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The Throne was intended to be a single seventh volume in the editors' history of the Interregnum, the turbulent years following the 1941 deposition of James IV as High King of Hibernia and the Federated Worlds of the Timestream. It was to relate the stories behind the restoration of the Throne, accompanying this with background information on the history of the Irish throne and how it came to dominate the earth now known as Hibernia (Ortho to the Metans).

Little did Rhiannon and Lady Mara guess when they put to Lucas, Lord Caine, the famous ages-old Royal Archives encryption problem in an attempt to shortcut his path to Ollamh in mathematics, that he would not only succeed and win the Murdoch prize where hundreds before had failed, but in the process rewrite Hibernian history. Thus, rather than a thirty-thousand word exposition of that era involving perhaps three chapters, we were faced with winnowing material from over forty thousand pages of never-before read primary sources penned by the participants. Moreover, the fifteenth century collection included copies of two additional MS of great significance--a brief one from the eleventh century, and a longer one from the fourteenth, plus sufficient clues to locate the originals, held in a safe deposit box at Tara from about 1440. The materials we unearthed for these volumes, however, turn much of the previously accepted history of the fifteenth century inside out.

Culmanic Parts, book one of The Throne, began with a never before published memoir of Queen Catherine on the founding of the modern Hibernian High Kingship by Brian Boru after the battle of Clontarf in 1014, when he placed crowns on the heads of the man who had just saved his life and the woman who had turned the battle. Catherine's early life, her role in the battle and the details of the Brian's manipulations were previously unknown to historians.

The larger second portion, subtitled All The King's Horses is a fuller version of a popular play known in late fourteenth and early fifteenth century Ireland. Authenticated from other sources as penned by Katherine the Culmanic (Queen Kat), it covered her early years growing up in the home of Rufus Maynard, co-founder of the Culmanic method with King Cullin, her part in the re-unification of Ireland under a single crown, and the genesis of the scientific and industrial revolution the culmanics touched off.

The third and majority portion of Book one covered the early life and times of Amy Rea (b 1415), her education, re-casting of the Culmanic as "Science", and involvement with prominent figures of the time in the political and military affairs of Ireland under Cormac VI and Dermot I. It concluded with her induction into the Royal Army Naval Corps as a ship's officer upon her academy graduation in 1434.

Rea's Blood, book two of The Throne, picks the history up at that point, offering by means of her own journals and those of her associates, an intimate perspective on her life at sea. Although Amy Rea's own journals present a fascinating and exhaustive study of previously mysterious parts of her life, she only kept these when at home in Tara. For much of her time at sea, we have relied on secondary sources--her ships' logs, the diaries kept by her brother officers and students (also decrypted by Lord Caine), later reminiscences by her associates, and of course, the definitive works by Ollamh Seanacha Amyrea Walsh published after 1480. The latter have long been regarded as authentic, as Walsh conducted extensive interviews and correspondence with Amy Rea's closest associates (including her grandfather Torin Walsh), all but two of whom were then still living. Of the many letters Rea mentions writing, we have only a few scraps. Of the novels she penned, only some survive, as no one knew until now that the autobiographical author Leanne McGowan of the prototype pulp science fiction novels was Rea's pen name.

As in our other histories, we offer this in a fictionalized narrative for popular consumption. See the authors' papers in Tara History and European History for the scholarly renditions and discussions of these papers.

Weights and measures have been rendered without conversion. As this is not a scientific treatise, it should suffice to keep in mind that the Belagic distances used before 1452, though having the same names as the later Hibernian universal measures (until the nineteenth century) and the almost identical modern Tirdian Imperial, were about nine percent longer than either, and that there was only one version of the Irish mile, not a separate one for nautical use.

Dates before January 1, 1260 are in the Julian calendar. Those after March 1, 1400 are in the Patrician calendar, identical to the Tirdian Gregorian calendar in the proleptic sense. Between those two dates they differ from the latter by one day.

Finally, some notes on translation. The Irish Gaelics of the eleventh, thirteenth, and fourteenth centuries were quite different from each other, and vastly so from the modern language, considering the latter's heavy borrowings from Tirdian English and modern Babylonian. This created many challenges, and we may find that subsequent scholarly work will alter some of our best-efforts renderings, particularly of technical terms employed by the first scientists, or "culmanics" as they called themselves, for the private notes we have relied on sometimes contain words for which there is no match in the published papers of the day. We have rendered Christian, family, place, and ship names for the most part in modern Hibernian Gaelic form, which is in most cases close to some Tirdian English equivalent, but this is a challenge, in view of there being little consistency in the original spellings. Two examples: the Dutch name "Beatrijs" is rendered as "Beatrix" for both Gaelic and English, whereas the ship name "Coscar" is left in the modern Gaelic version, but translated to "Victory" for Tirdian English. However, some attempt has been made to preserved the diversity of Irish surnames, some of which had hundreds of spelling variations before the seventeenth century.

We have attempted to translate informal idiom to modern equivalents in both Gaelic and Tirdian English, but these are by no means literal. Another thing that does not come across well in translation is Amy Rea's sharp sense of humour. She frequently punned across multiple languages, but no flavour of that can be rendered here, as her jokes make no sense either in modern Gaelic or Tirdian English. 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 scholar had to be literate and well-read in Latin, Greek, Hebrew, and the major European languages.

NOTE: Although The Throne can be thought of in a sense as Volume 7 of The Interregnum the first three books of The Throne and be read without first reading anything in The Interregnum. However, this Book 2, Rea's Blood is a sequel to Book 1, Culmanic Parts.
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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, 2012)

 

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 to another is via timestream vehicles developed by scientists of the Federated Earths (Hibernia and Babylon) from specifications transmitted by the Metans in 1791, though a few people may achieve the feat without such assistance. 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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Boudicca
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Scholars have long remarked on the convergence of history between alternate earths Hibernia and Tirdia, even after the long nexus completed in 1014 following the battle of Clontarf. One of the most astonishing parallels is that between Hibernia's Royal Army Naval Corps in the 1430s and Tirdia's British Navy in the time of Napoleon. Hibernian ship technology developed rapidly after the scientific revolution began in the early fourteenth century, and by 1434 was both comparable to that enjoyed by Nelson in 1800 and employed in approximately equal sophistication by all Ireland's contemporary European rivals.

As smaller wars simmered up to the big boil all the intelligence services knew was coming, France boasted the better frigates, Spain the largest men of war, but Ireland deployed the best trained and officered sailors, as did the much later England on Tirdia. While Spanish and French ship captains were often political appointees, their Irish counterparts began as junior ship's officers--either in the Regular Naval Officer Program (RNOP) as elite military academy graduates with substantial sailing experience, as midshipmen who'd received their education aboard ship from the age of twelve, then passed their exams and a board of review, or "mustangs"--enlisted men who had distinguished themselves, obtained the necessary education, and been reclassified--"come up through the hawse hole", though the latter were rarely given a ship larger than a frigate. Battle tactics were similar as well, with most engagements employing the costly but inconclusive "line of battle".

One significant difference was that Hibernia's Ireland had a single armed force--her Royal Army--and RANC, the Naval Corps, was ill-regarded by most RA officers, as were police, fire, and carters (black for undertakers, red for ambulance). Because so many preferred to seek glory in the cavalry and infantry, advancement at sea was often very rapid. A mere lieutenant might captain a ship, and some admirals were only majors, as there was only a rough correlation between army rank and ship's position. Indeed, technically most sloop and many frigate "captains" were "master and commander" as they had not yet achieved the rank of "captain". Only years later might they be "posted" to the navy list as such, guaranteeing them both a position and a pension, but not, as in Tirdia's England, automatic elevation to Admiral merely by surviving, as the latter appointments were nominally on merit.

On land, Spain and France had a substantial edge over Ireland and ally Hungary, whose numbers and equipment were decidedly inferior. Only distance kept Albert of Hungary from being overwhelmed after France took Germany, and only the ocean saved Ireland from invasion by and subjection to one of her continental rivals. As our account opens, the Spanish king lusted for a larger empire, and fractious France, only temporarily quiet, seethed with intrigue, and chafed that her Irish rival's prosperous merchant marine out-traded everyone.

The European world teetered on the knife edge of cataclysm, her wise men convinced that when it came, Ireland and Hungary would quickly be swept to oblivion in the dust bin of history.

Two remarkable Irish military geniuses changed everything in the seven years culminating in 1441--one at sea, the other on the land.

 

 

Amy Rea July 4, 1434, Dublin harbour

Heart in her boots, and bitter tears barely suppressed, freshly minted RA Captain Amy Rae stood near the top of the boarding ramp in the warm sun, back to her new ship, taking one last sorrowful look around the Royal Army dock compound. Just beyond the well-guarded gates she could see her escort mounting up for their return to barracks in Tara.

Ordinarily the noise and colourful bustle of three frigates and a cruiser being provisioned would soak pleasure into her sparse frame. Today the sight gave her no enjoyment. It was her nineteenth birthday, but she and her seven remaining friends had been too preoccupied that morning with their own survival and their new RA postings to mark her legal majority. No one would now.

Following her appointment to the Royal Army Naval Corps that morning, BuPers had spirited her away from Tara to Dublin on a circuitous route embedded in a cavalry patrol to avoid the scrutiny of "First Lord" Frederick Monde, and his puppet, brand new High King Dermot I. Question me about Dad's whereabouts my skinny fanny. If I once fell into their inquisitors' grasping hands, I'd never see daylight again on this earth. Well, they won't catch him. They'll never even suspect that dear old devious Da, master spy Carlan Rea morphed himself into Clement Tighen, MIS General, his office right under their noses at Maynard Park, blocks from Tara's palace.

She sighed. Will I see my home again? My friends? My enemies? She bottled up grief over long-ago companion Marnie McCan, who'd fulfilled the prophesy of old nightmares by trying to murder her that very morning, and over the betrayals of former classmates Thomas Rourke and Felim Monde, who'd turned their backs on the Diechara to side with the new regime--ten friends become eight. Felim she could understand. His ambitions exceeded his father's. But ah, Tommy boy. I would love you if I could. However, you are no believer in Christ, so I forbid myself. I must, I do forbid.

Dermot Jr., one of the Diechara, had shown more faith, broken with his father, married Fiona Kennedy, and they two had accepted an RA posting in Cork. Long standing sweethearts Eileen O'Neil and Aiden Reilly had married in the same ceremony, but the two Diechara weddings should have included them all and been joyous celebrations, instead of a furtive avoidance of Dermot's Da and the latter's master. Could it only have been Thomas and me for a third, but he not being a believer, and now betraying us... She looked up. Why, Lord. Why?

One could say that "Uncle" King Cormac's release from his long illnesses and personal sorrows was a mercy for him, though a disaster for Ireland. Would she ever see dearest Queen Mother Mary again? Or Aunt Jean, whom Carlan had spirited back to her native Poland just before the hilt came off?

Her thoughts turned in rapid succession to Fiona's late mother Alia, Lady Kennedy, Captain of the Citadel Guard until the succession riots three days before took her life and others', then to her many ChristChurch friends who'd coincidentally died after Madison virus got into the church air system. I daren't even attend their funerals to bid goodbye. Oh Lord of Heaven, what possible purpose have you in all this sorrow and pain? Have you any plan for me in this mess? Sure I may be safer away from Ireland, if anybody calls being Second Officer of a frigate in a shooting war "safe", but...

