necessary under the circumstances and within my personal mandate to be Ireland to the Scots. If any rebuke is owed, I will take it as an officer should.

Rebuke! Hah! Promotion to full general with a medal of honour would be more like. The latter could wait, but took care of the former immediately.

On a more personal note, I am keeping the girls closer to me for the duration, but am sending you the lad with a message of his own, confident you will take appropriate action on receipt, and, if I may make bold to suggest, by making Colonel Fergus Donald your hand for the task.

The transcripts skimmed and set aside for more careful reading, I settled down around the map table with Colonel Donald on my right, and the boy across.

"Your name, lad?"

"I be Alvin McGown, son of Peg and Patrick McGown of Limerick. My mother died in a cholera epidemic while we were stationed in Lagos in 1506. My father worked for the army." His carefully coy statement of the case was telling. He knew. "Guess I'm a MacCarthy now." He smiled wanly, and I nodded. Finn had adopted another orphan. It was becoming a habit.

I glanced at Donald. I had positive news of him from earlier fighting, but Finn's recommendation was worth more than any report. He might as well know. "Ireland has a traitor, someone positioned to pass high level political and military information to Albert Canon. Fourteen months ago, we learned that Colin Campbell, an associate of Duncan Ferguson, was acting as Canon's information conduit from the traitor. Major McGown, one of Tara Security's best agents, was assigned to Ferguson's domain, officially a commercial liaison with Tara, but charged with uncovering the origin of the information and the extent of Ferguson's complicity. The risk of course was that the traitor was high enough placed at Tara to know his true role." I looked at the boy. "Sorry, lad, I miscalculated."

"He knew the risks." His voice was low but determined.

I nodded. This was a true soldier. I tapped the pile of transcripts. "You are the 'Alley' referred to here?"

"Yes, Sir."

"You would not have been skulking the streets of Annandale masquerading as an illiterate rag boy unless you had a hand in this."

"My father learned the Campbell and the Ferguson were meeting at Annandale, and that Ferguson had a large sum of money with him. He followed. When my sister Leah disappeared the next day, I also went to Annandale. Three days later, I located Da in a locked cell in the warehouse where the guns were stored. I couldn't force the lock, but spoke to him through a barred window. He told me Ferguson had taken Leah and was using her to threaten him, make him reveal secrets. The next night I returned with a pistol I'd stolen. I was to pass it to him so he could use it to escape. However, there was only silence within." The boy trailed off.

Colonel Donald explained further. "I was there with General MacCarthy's forces, Sir. We investigated several areas of disturbed earth around the warehouse and found ten graves. One of the bodies was Major McGown. He'd been shot."

I let young Alvin collect himself, then waved for him to continue.

"I became 'Alley' the street rat. I found the orphanage cellar just across the street and lived there while I continued to check the cell nightly. I eavesdropped on the Ferguson officers, trying to learn the traitor's name. After ten days, I was ready to give up, but decided on one more try. That night, I saw Lord Ferguson write a letter, make a copy, then order couriers to take the latter to Albert Canon, which is how I learned what was going on. I snuck in and read the copy. Part of the letter asked him how he liked Leah, his new slave."

The boy was in agony as he placed a picture on the table. "This is a likeness Kyla drew it at my direction, Sir. I showed it to Finn and the officers at Glasgow, but none had seen her. They think Canon brought her south."

"Sorry lad, the girl is unfamiliar to me too." I leaned forward, mindful of the boy's distress. I would say nothing about how Canon treated women, and I had to know. "The copy you read was addressed to..."

He collected himself. "Wales, Sir. To Colonel Amos McCauley."

I let out my breath. McCauley and I had never been close, but I had trusted him, had picked him for the command. And yes, he had access to the roster of foreign assignments before I posted him to Wales.

"No wonder that front stalled once Finn left for London." I tapped a pencil on the desk, then turned my attention to Donald. "You are a full colonel?"

"I am."

"I will have your orders to Wales cut in half an hour. In brief, you are to relieve McCauley, send him in chains to Tara, and get that front moving again."

"A thousand Donald troops are on their way there in transports, Sir. I'll send two lieutenants with McCauley, and use my others to establish a new command structure."
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