She sighed deeply, choked back tears over the harsh memories, aimed one last desultory prayer at an apparently leaden heaven, deliberately shook off her funk, hoisted her duffle, turned, and strode aboard.
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The seaman who met her saluted perfunctorily, and took her duffle. Only the ship's captain rated ceremony. "Welcome aboard Boudicca, Officer Rea. Captain Lewis awaits your pleasure, Sir."

Which, translated to civilian speak meant "report the instant you come aboard".

And since a RANC ship's Captain, whatever his RA rank, was next only to God, delay was unimaginable. "Very well, Bosun Johnstone. Store these bags in my quarters, if you please."

He blinked and grinned. "Didn't think you'd remember me, Sir."

"The Celestes? I remember you all." Forget any detail of when the School Squadron took the Spanish treasure fleet that summer? Can't believe I was only a middie then.

Pleased to be noticed by an officer, Johnstone went off with a spring in his step.

Moments later she knocked on the captain's door, entered at his "come", positioned her head between beams, and stood to rigid attention before his desk--the usual knockdown affair that could be quickly removed when the cramped frigate cabin became station for four small guns.

"Amy Grace Rea, RA Captain, reporting aboard, Sir."

Samuel T. Lewis, RA Major and weather beaten veteran of numerous engagements, but at thirty five, embarrassingly old still to lack the coveted "Post" status that guaranteed tenure in the Naval Corps in case peace broke out, and retirement pay thereafter, looked up slowly and grimaced. He picked up the white beret that only a ship's captain is permitted, made to don it, then tossed it back. 

One of the less formal ones--a thought he confirmed. "Stand easy, Rea, then sit. So these dispatches are to be believed, and the General Staff went through with it. God help Ireland." He shook his head. "They steal my first officer, and this is what I get back to cover promoting my second. And the tide is running. We need to weigh."

"Sir?" What's he saying?

"Do you realize, Rea, there has never been a woman officer on one of His Majesty's ships? Look at you. A skinny fresh-faced girl child out of an effete academy for pampered rich children, put aboard with hardened seamen, many of them criminals swept out of Ireland's jails in the last few days, men who will skin and eat you alive." He shook his head sadly. "Are you even a legal adult?"

"Yes, Sir." I'm nineteen today, but he can see that on the form. And skinny as a stick is accurate enough, but I've some fight in me. Dad saw to that.

"These papers correct? You're a medical and culmanic officer?"

"Ollamh in both, Sir. Music, too." Most people use my term 'science' rather than 'culmanic' these days, but I certainly won't bother correcting him.

Face florid, he was angry now. "Every ship needs a medic. But an Ollamh, culmanic, music? How many dead men have you seen? Do you even know how to navigate, much less fight a ship?"

"I have my sailing master's certificate, first class. I middied aboard Celeste when the Summer Squadron took the Spanish convoy, Sir. Our guns killed two enemy sloops."

His bushy eyebrows rose perceptibly, he leaned back, then forced the thinnest possible smile. "Only worthwhile action the channel fleet's seen in years, and it took the Summer School Squadron to make it happen, to do it right. Would the rest would learn from that. Medical?"

"I replaced the ship's sawbones during and after the fight and handled three ships' rota of casualties plus numerous of the enemy's. At Tara, I worked the event hall trampling two years ago as a physician, and fought with the police in the other night's riots. I've seen hundreds of shifts at Tara General, mostly emergency." Perhaps I oughtn't mention maternity. "Last summer, as her only surviving officer, I brought in the frigate Lady of Mayo following the pirate engagement. That's several thousand dead around me, Sir, perhaps two hundred I've touched with my own hands. I'd rather save lives than kill, but an officer of the crown must do both at times." She didn't mention the black knives in her sleeve and boot holsters. She'd removed the death head embossing, but a knowledgeable person would realize they'd been taken from members of the storied Assassins Guild.

He looked more closely, and his face softened. "You're that Rea? The gazette never said the Mayo's 'Lieutenant Rea' was a woman." He hardened again. "Suppose some sex-starved sailor attacks you?"

"If there aren't more than three at once, I'll try not to break both arms, Sir, so they can remain useful to the ship."

"Flogging, court martial and a hanging?"

"Not unless the conduct was repeated, mutinous, or otherwise endangered the ship, Sir." I've been flogged. I'll never order it if there is any alternative.

Lewis seemed momentarily pleased. "Says here you're a personal combat expert."

"All-Ireland for six years, Sir." Again, I omit the knives.

"You can instruct?"

"Certainly. I have for years."

"Know anything about gunnery?"

"I was one of Celeste's gunnery officers, Sir. Our gun took a sloop before I was called to the surgery."

He grunted. "Well, we've got eight new twenty-pounders aboard, sent down by the research department at the Park. They have grooved bores and shaped balls, A-class, they're called. Supposed to be cooler and more accurate, better penetrators. Seems the General Staff wants Boudicca to test them, send reports." He grimaced. "Bloody experiments could get us all killed. Ammunition has to be segregated, too. Waste of time and space if you ask me--and more paperwork, as if there weren't enough already. But if we must, it sounds like a job for a science and gunnery officer, assuming the new pieces don't blow their crews into glory before they can scratch the enemy."

"I'd be happy to take on their testing in addition to my other duties, Sir." "A" for Amy. So the boffins at Maynard Park finally got some of my new guns into the field after all this time experimenting on their own range. Maybe some royalties coming to my bank account if they buy more.

He shook his head sadly. "I assume I needn't read the articles of war."

"I have them memorized, Sir."

"It's crazy. But I have my orders, and you seem determined." He wrote in his log. "Very well, Amy Grace Rea, RA Captain-Physician, is hereby booked aboard HMS Frigate Boudicca as Second Officer with additional duties as ship's physician, combat trainer, gunnery experiments, and culmanic officer. Sign the log as acceptance of the articles of war."

He spun the book and she autographed it in the space indicated. Then, as if he'd forgotten his tirade, he got down to details.

"My first is RA Captain Ryan Burke, and we've been together on Boudicca for seven years. He was a middie when I was handed the ship. Officially she's a fifth-class, though at forty-two guns, small for that designation today. We're a two-watch ship. That means I sometimes take days, the first generally has nights, and you take days the rest of the time unless I relieve you to other duties. Boudicca's been in dry dock for a hull scrubbing these two months, so she's as limber as any frigate in the fleet despite her age--a sweet sailer too. But, she's been robbed of half her crew by other captains, and the raw hands include far too many pressed men. Moreover, we're short staffed, two hundred fifty out of two eighty, with only three middies, and no third or fourth officer, so you need to babysit the wardroom plus organize non-coms and the middies--when they're ready--to run gun crews. Your quarters are in the surgery as Sawbones and you have use of the area for your equipment. No guns there of course, it's a permanent surgery, unlike on line ships."

A neat solution to the problem of shared quarters but, "Equipment, Sir?"

"Six heavy crates of instruments, gear, and supplies with your name on them arrived from Tara this morning. Stowed in the small hold abaft the surgery."

So despite all his bluster, he assumed all along I was staying. "In that case, and with your permission, Sir, may I set up a small windmill on the deck above the surgery? I can catch spill from the foresails."

"A windmill? Whatever on earth for?"

"Electricity generation to keep the batteries charged for my experiments."

He shook his head slowly. "A budding Queen Kat no less. Well, as long as you can stow it when we clear for action..."

"Easily, sir. I'll pass plans to the carpenter."

He returned to his spiel. "I'll have Baxter, my clerk, bring you an annotated roster this afternoon. Memorize it. Burke will have their training as sailors, you as fighters. Sort out the veterans and have them assist, but there's a long go of it with this riffraff. Baxter will also handle your culmanic and other reports to the Park." He's already thought all this out.

"Aye, Sir. May I ask where we're cruising, if our orders aren't sealed?"

Lewis stood, ducking between beams, looking resigned. He's quite a solid fellow, nearly my height, well-proportioned, and I'll wager as fit and tough as any Diechara. "Not sealed, not even important, mere dull routine, though not as mind-numbing as blockade duty. After a month's shakedown, we train our crew on detached home duty patrolling the big island, keeping an eye on the English barbarians' ports as weather permits. Come spring and our crew properly shipshape, we sail around the south, stop at Shannon for supplies, then relieve Sophie on patrol in the southeastern fishing grounds. When ourselves relieved, we run the message and small supply circuit to bases in Atlantica, Madeira, Muscape, Malta, and Athens, fly the flag in Lebanon and Egypt, then return. Every squadron we meet will be short of frigates and may co-opt us for their own purposes, sending a lesser ship with our orders on the next leg, and resuming us if and as the commodore pleases, so we could be months at each station, like or no.

"Total mission from Shannon is supposedly two years, but could be half or double that. It will be Boudicca's fourth time around the same route one of His Majesty's frigates commences every three months to the day--a routine assignment. You'll be bored to insanity by the end--no action, no prizes, no chance of promotion."

He sighed deeply, then glanced up at a chronometer. "The tide turned ten minutes ago. Take her out, Rea. When we're well away, set course to the northwest, then call me. Oh, and welcome to Boudicca."

"Thank you, Sir."

He probably thinks I can't tack her out of the river. But I just need to remember she's got that much more sail and way than Lady of Mayo, and be sure to defer to the sailing master and the harbour pilot. A long way off indeed. Thanks for the posting, Dad. This is going to be very good indeed.

 

July 1434, The Irish Sea

Amy got a surprise when she opened her gear, for hidden inside was a small bag, containing the gems former Royal Academy language instructor Zera Yacob had given her before returning to Ethiopia. With them was a note: "You may need these." Thanks again, Dad. A selection of our best black knives, too. Well.

Next morning, Lewis excused her from watch to organize her charges. Her first stop was the gun room, where the middies sprang to attention at her entry, the taller forgetting where he was, so striking his head on a beam.

"Stand easy, gentlemen." She looked at her clipboard. "Names?"

"Brent McAvoy," the one with the fast-developing goose egg replied. She thought him about fourteen.

"Hank FitzPatrick," the shorter, but somewhat older boy informed.

"George Davis," answered the third, somewhat surly. Perhaps as youngest, the others haze him. Or does he object to a woman superior?

She spent a couple of hours assessing the three and laying out a program of education for the first few months. McAvoy was a merchant's son, sent into the navy as the cheapest and most reliable, if somewhat risky way of learning to be a marine sailor. His education was competent, his intelligence average, and his enthusiasm appeared commendable. FitzPatrick was the nephew and adopted son of the childless Count Donald FitzPatrick, of the ancient Osraige line, and was here to make him an officer and a gentleman. Her first impression was of a superior education and intellect, but a romantic idealist, for he several times mentioned the extinguished Osraige province with stars in his eyes. But both wanted to be here, wanted to learn. She would see it happened. 

Davis was a potential problem. Son of a Tara-based baron, he seemed to have an attitude of entitlement. This was his third ship, his record on the previous two barely satisfactory, and he was at least a year behind where he should be. If he didn't shape up soon, Boudicca would be his last posting before being beached.
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The ensuing days were heaven--long, hard hours being a soldier-sailor and training others to the same, the bitterness of sorrow and betrayals at Tara forcibly put to the back of her mind. The only intellectual stimulation was what she provided herself, but Boudicca was otherwise the Academy made practical, and Amy loved the sea and its people. She could cover her broken heart by working twenty hours a day, and eating accordingly.

The big, ruggedly handsome and affable twenty-five-year-old First Officer Burke was a gentleman's younger son, supposedly from Ulster, but whose speech patterns instead announced County Kildare, an educated, friendly man who treated her as a fellow professional and colleague. "Unlike my older brother, who inherits the family estate, I must make my own way in life. I have not the temperament for academics or most professions, so what better than the army, where better than at sea? And you?"

"I am a woman in a man's army, determined to succeed."

"Why?"

"Because my father is army and wishes it, my teachers would expect it, my country deserves no less, and the Lord of Heaven demands the best out of my life. Does anyone need other reasons?"

He grinned at her idealism.

Both Burke and Lewis were consummate sailors, knowing every rope and spar, every inch of Boudicca's boards, and every mother's son aboard with all his talents, faults, and failings. Amy made sure that what they knew, she learned.

Early on, she made an intriguing but inadvertent discovery. Ryan Burke was aloft with a raw hand coaching him in the proper way to furl the foretopsail when Boudicca took a lurch in a larger than usual wave. His chest scraped against a spar, pulling his shirt loose and dislodging something inside it. On deck, Amy had been watching how an expert instructed, and noted Burke lunge at a small object, miss, and then have to grab a rope for balance. She gauged the bit of metal as it twinkled in the sun and fell, extended a gloved hand, and caught it. A split second later, a small silver chain struck the deck, and she retrieved that also.

Curious, she examined her catch, which had evidently been strung on the chain around Burke's neck. It was a gold ring with a crest surrounded by precious stones--a family signet cast in the late fourteenth century style, and of considerable value even as jewelry. Even as she looked at it, she realized she'd seen a similar one before. The shield contained a pair of crossed swords in red, and the quadrants, clockwise from the top a harp, a horse's head, a cross, and two sheaves of wheat on black. Any novice heraldry student would know it immediately. Who knew what value it had as the signet of one of the land's leading royal families? Ulsterman my skinny fanny.

A few minutes later when Burke descended hurriedly to the deck bearing a worried expression, she put chain and ring in his hand, commenting laconically, "I take it Burke isn't your real name."

He bowed acknowledgement. "I am deeply in your debt, Amy Rea, and I must request your indulgence and discretion, indebting me further. If my brother knew this signet was not lost but our mother had given it to me when I was sent away to school to ensure there would be no unfavourable comparisons to the heir, I would fear for my life. It is my only possession from home."

"Unfavourable comparisons?"

"My much older brother is a giant of a man and an excellent sword, but a poor reader, ill-educated, a drunk, a wastrel, a brute, and a gambler. Worse, he is driven by ambition, knows no scruples of politics or morals, and has zero empathy. He has a nineteen-year old son he's raising to be worse than himself."

"Ambition? Does not the signet indicate he is already a high lord?" I won't say of what aloud.

"His kind of ambition has no limit. Once infected, the disease is incurable."

"I see. But surely the family can replace a signet."

"Indeed. But this was already a replacement for one more than a century older, and that vanished in my great grandfather's time. My father and brother were most possessive concerning this version, even though it is a copy, except bearing the newest version of our family arms."

And I once saw said original signet on a chain around the neck of a small boy who stayed in our home while in transit as the object of one of dear old spy Dad's projects. Well, well. Intrigues within enigmas.

"They do not know your assumed name and where you are, then."

"No, and his jealousy and hatred for me are such that matters best remain so. Neither should the ship's company learn of this."

"Why so?"

"One of the middies is Hank FitzPatrick, his family party to an old rivalry."

"I understand." On opposite sides of one of Ireland's great feuds.

"Not that I have anything against the lad or he against me, but as his officer I must ensure it stays that way, so nothing interferes with him being made in a year or so. He has the makings of a fine commander, and needs no distractions."

"I will say nothing of it." I have enough secrets of my own I wouldn't want revealed. Keeping his is a trivial thing. Besides, given that older ring little four-year-old Johnny had when he came to our place in Tara, these trinkets embody more secrets than just Ryan Burke's. But I'm not telling him that.

Another secret presented when she started working with the gun captains. But this one seemed to have no occasion to warrant discussing, so she kept her lips sealed. I have no idea why Dick Cunningham, merchant's son and Royal Academy's top graduate from last year, is a mere able seaman under the assumed name of Derk Cunnie, but having a man qualified as first lieutenant as a gun captain and petty officer is a bonus. No idea what he did to end up here, perhaps ran afoul of the law, but I'll not ask. His disguise isn't a bad one, but wouldn't fool any Diechara, or Dad for that matter. After all, he worked out with us numerous times. And he's a better knife than any of us. Despite our official tie in the all-Irelands, he was faster then, though I've since bettered my time by thirty-seven milliseconds. Useful if we get into a fight. However, he's not a believer, and I don't know his character. But to think, his parents wanted to arrange our marriage. She blushed at the thought, for it brought Thomas to mind. But as a precaution, she kept her distance from Cunnie, avoiding meeting with him in private, but taking subtle advantage of his training, relying on him as a key link in her chain of command.

Once George Davis inadvertently called her "mother" to the vast amusement of the two older middies, and her mixed chagrin. I'd love to be a mother. I'd like Thomas to be the occasion of that motherhood. But...

Meanwhile, Lewis regaled them with decided opinions on the progress of the war and the employment of the Naval Corps.

"The General Staff, as the Court, are focused on beating the Spannies at their own game on land, a chancy proposition at best, for there our armies are outnumbered, not as well trained, and ill-led. They neglect the fleet and its proper role--dominating the seas, cutting the enemy's supply lines, starving the enemy's people if need be, prosecuting total war on the transport of soldiers and ammunition at least. Even the Admirals don't understand the concept. The channel fleet spends much time holed up in Belfast, Shannon, Cork, Dublin, or Muscape instead of maintaining an air tight blockade on the Spanish Coast. The men aren't trained to fight efficiently, and we're not ready to take the enemy on the way we should. Should France throw in with the Spannies, we could well lose this war. If Portugal or Holland also joined, we could be finished in a year."

Amy soon concluded that Lewis was on solitary patrol as a mere frigate captain partly because he liked and was suited to independent duty, but mostly because his opinions weren't welcomed by influential senior officers.

"What sea battle tactics did they teach at that school of yours, Rea?"

"The traditional line of battle, Sir."

"Describe and critique." He sounded sour.

Amy relished such a conversation. He has much in common with Aunt Jean.

"The opposing fleets line up in parallel and slowly drift toward each other under topsails until within range. This can take much of a day. Then they fire broadsides until dark, after which they retire from battle for repairs. Most such engagements are inconclusive."

"How would you make them conclusive?"

She couldn't doubt, hearing that, what he preferred. Besides, she knew his position.

She'd answer what she believed. "Attack bow on, Sir. Cross the enemy line in several places under full canvass at speed, and rake two ships at once, using all the guns instead of half. Only then take a turn, furl main sails, and engage at close range with broadsides. When you do, move the offside gun crews over and take turns, upping the firing rate."

"Conventional wisdom claims that tactic necessitates taking excessive damage before getting the main guns into action."

"But the Spannies aren't very good shots, and bow-on we'd present a far smaller target. Don't you think the risk is worth the chance to actually win the battle conclusively by damaging, destroying, or capturing most of the opposing ships? Besides, the new guns give us an additional advantage."

Later that day, Burke cornered her, sporting a broad grin. "Did you know Lewis wrote a paper advocating the very tactic you described? He called it 'crossing the T'."

"It wasn't in either the gazette or 'Military Matters'." Although Dad had a copy. Well, I wasn't just repeating back. I agree with him.

"Neither would print it. A few weeks later he was passed over for Post for the second time. He's up once more next year, and if it happens again, he'll be relieved of his commission when we return. He can't bear the thought of being put ashore to watch incompetents continue running RANC."

Six days they worked, and on Sundays, Lewis conducted services, gave no training, and allowed entertainments. Not all captains made attendance at divine services mandatory, and even fewer granted the men a day free of all but essential duties, but he did both. As at school, it made Amy uncomfortable to keep her hat on when all the men doffed theirs, but the Holy Books trumped the RA in this at least.

She gathered from his homilies that Lewis must be a believer, though he never spoke of personal things, much less spiritual ones. She wondered how he reconciled the "do no violence" commands in Paul's Epistle to the Hibernians with his role as captain of one of His Majesty's fighting ships, especially when Army regulations required him to review the articles of war immediately following the service. She wondered how she reconciled them. She'd dealt much death, and seen far more since the day she'd thrown up after killing those two assassins in a Tara alley.

For his part, Burke was a skeptic, an unbeliever. Not that he opposed Christianity. Rather, he affected not to care.

"There's plenty of religions all over the world. I say let people believe what they want as long as it's harmless, but I do tell them to make sail when they anchor in my face."

No amount of remonstrance that beliefs were never harmless nor neutral seemed to stick. He let her talk without interruption or argument, then laughed off the spiritual content of conversations as he did the political.

"Such things matter to others, I'll give them that. You must give to me that I care nothing for them, whether true or false. My brother and nephew attend church because it is politically expedient. Yet, they are pagans, and everyone knows it. I want nothing of such a Christianity."

"But Christianity is a matter of the heart, not of religion."

"His and my father's before him were of stone. So is my nephew's after him. I go my way more honourable in unbelief than most I've known who called themselves 'Christians'." He looked narrowly at her. "And only time will tell about the idealistic Amy Rea."

On all other topics Burke was open as a book, a mine of information about the ship, RANC (as its members called the Royal Army Naval Corps), the Spanish, French and Italians, whatever other topic of conversation she pleased, provided it lacked spiritual content for him to evade.

Contrary to what he'd initially said, Lewis generally stood his own watches, he and Burke busying themselves teaching city and farm boys how to sail a ship to their exacting standards, and, once they'd verified her skills, leaving Amy to relieve them four or five watches a week, and organize the fighting. Needing little sleep, she easily overlapped their shifts with her own, and once muster was over, took the men by halves to organize the gun crews, instruct hand to hand fighting, and conduct marksmanship exercises. Four times a day--to greet the dawn, on the shift changes, and at a random hour--Lewis had the bosuns pipe to battle quarters.

The captain's early greetings in mind, Amy was apprehensive of her safety at first, but it turned out that in addition to Johnstone, Boudicca shipped three other former Celestes and two of her Lady of Mayo crew, plus another six who knew her from Ariel or Pride of Dublin. They passed the word, and when she was all business all the time, ended up having no personal problems, particularly after she demonstrated by taking on three fighters at once hand to hand, then two with swords, and followed that up with four consecutive perfect targets at muskets and gave a demonstration of throwing knives the like of which few could have seen.

"You now know my standards. Match them," she said, noting a faint nod of approval from Cunnie, who she knew already did.

By the fourth day out, she had her gunnery crews and chiefs selected and training intensified. A week into their leisurely sail about the Irish Sea, she alternated gunnery with sword, musket, and hand-to-hand combat.

In contrast to her waking hours, bunk time was unpleasant, troubled by nightmarish thoughts that would not release her. Marnie was my friend. How could she betray me again, try to kill me? How could one who once said she was Christian become so proud, self-righteous, and vicious? Or was she ever? How could God allow such behaviour? What would happen if she died? Will I ever get a chance to witness to her again? If so, what could I say? What could I have said or done to make a difference? And what of Thomas? Oh, Tommy boy, how I long to love you. She tried to stay up late working on experiments, but had a hard time concentrating. Thoughts of Marnie and Thomas kept distracting her.
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One morning, Amy was just leaving her bunk for another gruelling twenty hours when "all hands" were piped. Reporting to the deck, she took her place to the captain's left at assembly. They faced a husky young English sailor named John Savage, who was unhappily clenching his fists.

"Hands gathered to witness punishment," a bosun reported. He fingered the baize bag that contained the "cat", and she shuddered, remembering the last time she'd seen one of those all too well.

"Able Seaman John Quincy Savage, you are accused of disobeying a lawful order and striking Midshipman Davis, both actions contrary to the articles of war, duly signed under your hand. What have you to say, Savage?"

"Davis is a fool, ordering me onto that spar when he did. When it come around under my weight, it would have clubbed him senseless, perhaps killed him, so I kicked him over first."

"You did strike him, then?"

"Aye, and mayhap saved his life into the bargain."

"Very well, I dismiss the charge of disobedience, citing cause. For striking an officer, I assign ten." He turned to Cunnie. "Have his shirt off and lash him up."

"I reckon Sir," suggested Savage, "I can have my own shirt off, and stand up to the mast for ten."

"Very well, make it so."

Amy nearly cried out herself when the cat was applied to Savage's back. The man stood up to the first nine, but after the tenth, he slowly slid down the mast, collapsing insensate in his own torn flesh and blood. I know what it's like to take twenty, what would happen to a man flogged around the fleet for hundreds? This is barbaric.

"Punishment concluded, Sir."

"Dismiss the hands." Cunnie did so, but before Lewis turned to walk back to the stern, he glanced at Amy. Shaking from her own memories, she spotted Davis to one side, mouth open, apparently about to heave his stomach.

"Midshipman Davis," she ordered, as crisply as possible, "fetch a stretcher and another pair of hands, and bring him to the surgery. You'll help me patch him up. Once we're done, you've cost us a man, so you'll take his place on the lines until Savage can work again."

She caught a quick glance from Lewis, then a thoughtful nod.

Did I just do something right in his eyes, even though it wasn't by the book, to demote a Middie before the mast?

For the next several days, she conscripted the recovering Savage to help set up her surgery and lab equipment, starting with an inventory of the gear shipped aboard for her. Among it was her smelting equipment, carving instruments, her smallest mass spectrometer, a shiny new close glass of the finest quality as a graduating present from Da Carlan, test reagents and chemicals, glass vessels, small experiments she'd had in progress, electrical gear, extra surgical tools, two stethoscopes,--one of them new--batteries and bulbs, the latest model weldonscope, and a small coal-fired generator. Much she packed away, other pieces she secured around the surgery for easy access.

"This Belfast line of acids aren't much use," Savage observed, on opening the third of her crates.

"True, I have to purify most of them before I can use them. But your comment implies you know better." She looked at him more closely. "Ah, I see you have worked in an apothecary."

He expressed no surprise, just wiped stained hands on his overalls. "For me father. We bought apothecary grade chemicals from Sheffield. More expensive than the industrial ones, but ready to use. When we dock at Shannon to top up supplies, I shall introduce you to a supplier."

Of course. I never heard of the hospital having to refine its chemicals the way I have for both myself and the school. 

"Very good, Savage. Now tell me how a bright lad with a profession awaiting him ended up a pressed hand in RANC?"

"I was out with some of the town lads, and we had a little too much to drink, got ourselves arrested. Press gang came by the lockup and took us all." 

His story seemed pat and evasive, but she didn't pry. Most pressed men made light of the circumstances that landed them in RANC. "Want to assist me in a few experiments? It would be extra duty at times you could be with your mates. All you'd get out of it is knowledge."

"You could teach me more?"

"I have with others." 

Savage extended a meaty paw. "Yer a regular fellow, Officer Rea. Deal." That's right. Gotta remember that aboard ship, I cannot be called "captain" even though that's my RA rank. A ship can only have one captain.

Amy barely noticed that the diligent application to work gradually improved the quality of her sleep, or that she was anesthetizing the pain she felt over Marnie and Thomas. She still prayed for her once friends every day, though not so intensely as before. She doubted she would see Marnie again, in this life or the next. But Thomas?
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Early August 1434, On patrol in home waters

Never one to sleep more than three hours a night, Amy found herself gradually cutting down further on time in the sack as her body hardened to outdoor work after the comparatively soft year in school. Savage found two sailors with sufficient first aid knowledge to train as surgeon's mates, and she had no sooner enlisted them in extra duties when another man knocked on her surgery door.

"Come."

"Second port gunner Llewellyn Daud Jones, reporting, Sir." The slender youth twisted his cap nervously.

She returned his salute with a casual wave to a chair. "Sit easy, Jones. What can I do for you?"

"Savage suggested you might need an artificer time to time for your experiments."

"And you, being an educated man of Cardiff and an artificer's apprentice, thought you might ply your trade aboard Boudicca."

"I would like to remain in practice, Sir, and an officer's certificate to that effect could go toward completion."

"Why is a graduate of Cardiff Trade Academy a second gunner in RANC?"

He showed no surprise at her deductions. "I was in Dublin for our semi-annual visit to the trade exhibition, and watching over my father's jewellery display when I saw a lady palm a gold comb. I accosted her, and called a constable. She denied taking anything, a search proved fruitless, and the constable found the comb on the floor underneath the table."

"So she charged you with making a false accusation, and the local magistrate sentenced you as a foreign national to service in the RA."

"That's about it, Sir. Lady Caine was adamant that I be severely punished for my 'malicious attempt to smear a noble name'."

"I see. You understand this is extra duty. I would supply all the materials, and expect an accounting thereof. There would be no additional pay."

"Understood, Sir."

"Very well. Savage will bring you my commissions and supply you with tools and materials." She reached for a list she'd been compiling. "Here are some instruments and pieces of glassware you can start on." Amy tapped a stylus as she pretended to consider his situation further, then as casually as possible, asked "By the by, which Lady Caine would that be?"

"The younger. I believe her Christian name is Marcie or some such." Jones scanned the list, scarcely noticing her interest.

Still up to your old tricks, Marnie. And how many other aliases have you? As many as trickster Dad? And enough money to indulge all your fancies, yet you steal?

After he made up her equipment, she recruited him to assist in her coherent light experiments--slow, tedious work with much discarded apparatus that went back into the melting pot or scrap heap.

Even trickier was the task she'd set of isolating the anti-scurvy agent in the orange juice every Irish ship gave its men. If she succeeded, the many barrels of juice a RA ship must carry could be replaced by a package of pills, allowing more room for other food supplies. She'd isolated four candidate compounds back in her lab at Tara and synthesized all in sufficient quantities for clinical trials, though she hadn't expected to conduct them herself. Thanks, Dad, for tossing them in with the equipment.

Volunteers knew that taking her pressed pills instead of the juice might lead to a mild case of scurvy, but they also wanted the extra pay for being part of a medical experiment. There was nothing to do but wait on that one. The money of course came from her pocket, not RANC's. It was an investment. If she succeeded, royalties on the pills would more than reimburse her.

Meanwhile, by the time six weeks had gone by, officer meetings in the captain's cabin had gone from stiff, formal affairs to collegial discussions as the two old friends gradually incorporated her into their casual relationship.

"We've done enough poking into every cove and inlet looking for smugglers. I want to show the flag in Liverpool." Lewis commented one evening after dinner with her and Burke, a meal eaten while the sailing master conned the ship in calm seas. "How do you two men see the crew? Can we put on a proper show?"

At the slip, Burke's eyes caught hers briefly, flashing the barest twinkle. She suppressed a chuckle.

"We've taken an unhappy load of malcontents and slackers and taught them how to be RA sailers, Sir."

"Rea?"

"Good fighters in a taut, happy, alert, sparkling clean ship, Sir. We need only action to make us a fighting unit."

He sighed. "Action is something we've seen little of these years. The acclaim and prize money is always somewhere else. What about Savage and Davis?"

"Savage is teaching Davis how to be a sailor, and Davis is instructing him in musketry and the sword, Sir. Davis is back on track, and I recommend promoting Savage to Petty Officer grade one."

"Rea?"

"Our best gunner, Sir. I concur, and would make him a gun captain along with the three middies, Fredericks, and Cunnie. Later, we could perhaps go to eight teams, but three a side is good for now."

"The other middies?"

"McAvoy makes solid though slow progress. FitzPatrick is brilliant, but needs growth and toughening up. He might be made in a year or so."

He nodded. "Any new problems on the horizon, Burke?"

"None obvious, Sir. With two hundred fifty, there are bound to be issues, but nothing that affects the ship directly. No serious malcontents at the moment, though I've my eye on a couple of that lot we pressed in Derry."

They talked over several other proposed promotions, accepting some, deferring others, then Lewis got down to serious business.

"How long do we need to have them ready for a battle, Rea?"

"We cleared in six and a half minutes this morning, so the routine is satisfactory. Reload time is two minutes, still too long. Their gunnery is improving, but I'd like another week before trying them for real."

"What about those new guns?"

"Now the crews know what they're doing, one of them hits the water barrel first every time, Sir."

"Close fighting?"

"I wouldn't want to board a pirate with this lot for a couple of months, a Spaniard for longer than that. Hand to hand, they've a long way to go."

"Recommendations?"

That was what she'd been waiting for. "May I specialize the men?" Army doctrine was to train all RANC soldier-sailors as generalists, but that's not how the Lord of Heaven distributed talents and abilities. 

"What have you in mind?"

"Instead of arming all the men with muskets, I'd like to tell off the best marksmen, keep them aloft with muskets, horn and a pouch of balls in a close fight. I'd also like to organize the boarders into squads with their own sergeants and corporals separate from their ship ranks. Then, I'd like to conduct war games among them, and pare the boarders down by a quarter, reassigning the others as line, deck, and gunnery spares. We can be more effective with a smaller but more expert cohort."

"Not a stickler for the training manual, are you Rea?"

"It's supposed to be a guide, Sir."

"A guide it is. On the one hand, an officer ignores RA guides at his own peril. But one who sticks too closely to the book isn't much value to the King's Army. Permission granted. Show me a tangible improvement in a month or go back to the old methods. Not that we're likely to see close action, but we must be ready."

Ten more weeks in, Amy was glad she had her research projects to fill her hours. Lewis was right. The assignment was mind numbingly boring. But she did seem to have nailed the anti-scurvy agent. When they got to Shannon in the new year, she'd have ascorbic acid pills made in quantity. This might be the last voyage anyone would have to carry orange juice barrels.

 

 

December 1434

It sure helped having a skilled artificer on hand when you have an idea, Amy concluded. After watching the men repair sails following a sharp winter gale, she'd wondered about making a machine to do the work. The design was simple enough. Sewing was all about tying knots. You had a supply of thread above and below the material, a needle to drive the upper through the cloth, and a race to capture it and loop it around the lower thread. Getting the tensions right, making the mechanism simple, reliable and easy to operate, took much time and many prototypes. Jones never seemed to mind the endless tinkering and refinements, nor the scrapping of one model after another. The project took nearly half her spare time for three months, and she gave up three times, only to get new ideas and try again. Absorption in ideas, and the chance to improve the sailors' lives kept her going. So long as her mind was occupied, she wouldn't think about Marnie or Thomas. Liar.

 

 

Shannon and south, February-April 1435

They braved several days' nasty weather to make the sprawling RA base at Shannon, so it was a good thing their stop was scheduled for a full four weeks, as the crew now had repairs to perform in addition to loading fresh supplies. But Savage was as good as his word. Amy ended up trading in nearly her entire stock of chemicals for higher grades, and laid on new stores--rolled tubes, mirrors, a quantity of low-grade rubies, and a dozen small canisters of various gases. She had in mind some refinements to the A-class guns. Perhaps her experiments with coherent light could bear fruit as gunsights. She paid the difference from RANC specifications with a draft on her own account at a local branch of Levinskys merchant house, one the chemist accepted without question.

On her next shore excursion, she took Jones, his first name now shortened to Lew, and bought a full kit of artificer's tools per his specifications.

"You understand that this kit belongs to me personally, not to the ship."

"Yes, Sir."

"However, when you have no active commission from me, you may freely use the tools to craft for your mates, provided you pay for materials from stores and charge fair value for your work."

"Yes, Sir." He was stone faced.

An odd drake, that. I'd have thought he'd be thankful for the chance to earn some extra income.

Delayed by another storm, they were a total of six weeks in port before they were off again, with fifteen seamen added, minus three paid off and less four deserters, but no additional officers.

"Port Admiral wouldn't even give me a rating, much less another lieutenant," Lewis grumbled, "and the twelve new hands are refuse from other ships, five of them deserters."

However, he didn't seem overly displeased, despite the extra work the three of them must continue doing. After all, breaking in another officer mightn't help the routine.

Before leaving, she shipped two sewing machine prototypes back to her artificer partner Hugh Reilly in Tara--one for heavy duty fabrication on materials like sailcloth, the other for fine work by a seamstress. She arranged for Jones to have a share of the profit, given his tireless work and many suggestions.

She resumed her other experiments even before leaving port. Essentially she was back to light bulbs. Expecting painstaking and repetitive trials, she was pleased by the Lord's Providence to stumble upon a promising prototype after only fifty-six failures. Still, perfecting a helium-neon emitter and instrumenting it as a gunsight was a slow, tedious process. After another couple of weeks or so, she was only getting close. Lew Jones again seemed to take setbacks in stride, stoically and unemotionally machining one new prototype after another.

Besides, a sharply focused light only helped with pointing. To get really accurate shooting, she needed a precision rangefinder as well. Timing echoed light, though possible, would require more sophisticated equipment than the gunners could reasonably handle. "What about sound waves?" she asked herself one day. "We know how fast they travel. If we could time the return..."
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"We'll soon make the fishery," Lewis commented one Sunday, after services finished. "Ordinarily, we'd be ahead of the fisher folk, but with our delay at Shannon we're likely to see a few early comers already getting into action."

"The crew's in good shape," Amy reported. "Just need a little more gunnery and combat training with some of the new men, and we'll be all set."

"If we ever have more than barrels to shoot at," grumbled Lewis.

"At least they don't often shoot back," the ever jovial Burke commented.

There had been no further comment from either about her unconventional training methods since the month passed after winning the training concessions from Lewis.

 

 

April, 1435, Patrolling the North Atlantic fishing grounds

She got one more week's gunnery practice, honing skills neither Lewis nor Burke expected they would ever use, but which honour and prudence demanded they instil. On patrol from the day they left Shannon, and seeing nothing at first, they'd criss-crossed the fishing grounds for six days and seen only isolated boats. Not all were Irish. Those of any nation except Spain were welcome to fish the area. In fact, fully half the ones they'd seen so far were French, English, Portuguese, or Dutch--not friendly nations, but not enemies. Boudicca's task was to ensure the fishing was safe, not to make the Atlantic an Irish pond. The same applied in the western grounds off the northern Antipodes. Perhaps I see those someday, too.

On the seventh day, they came upon two vessels together. The wind quieted as they closed within a few miles, slowing their pace to a crawl.

"What do you make of them, men?"

Amy grinned to hear him repeat it.

Burke replied first. "I've checked with the hands. Carmody says the fisher is Maria's Pride out of Kerry, comes here every year. The much larger ship is apparently a factory, but no one knows her. Both fly Irish colours."

"Rea?" Lewis passed her the glass.

She trained it on the pair, and was about to pass it back when...

"I recommend you quietly send the men to battle quarters, Sir."

"Why? They're peaceful civilians, aren't they?" This from Burke.

"I don't know exactly what the ship is, but the ostensible sides of yon factory ship have spreading water stains that suggest they are painted canvas rather than wood. Besides that, the man on the quarterdeck wearing a fisherman's overalls and giving orders is Don Carlos Hernandez, Spanish grandee, though not much of a leader or sailor, whom I personally treated for bullet wounds and face lacerations aboard Celeste four years ago last summer. He had then been Vice Admiral aboard a second classer two at the head of a Spanish squadron which we shredded, largely because of his poor seamanship and worse command of strategy."

"You are certain?"

"I was no more than a foot from his face for fifteen minutes, Sir. Looks like he still has scars from where I stitched. He must have been prisoner-exchanged."

Lewis took back the glass. "Indeed. Well, I only met him once, at an embassy function in Amsterdam when we were both military attaches, but I was certain, too. Besides, the rigging style is all wrong. A poor copy of ours. I've seen that trick of disguising a warship before. The Spannies don't have much imagination. He must want his command back very badly."

Continuing to hold the glass to his eye, he carried on his assessment. "I'd guess she's a fourth class with sixty-four guns to our forty-two, one of their new Garcia-line, but built in Palma under contract. Four more guns and she'd rate a cruiser. Notice that he has to fire right through those false sides. Doesn't work. Can't aim properly. Not likely to hit us once on her first or second volley except by sheer luck, especially if we close tightly. Besides, the Spannie gun officers lack sufficient mathematics to make the calculations, so they rely on wasting their first couple of shots taking the range while we pound them from the start."

He snapped his glass closed, and turned in studied casualness. "Make things happen, gentlemen. We'll show yon liar our own teeth, and if they display their usual incompetence, they haven't a chance. After all the odds are well less than two to one."

He's relishing this chance for action, and Burke is taking being wrong well.

So it was they sailed up to the ostensible peaceful scene, Boudicca's men apparently going casually about routine tasks.

At a four hundred yard range, Lewis sent topmen aloft and hauled on more canvas briefly, then suddenly shortened, but left the men in the yards. All were trained marksmen. Boudicca was much closer than the Spanish could have expected, a mere two hundred yards when Lewis slowed her to a crawl and turned to present a starboard broadside, as if to drift together.

"Irish flag is down, and Hernandez has raised his arm," Lewis matter-of-factly observed, his glass trained on the enemy quarterdeck. "We fire when the Spanish colours clear the railing. Steady, steady...now."

Amy's sword and Burke's flashed down simultaneously. The men they'd sent aloft flipped muskets from their backs at the same moment that the threads holding the gun ports broke away and the crews ran out. The men at the bow chasers threw off the canvas, revealing the rope rigging that allowed them to point the port guns far to starboard. Those and the starboard battery fired nearly as one, sixteen balls, four canisters of small shot, and two bombs from the chasers. Overhead, the marksmen were already reloading.

But the fight was over before Boudicca had her guns loaded for a second volley. Hernandez had hesitated too long giving his signal and was a lead-filled corpse before his riddled arm finished the cut. Only four of his thirty-two pounders and a few smaller guns even fired. Most missed Boudicca overhead, though one ball slightly damaged her rigging. A fourth large piece was torn lose by Boudicca's broadside and fired its ball down the rest of the Spanish gun deck, killing at least two dozen more men and disabling several guns that hadn't yet fired. The enemy ship, which turned out to be the fourth-classer delGrazia, struck before her own flag even reached the yardarm.

The butcher's bill? Carnage on the other side, with only a quarter of Hernandez' nearly six hundred men not killed or injured. All but his starboard gun crews had been on the decks in boarding parties or up in the rigging, exposed to the grapeshot, shells, and snipers, and scarcely a man above decks had survived. The middie who'd struck the colours was the only officer to survive the battle, and he died a day later of multiple musket balls.

Of the twenty fishers delGrazia had taken prisoner, ten were already dead, tortured, and/or thrown overboard. The rest, locked away below decks, were rescued alive, if badly battered. Boudicca had one man who burned his hand when he rested it on a hot gun barrel, two with minor cuts from careless handling of swords, another with a goose egg on his forehead from a falling piece of tackle, and a fifth suffered a sprained ankle when he jumped incautiously to the deck and his foot turned on the edge of a stray block. One man had fallen overboard, but been rescued unharmed. From an injury point of view, it could have been a routine day at sea.

The enemy sawbones was dead, so injured Spanish were brought across to Boudicca for treatment, while the dead were bagged, shotted and buried at sea as they found them. Since they were already on the southern leg of their patrol, and after several days' of patching, Burke was given delGrazia, and they accompanied him to the nearest RA base in Atlantica. Amy had little time for her experiments during this sail, as she and Lewis stood sixteen hour overlapping watches with a complement reduced by nearly a hundred to handle delGrazia, and another thirty delegated as guards. So, Savage and Jones were returned to their duties full time to await a more propitious day for doing science.
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As they sailed into harbour, Amy rehearsed the history of the place. Atlantica was the Archipelago the Portuguese had first colonized as the Azores, then lost to Ireland nearly thirty years earlier, along with her other Atlantic possessions of Madeira, the Canaries, and Cape Verde. The brief war of 1407 had put paid to Portugal's expansion and she had been in decline ever since. Spain had lost some small possessions in the same war, but not been humbled to the same extent.

They left the prisoners at the grim Fort St. Patrick whose massive guns near the busy harbour protected a series of drying camps for the southern fishery. delGrazia they placed in care of the small naval repair yard for recommissioning as a RANC ship.

While at the small port, the men were, in turns, afforded a brief liberty in the nearby town whose main purpose was to serve sailors rum or women, and to supply their ships. There were few places to hide and no place to run, so liberties were a high permillage affair. Amy replenished her medical and scientific supplies and left an order for constructing her new gunsights with an artificer who worked for Maguire Chandlery, after taking note of the small "Levinsky Associate" sign in the window corner.

Then, Boudicca continued on her patrol, back to the Northeast, parallel to her original route, taking from delGrazia only the late Don's coded journal, as Amy thought it worthwhile to attempt its decryption. No orders had been found in Hernandez' cabin, even though the signal kit, log book, and current challenges and responses were all intact, so she assumed he had encoded their substance and burned the originals. That was enough to make her curious.

Before they left, a message sloop had already departed for a fast trip home, carrying some of such prisoners as were fit to travel, and a dispatch bag loaded with reports, including her own on the new guns and sights. A few days out on this pass, they also met the Sophie, Boudicca's predecessor on the station, and relieved her to go to Atlantica, thence to the next leg of the circuit.

Apart from five previously captured Irish sailors found among delGrazia's crew, along with a handful of English, and a few Spanish willing to change sides for political reasons--all of whom they pressed into Boudicca's service--the rest of the captives would go with the next ship, once sufficiently recovered. Since delGrazia was a large, nearly new frigate, and easily repaired, Lewis and Burke were positively gleeful as they shared their confidence the General staff would buy her in to the army, yielding up a nice share of prize money for all. Moreover, Hernandez had been carrying two chests of gold and gems, enough to fatten every man's account with the maximum prize payout. delGrazia was in good condition except for a few holes, the ruined gun deck, and the rigging, so on Lewis' authority the Port Admiral ordered the needed repairs. Amy quietly took steps to ensure certain aspects were done thoroughly by signing a draft at the chandlery for medical and other supplies, assuming she would be reimbursed.

"Perhaps Boudicca's ill luck has turned, now she has her first prize," Lewis observed. "Odd thing about delGrazia's ordinance, though."

"Sir?" Amy asked.

"Burke found it was all loaded with chain shot. Apparently they wanted to disable and capture us, not sink us."

"Perhaps they're short of frigates, Sir," she suggested.

"Not like those butchers," he replied. "They prefer their own ships big, their enemies dead. They're not known for taking prisoners, and when they do, their priests make short work of them at the stake. They were up to some deviltry, you may be sure of it. We'll remain near the southern end of the fishery, just in case there's more to be learned, or Hernandez had other ships in the area."
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May-June 1435, Patrolling the North Atlantic fishing grounds

In the seemingly endless days of summer that stretched out before them, Lewis' predictions about boredom proved prophetic. Boudicca now piped to quarters at both dawn and dusk, plus every time the lookout sighted a sail. The rest of the time was spent cruising monotonously back and forth across the fishing area, ensuring no one harassed their good Irish boys out there to make a living and enhance the homeland's commerce. Suspicious now, Lewis insisted on boarding each vessel they hailed, even if it was the third or fourth time. Nor would they stop again in port until officially relieved.

On duty, Amy continued to hone the men's personal fighting skills, set them against each other with wooden swords and ink-filled plastic musket balls, and organize military arts hand-to-hand competitions--all this as much to keep them out of trouble as it to improve Boudicca as a weapon against the Spanish they weren't seeing.

Not that the men were without imagination. They speculated endlessly.

"Whadderya suppose the Dons were up ter?"

"No good, ye can be sure to that. Mayhap they..."

When not at stations, a portion of the deck was set aside for the indulgence of hobbies for those off duty and awake. Some knitted, made or mended clothes, whittled out of the carpenter's scraps, or played musical instruments. Amy continued to keep a wary eye on Derk Cunnie, because he seemed to want to be near her when she was on deck, so she mistrusted him. When Savage also noticed Cunnie jockeying for position, she assigned him to ensure he stayed away from her back, just in case.

Meanwhile, Jones and Savage resumed their extra duties assisting her in a variety of experiments, including tests of possible alloys for lighter weight guns. Savage was garrulous and friendly, but Jones continued a morose and uncommunicative loner. 

At her suggestion, the petty officers organized entertainments featuring those with pretensions of musical or acting skills. One who rose to the opportunity was seaman Ian Mackie, who had been a theatre booking agent before falling first to the lure of the bottle, then to the clasp of the press gang. In her surgery one morning with a deep cut he'd sustained when his fid slipped into his arm while splicing a rope, he noticed her rebec and flute secured to the wall beside her bunk.

"May I take it from the sight of yon instruments, Ma'am..."

She stopped stitching to correct him, not for the first time. "That's 'Sir', Mackie. In the RA, rules and tradition trump obvious fact and logic."

Even though he was a gaunt, prematurely old alcoholic, it was pleasant to speak with an educated man, and there weren't more than half a dozen seamen aboard who could be called that without stretching the truth.

"But the salient question is, what is your relationship with yon rebec and flute--collector and decorator of walls, or player?"

She laughed. "I made them when I was fifteen for a course at the academy."

He suddenly went very serious. "Only masters are asked to fashion their own instruments, only at Tara's Royal, Armaugh, and Geneva, and moreover, one of those is now closed."

She blushed. "Royal."

"Ah, you are that Rea, the harpist and singer who presented at the 1431 Royal Academy graduation. You've changed much since then."

"We've met?"

"No, but I attended that ceremony because a cousin's son was graduating. It was an unusual ceremony because a student from India finished first, the son of a German prince took second place, and some high Tara nobility were quite upset afterwards, thought the third place student should have been given the gold--Marcie somebody I think it was. Anyway, I was more interested in the accompanying music of course, and noted your name from the program after hearing you. I thought of trying to book you, but had too much to drink that night and..." He shook off the memory. "How far did you go with it?"

"I finished, graduated last spring."

"Ollamh in music?"

"Well, and other things." Science and medicine were more important to her, and the music school in Switzerland a distant memory.

He waved the rest off. "Yes, yes, but the salient point is that a musician worthy of the name must have an audience. Tomorrow's entertainment program is already full, but I shall announce a bona fide bard for the second day after, which is Thursday."

"But..."

"Consider it firmly settled. The program begins at 1700 sharp."

"The captain may not think it appropriate for an officer to..."

"Leave the captain to me. I'll have a small harp delivered tomorrow. Start practising."

True to Mackie's optimism, Lewis offhandedly commended the idea and her part in it at dinner that night, and said he would attend. "Good for morale on a patrol like this, but keep your attire official. Wouldn't want the men getting ideas," he added, before going on to the day's business.
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Amy waited behind two pieces of canvas strung from a yard for a curtain as the program got underway with a chanty done in mock-formal style by a quartet of leather-lunged topmen, who acquitted themselves creditably to enthusiastic applause. It went on to a near treasonous skit of Tara's Court that had the King and his counsellors appointing the court fool as Admiral of the Mediterranean fleet, with his dog as second in command and given the entire island of Malta for a personal litter box. She thought it deliciously ironic in that the former court fool had an actual military track record sufficient to hold any high command. The men's version of a security lord who built a paper wall around the king while he himself cavorted with prostitutes was over the top, she thought, but that part evoked grim laughter as well. Heavy handed seamen's humour.

Peeking through the slit between the two pieces of canvas, she noted the captain seated in the front row. Burke wasn't present as he had the conn. 

Two poetic recitations and a small pipes solo followed, then the ancient salt who was the ship's cook and who went by the sole name of Garvey shuffled onto the stage. As he settled himself in a chair provided by Mackie, tamped some noxious substance into a battered pipe, fussed with lighting it, and took a puff or two, the audience winked and nudged one another, so Amy was ready for a tall tale.

"The ninetieth Psalm of the good book says, 'The days of our years are threescore years and ten; and if by reason of strength they be fourscore years, yet is their strength labour and sorrow; for it is soon cut off, and we fly away.' I aver it be true, for yesterday I come to fivescore year and twelve."

He paused for a while as a couple of men hooted in mild derision, then were shushed by their comrades.

"I well remember Queen Kat as a horse girl, for I were born in Dungannon to a carpenter father, learned the trade from him, and the first time I helped him was away from home when he built a shop for Rufus Maynard and his girl at Downey. That'd be 'bout 1330. Later I moved to Tara and carpentered for the royals, and there I married Elsie. She were a fine strapping woman, but died birthing our first young'un, despite the Queen herself attending and doing all she could. That were 1346, and Queen Kat figured I needed to be away, so appointed me her ship builder down in Dublin. That's where I met Patsy, a wee little thing not much more'n a shadow, but with a smile as wide as the sea. We married in 1350, and she proved a tower of strength, for she had two wee girls and four fine young lads for us. Patsy did of a fever in 1380 and I shipped out aboard one of the very vessels I'd made. I was ship's carpenter for a score of years, and this last score and stone, a ship's cook for his various majesties."

After this rambling introduction, Garvey took a puff or two on his pipe to pregnant silence, and Amy concluded the men hadn't heard this yarn before. Yes, people occasionally lived to a hundred, and Garvey looked wizened enough to be credible, but...

"Now, a man who's lived under more than forty thousand suns has seen some strange things betimes, and what I'll tell you is the strangest of them all."

You could have heard a thread drop now. Amy grinned. This was a master storyteller, one who could give Wang Han a run for his crowns.

"I was out hunting with my father as a lad of ten, so that'd be 1332, when a man on a great white war horse stopped us and asked directions to Miller's field near Downey, which Da gave him right enough. Later, folk told of an ambush there, old Rufus Maynard being killed, and the stranger injured bad. But Da told Ma at supper, 'It was the old one. I knowed him from the battle of Aberdeen in 1320. Then Grandpa pipes up, and him already fourscore and three years, 'and I from the battle of Cardiff in 1283, where he were general to King Connor'. He's been king betimes as well."

"Well, young Kat her ownself ministered to him till he recovered and rode off home to the south."

Garvey paused some time, and Amy thought the story done, but he picked it up again, pulling out his Boudicca medallion. "Every soldier has one of these, but there be still a few like mine, an old coin having Catherine on one side, and King Cormac on the other. Grandpa swore his own ancestors had known the same man in the time of Brian Boru, that he was none other than Cormac himself. The way he told it, the 'old one' was actually two men, brothers fer certain, mayhap even twins, one good, the other evil, contending against each other for centuries now, sometimes one being Ireland's overlord, sometimes the other."

Garvey's eye swept his audience, his voice went low. "If the Lord of Heaven blesses the land ye may serve under the good'un as I did, but when the other gains power, he blights all he sees, and ye'll have wicked times, sure."

Amy saw the men's grins restored, they ready to jolly Garvey along now, but he spun the yarn farther. "That same man were King Cullin II himself, whom Kat married and I carpentered for those many years."

Amy thought him about to add to the story, but he stopped, rose to his feet, took another puff on his pipe, and announced, "if'n ye live as long as Garvey, ye've barely started by the old one's lights, but ye'll see strange things done under the Hibernian sun."

A ghost story after all, like the ones we told each other on the ride around Ireland a few years ago.

Some men hooted and laughed after that, others were more sober, but Mackie took the stage thumping his palm against his belt, and the others followed suit. When they were quiet again, he announced the next act, and her palms began to sweat. She smoothed her best greens, and checked her hair. For this, she'd let it down from the bun she normally kept hidden under her hat, and had it in tied into a queue at the back, though not tarred as the men commonly did.

"And now, the featured performance of the evening, coming to us from Tara's Royal Academy, class of 1434, concert singer, artificer and virtuoso performer of strings, pipes, flute and other instruments..." He paused for effect, indicating the harp, rebec and flute his stage hands had just laid out before a chair. Several in his audience chuckled. They were used to wild, improbable claims for his performers. Mackie waved imperiously to Savage at one side of the stage, and he produced a dramatic drum roll.

"Mackie productions of Tara and Armaugh is pleased to present the professional debut of one of the finest young classical musicians of our day, Ollamh-Bard Amy Grace Rea, Captain-Physician of the Royal Army and Second Officer to Boudicca."

She took the performer's seat to silence, the audience not knowing what to make of an officer taking part in the entertainment, nor how to take Mackie's introduction. The silence deepened as she took up the flute and began the old hymn Be Thou My Vision that many attributed to Patrick himself. Intending to go through the tune twice, she was surprised on the second verse when Captain Lewis accompanied with a clear, obviously well-trained baritone. A line later, half a dozen others had joined as well, so she played four verses before indicating a conclusion.

Next, she played a classical piece "Strings Aloft" on the harp, one of those numbers that showcases fingering technique, but can only be appreciated by an aficionado. That was for Mackie's benefit. Torin would be pleased.

She followed that with the nautical Hymn Grace is my Watchword and the classical Fourth Composition by Ney.

"Now here's a little song I wrote and performed with some friends a while back." She launched into a Rebec and voice rendition of "My Bonnie Comes Lately"--a sweetly-sad tale of a lass of Kerry awaiting her smuggler beau, only to learn he's been shot and killed by the King's Revenue Men. Bonnie Patty then enters a French convent and marries Christ, rather than consider a second would-be suitor, who himself joins the Royal Army Naval Corps to leave Ireland and his own lost love behind, only to be cut down in a boarding party on a Spanish deck. It was one of the pieces Diechara had recorded for demonstrations of the tape recorder.

This brought thunderous applause, whistles, and foot stomping, with cries of "More, more."

Not used to such a boisterous audience, Amy wasn't sure how to respond. Eventually Mackie took the stage and quietened them. He glanced around at her. "So, now we know the voice behind the "Capital Singers" that took Tara's popular music scene by storm last year with the new recordings." He doffed his hat and bowed. "Not a debut after all. Our thanks for dropping in to our little stage, Ollamh Bard Rea."

Laughter and more applause followed as the audience expressed its appreciation that Mackie had this one time told the truth after so many fanciful showman's lies. Then he waved them to silence once more.

"We close with an impromptu duet." He indicated the captain, who rose, pulled a trumpet from his bag, and waved it in the direction of her flute. A bar in, Amy joined "Rule Hibernia" as all stood and bared their heads to the anthem.

 

 

Amy Rea, aboard Boudicca, mid-June 1435

When Amy was just returning from her combat instruction one afternoon, she found Savage and Jones helping Garvey face down onto a table in her surgery.

"What happened John?" There wasn't much use asking Lew. He'd as like just stare and not answer.

"I came across Lew just as he discovered him lying on the galley floor. He had that in his back." He pointed to the handle of a protruding knife.

They were well meaning, and did the right thing by leaving the knife for me, but shouldn't have moved him. And I know that design. An assassin aboard Boudicca? Why attack this harmless old man?

Amy examined the old man, but air was bubbling around the blade, and his breath was ragged.

"He won't live long. Nothing you men can do here, so you may be dismissed. Savage, I want the galley cordoned off so I can examine it, and I want the names of every man who was in there today. See if you can pin down the time of death."

After they left, she carefully removed the knife and locked the blade away, packed the wound and tried to make the old man comfortable for his last moments. About thirty minutes later, he rallied and tried to turn.

She knelt close beside him. "No, stay as you are. Moving will make it worse."

"Dying?" His voice was a whisper.

"Yes." There was no point in equivocation. "Did you see who did this?"

"Back to door."

He moved his hand, gripped her shoulder. "Because of story."

"The one you told in the entertainment?"

"Evil old one has man here. Watch out Amy Rea."

"Me? Why me?"

He didn't elaborate, and for a few minutes all she heard was the quiet gurgling of the wound. Then he opened his eyes again.

"Saw Cullin, 1414. Battle Malta...commander... Saw at Tara. He was..." But that was all, and moments later, Amy covered his face with a blanket.

Dad was commodore of the squadron that took Malta in 1414. Obviously this man connected me with him, and Dad Carlan with this fantastic 'old one' tale he spun. But how?

How indeed. A careful examination of the body, of the scene of the murder, and the man's duffle yielded no further information. Interviews of all who'd been around the galley narrowed the time of murder to sometime after 1430, but before 1500, when Lew Davis and John Savage found him. Neither were there fingerprints on the knife. Amy concluded it had been thrown from the doorway, perhaps only minutes before her two men arrived on the scene, but could uncover no clues, no motive. Why he'd been killed remained a mystery, as did the killer's identity. She took to making up her cot in the surgery--a shelf that folded down from one wall--but sleeping in a corner well away from the door. She was actually more comfortable, as the shelf was designed for someone much shorter, and now she could stretch out. There were no further incidents as the month progressed, but she noticed both Derk Cunnie and John Savage more alert than ever.
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While Amy worked on individual and team fighting skills, Burke had the men making countless improvements to the ship. Every rope, spar and piece of canvas was minutely inspected for flaws and repaired as needed. Sagged doors were remade and re-hung, hinges oiled. Every inch of wall and deck was stripped, holystoned, re-finished, and polished till it shone. Boudicca might be an old ship, and under-gunned by today's standards, but the elderly lady sparkled under the attention.

Once when she was in the head, which the fastidious Burke had ordered the ship's carpenters to partition for privacy, though not, she suspected merely for her sake, she heard the rattle of chains and tackle around the bow. Detouring on her return to investigate, she found a crew detaching the ship's figurehead, which they had wrapped in straps, preparing to haul her in by ropes. It was tricky business, for the ship was tacking at the time, and they were working in a stiff cross wind, one she felt billow her own hair out behind her as she stood on the forecastle.

"What's the plan, Aimes?" she enquired of the bosun directing the action.

He stared at her a long time, looked back at his men, and spat a stream of tobacco juice over the side with the wind. "First wants the carpenters to refurbish and repaint 'er. We's to get 'er to the shop. She'll be in for a few weeks."

She leaned over the edge to see a seaman in the bosun's chair struggling to loose the nuts holding the figurehead, then turned back to the bosun. "If you'll send a man to the surgery, I'll give you some penetrating oil to put on those bolt studs. A couple of taps then, and they should come off easier."

He stared again, then blinked, as if she'd done the strangest thing by giving practical advice. Then he shrugged and turned to a hand standing behind him, waiting for the order to haul in. "Belay that, Maggins. Yer heard Second. Get along ter the surgery fer some earl."

"Carry on, Aimes," she said, turning to accompany Seaman Maggins.

Today though, as every day amidst the activity, Don Hernandez' mysterious presence in the area occupied much of her thinking. What good could it have done his master at Seville for him to invest the fishing grounds merely to capture a small Irish frigate? At most, Spain could have controlled the southern portion for a few months, and that at enormous cost. It would have taken more than a good sized squadron to reduce Fort St. Patrick at the drying grounds, and no long time for Tara to dispatch sufficient power to drive the intruders out or destroy them.

Had he hoped to secure the routes around Africa? Why? There was a tacit agreement among the nations that traded to the Orient that they would protect their own ships from pirates but not interfere with each others' outside their own economic zones north of Madeira, and the latter was a well-defended, independent, open port. Ireland allowed all nations at peace with her the use of the African Cape and her island ports, under her terms and guns of course. Did the Spanish have designs on Africa? The Indies? The Antipodes? Had he taken Atlantica, the port would have served as a useful jumping off point to any of those. But he surely couldn't keep that either.

Commissioned explorers had produced rough maps but both continents were vast, inconsequential, and already inhabited by natives who possessed little of interest to trade. There was nothing in the Antipodes except the rich fishing to the north, and even less of value in Africa, apart from a string of shabby ports serving specialty plantations sponsored by various European nations that again by tacit agreement, were left alone. What mattered were the routes to the Indies, and there Spain was ill-represented, for she couldn't get ships past the southern cape, which was surely not in play, especially here.

Tara didn't like the way the Spanish exploited the coastal areas near her ports and stole from their peoples, but Ireland wasn't going to do anything about it, when she could occasionally help herself to the spoils of any available treasures once they reached the northern Atlantic. 

It wasn't as if many Europeans lived along Africa's coast, much less across the Atlantic in the Antipodes, or ever would. Ireland had her own profitable trade to the Indies, the North Seas, and the Mediterranean, but was surely far too powerful for anyone to attempt a takeover.

So, what were the Spannies up to? What would the captured coded journal reveal? If the action here made no sense on its own, did it as a diversion? From what? As a prelude? To what? She had a pretty good picture of the man himself--high squeaky voice, proud, vain, arrogant grandee of old money, until his 1430 fiasco a court favourite at Seville, holding a position in the Armada because of that influence, not due to any skill, apparently devoted to his wife Cecilia per unmailed letters to her in his desk. None of that helped. The book was surely in a substitution cipher, typically done by adding letter values to the plain text per some code word to generate the ciphered text. But what was the code word?

She glanced at the journals spread out on her table as she reached for the flask of oil and a vial to decant a small amount for the figurehead project. There was plenty of text to analyze, so on letter frequencies alone she should by trial and error be able to discover the length of the encoding word. But the material defied that pattern, seeming to conform to no particular coding length, except that from the frequency of "j", letter ten, she guessed any code word must have more than one "e", and the algorithm be additive. But there were also many "o"s, which argued for "i"s in the code word. She tried alternating algorithms, but still couldn't determine a length for the code word. Nor could she believe the Don capable of the kind of coding she did, for if he were, the task was impossible. So...

As Maggins left with the vial of oil, Byron Baxter, the Captain's secretary staggered past him into the surgery, arms folded around his usual sheaf of papers. Baxter was the canonical ink stained wretch--formerly a Tara-based copyist of low repute who'd had a shop near Carlan's until about four years earlier, when he'd been convicted of forging documents and sentenced to time serving the army. His scraggly white hair was akin to the rest of the man--cadaverous, mournful, of few or no words of his own, his clothes hanging loose like a scarejay's, inks of various hues on his hands and under his nails, and a stomach useless in even fair seas. He was no sailor, and not much of a man, but could be useful when not seasick or drunk.

"1600 Medicals to sign," he announced, thrusting the sheaf in her direction. He always came by with paperwork at the same time.

"Sit, Baxter." She motioned him to a seat at across from her, pushed aside Hernandez' last journal to make room for signing the medical reports, and on a whim, pulled another from the stack, and spun it around. "While I'm at it, what do you make of these papers we captured? That's the first volume of some twenty like it."

Curious despite his sickly lassitude, Baxter pulled her overhead electric light down for a closer look, and, as she scanned the medical files and signed her name repeatedly, he fingered the paper, sniffed the ink, and riffed the pages.

"Cheap government issue document paper from Dyck and Till bound into Spanish Armada card stock. A Spanish ink, made in Madrid. Vile stuff. Blots easily. I wouldn't write a funeral programme in it. Smudged, too." He fanned the pages. "The hand changes when he ran out of the old paper here in 1415 or 1416. Probably had his wife or a female servant write it before that; the earlier hand is obviously an untrained woman, though the latter is itself little more than a hack, courtesy the Toulouse school, with hint of Basque origin to it. Used better ink after that too, though not the quality of a Tyrone Black."

"How do you know the year?" she asked, not looking up. "There are no clear dates."

He answered in reverse. "Likely at the start of the text, not separate. It's the Spanish way. As to the paper, the earlier had a higher acid content, started out slightly brown, then darkened rapidly, required replacement of the document after thirty years or so. Dyck stopped making it when he took over Till's low acid line and they merged their companies in September 1415. By January 1416, this rubbishy old stock was no longer available. I remember because a customer tried to order some, and I couldn't get it."

He wasn't saying very much she hadn't known, but the review helped her focus. Amy turned over another report, absently recalling that the grandee's scribe, dead beside his master in their attack, had indeed been Basque. "See any patterns to the letters?"

"Well, it's obviously a code, not any language I've ever seen. No patterns in the later hand, but in the earlier, the cursive periodically doesn't join, making groups."

Suddenly interested, she hurriedly signed the last two medicals, stood partway and leaned over. "Show me." How could she have missed something that obvious?

"There's a group of letters joined cursively here, then a break for the next group with the starting point displaced from the last end. Sometimes the ink is darker where she dipped the nib--always at a cursive break." Baxter sniffed. "Lazy amateur." He reached across the table, all interest lost. "Those ready?"

"Take them," she muttered, spinning the book back for a closer look. The pattern she hadn't seen in the recent volumes was obvious in this first one--alternating groups of seven and nine letters. Two code words then. And was Baxter right, and Hernandez lazy, of little imagination, likely to use the easiest words to hand to code for his scribes to copy? She mentally subtracted the letters of "hernandez" from one of the nine-letter groups. The letters "Madridd" stood out on the right of the result.

Now all she needed was a seven letter word, equally carelessly chosen. She tried "cecilia" on the next group and out popped "entrode". More groups together and with spaces added in the obvious places quickly revealed "Madrid dentro de tres días," or "for Madrid in three days."

"Got you Hernandez, you weasel!" she shouted excitedly, and pulled the critical last volume toward her. It was coded the same way, first the date by "hernandez" then the text with "cecelia", afterwards strictly alternating. In minutes, she was marking groups with a pencil and reading fluently as she went, her mind automatically superimposing the code words and decoding. Have to make a machine to do this someday. Her excitement grew as she read Don Carlos' boasting of the trap he'd set for Boudicca, how he would turn her into a larger trap still, apparently part of a still bigger enterprise, then of the cruelty he planned to show "that woman". After some time in the dark about the identity of this person, she was appalled to decipher the words "that Rea woman" and to realize he meant her. Why? And how had he known she would be aboard Boudicca, unless he had spies at Tara? This was a deep game indeed.

So absorbed was she that she failed to notice the ship's bells ring the change of shift, was oblivious when Burke entered her cabin, saw her perched amid a spiderweb of documents, and withdrew to advise the captain she was hot on a trail and suggest he take his own watch.

She began scribing the plain text of the more interesting sections, working backwards in time, hoping to piece together Hernandez' orders, what he'd been a part of. Tantalizing hints were all she got at first--a plan of his had off again on again been accepted, then delayed by Seville, but finally approved, and he had been assigned this station at his own request.

She skimmed backwards till the dates got closer to his capture by the School Squadron, and suddenly there it all was--his fury over the battle, his utter humiliation over a woman having treated his wounds, a secret he must preserve at all costs and thought she'd discovered, his worries over a blackmailer, the presentation he'd then made privately to his overlord at Seville, the details of his scheme, his impatience as the court dithered, rejected him, then, reading forward again to nearly four years later, eventually allowed him his head.

One recent entry was particularly disturbing. "Two thousand silvers to the guild to ensure her death, and its master cites difficulties and he delays. Bah, he wants more money. I must destroy her myself."

Finally she had enough to go to Lewis. She sorted through her plain text copies, selecting the most important, then stood and stretched, her shoulders and back joints crackling after the time spent sitting poring over documents. She looked up at the chronometer, expecting to see a few hours had passed since Baxter left. It read 1100 July 4. Then she noticed the half dozen empty food trays from the meals the steward had brought, and she didn't remember eating.

She gave a fleeting thought to the fact they'd been aboard a full year to the day, that her own birthday had passed unremarked upon, but... "Nineteen hours?" she commented aloud. "We could have sunk and I wouldn't have noticed."
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The European war had been simmering for years, Spain gradually getting the upper hand on land, but Ireland holding her own at sea. But all that changed in the summer of 1435 with a sudden continental regime change and the emergence of a new foe.

 

Aboard Boudicca, July 4, 1435 on patrol in the Atlantic

The ship might as well have sunk for the extent of transformation visible upon arriving on deck, for she found Boudicca resting on a glassy sea amidst an entire squadron of ships, some of which she knew well. She guessed from yesterday's sailing instructions they must be no more than a few hours from Atlantica.

For the first time since the battle of the School Squadron, she saw dear old Celeste, still one of the Army's most reliable sloops, accompanied by the newer and larger, but slower, ship-rigged sloop Anna. There too from that same battle was the elderly frigate Drogheda, supposed to follow Boudicca to these waters, and Sophie whom the others must have met and turned about. Their companion frigates were the new sixties Faith and Hope, who'd both been in the construction yards when she'd left Dublin. She didn't know the other two. One was originally Spanish, the other French, both presumably recent prizes, refurbished to bring them closer to Irish standards. It was a job hastily done, for both retained their original rigging.

As Boudicca turned slowly on her sea anchor, Amy got a glimpse around the forecastle toward the ninth ship--the first class Pride of Shannon. That raised her eyebrows. Last she'd heard, Shannon was to be decommissioned and sent to the breakers, her name reserved for a new and larger ship. She felt a prickle at the back of her scalp. This much firepower so hastily assembled meant big trouble indeed. Wait a second. A French prize?

"I see you're finally out and about, Rea."

Caught by surprise, she turned sharply, to face Burke's uncharacteristically sombre face. He was carrying a piece of paper that looked much folded, even though he couldn't have had it long. 

She ignored the squadron, gesturing at the letter. "Bad news from home?"

"A friend who keeps me in touch writes to tell me my father is dead, and my brother now controls the estate."

"I am sorry about your father."

"No, you needn't be. He was, and my brother is, a cruel man. I feel sorry for the rest of the family and the tenants. They face a heavy tax burden to finance his gambling." He shook off the subject as he was wont to do for spiritual and political topics, and gestured to the squadron.

"As you can see, much more arrived with dispatches than a messenger sloop."

"What's going on, Ryan?"

"They came up a couple of hours ago while you were busy with those." He waved at her papers. "We formed up an hour ago. A little back and forth with the usual courtesies so far. But now, captains, first officers, and, specifically, Second Officer Amy Rea have been ordered aboard Shannon, though officially we're still in the dark."

"What's the scuttlebutt?" Every officer knew the gig crews gossiped what they thought was going on.

"Some big upset at Tara, squadron put together from whatever happened to be in port. Our messenger sloop arrived at Dublin the day before they were to leave, and apparently the sailing plan was altered at the last minute, with hundreds of extra troops added, plus the task of locating us first. On the way, though, they took the French Henri and the Spaniard Martinez, so it's safe to assume we're at war with both."

"Squadron commodore is?"

"That's a tricky bit. It was old Robinson."

"Wasn't he to retire with his ship?"

"Yes, but the General Staff planned to send him here anyway. Died three days before they were to leave of a heart attack."

"And they came anyway? Who's running the show?"

"Shannon's first is young McAndrews, and he's had charge of the squadron's sailing though he's too junior to be captain, but apparently Tara put a supernumerary officer aboard, nominally as Flag Officer to the fleet, one Lieutenant Maxwell McAuley." He looked at her meaningfully, but she shrugged ignorance, so he added, "You need to know about McAuley before we go over yonder, so you'll be careful about your opinions."

"A political officer? To ensure our loyalty? Things must be bad at Tara."

"No, that's not it. McAuley is the pseudonym of a very senior officer who prefers to stay in the background, so when he attaches himself to a land unit or a ship he can play advisor and let the existing staff function almost normally. He's really very good, doesn't look over our shoulders or second guess, but you never forget he's there. It's a polite fiction we don't know who he is, but Captain Lewis wants you to understand before we row over there that McAuley's 'advice' carries roughly the same weight as the King's, more actually, because in the field, he effectively is the general staff."

"So don't contradict him or make the captain look bad? And his actual name is?" But from the modus operandi she'd already guessed the answer. Things must be worse than worse than bad.

"General Clement Tighen."

Yup. Had to be, though I didn't know of the McAuley identity before.

"Thanks for the tip, Burke. I'll behave myself." Oh, General-Again devious Dad, am I about to drop a load on you.

Before they left, she forced Lewis and Burke into the Captain's cabin for a rapid fire briefing on the Hernandez papers that left them both ashen.

"Let me signal an opportune moment for you to talk, Rea," Lewis instructed, fetching his best dress hat and sword. He reached to a shelf. "Take a waterproof pouch for your documents. Wouldn't want to get them wet on the way over."

 

 

Aboard Pride of Shannon, July 4, 1435, on patrol in the Atlantic

Older three decker ships of the line like Shannon carried between eighty and ninety guns, nearly seven hundred men, and a complement of up to seven officers with as many middies. Their replacements were rumoured to be even larger, a staggering hundred guns to more than match the ninety-two gun City ships the Spanish had deployed in recent years.

Climbing aboard from the gig with the pouch strung over her back, Amy saw at once that the elderly warrior, though overdue for a refit she'd never likely have, was a tightly run ship. A deft hand had welded what must have been a hastily assembled crew into what appeared to be a well disciplined unit. And, how had they fitted and provisioned her for a sea voyage and fight when she'd been destined to be taken around to Shannon and broken up? The entire Dublin dockyard must have been turned upside down.

She had already passed several open lower deck ports. Her own guns, and from the look of them, thirty-two pounders--a massive load of armament, and lighter A-class guns here on the main deck. The General Staff must have had other test reports before they saw her last ones. Not only that, they had her coherent light sights fitted and the range finders mounted nearby. They must have brought artificers with her plans and manufactured them en route. She resisted the temptation to whistle. Old she may be, but Shannon was now a more formidable warrior than ever, perhaps with the sharpest teeth of any vessel Ireland owned at this moment.

When she reached the main deck a young lieutenant led them to the wardroom for the meeting, then left. They were the last to enter. The nine newly arrived ships were all represented by captain and first officer. Only Boudicca had brought a second, so twenty-one were present before the door opened and a young-looking man with lieutenant's stripes on his sleeves entered and sat to the right of the only other empty chair at the head of the wardroom table. He didn't even glance her way, but she knew. The way he walked, the set of his shoulders, a hundred things in a few seconds screamed his identity, even if she hadn't Burke's advance warning. What a trickster, Dad, but how do you manage to disguise yourself as a thirty-year-old?

She looked at the others, recognizing two or three. All but a couple were quite young, presumably new appointees. She assumed the redhead to the left of the empty chair must be McAndrews.

The room remained silent while two servants circulated, pouring a shot of brandy into the glasses set before each. Amy quickly scanned the room, and concluded she was most junior, so the moment the last glass was full, she stood, held up her glass, and intoned, "Hibernia." All joined her and repeated in unison, "Hibernia." Other nations' officers toasted what they called kings, but the RA maintained ancient tradition that the nation took precedence over any one man, and the High King (the name "king" was given to none other by loyal Irish) was always under the law. His current majesty might not believe that but...

All were still looking her way, and Amy was suddenly conscious that she was the only one not in dress uniform. Moreover, her hands and sleeves were stained with ink and her hair was spilling out under her hat. She must have been tugging at it absently the last nineteen hours. Not the way to make a good impression. Then she remembered.

"Let us commit." Everyone but her then removed his hat, and she prayed. "Lord of Heaven, we commit the outcome of this conference to you as we seek your will on behalf of country and King."

Once the "amens" had been said to the ritual prayer, and they were seated again, McAndrews tapped the butt of a knife on the oak table to bring the meeting to order. "Most of you gentlemen know Lieutenant Maxwell McAuley of MIS who was instrumental in getting our squadron together and fitted out in so short a time. He will now share information, and I presume, transmit our orders."

McAuley folded his hands and looked around the table. "First, the news that has in part precipitated matters, and is by now general knowledge back home. Our sometimes ally whom the Burgundians styled Philip III, has been deposed and killed by his cousin, also named Philip Valois, who previously assassinated Charles VII, but has now absorbed Aquitaine, subjected Burgundy to his rule, and assumed the crown of all France that he has long lusted after. He currently styles himself 'Philip VII, Emperor of the Franks'. In his first acts, he expelled all Irish citizens from his lands and signed a treaty with Carlos of Spain. Burgundy itself has been reduced to a county of France under one Frederick, a cousin by marriage to France's new overlord.

"Spain has returned her corridor across southern France to Versailles in return for free access to a new port the French will build in Toulon, and use of the corridor for transport to its holdings and armies in northern Italy and beyond. In return, France has renounced all claim to Navarre, which they haven't controlled anyway since Charles died. France has invaded and taken the southern lowlands, but not Holland, which has declared herself independent of Burgundy and France, but announced herself neutral and closed her ports, cutting our troops in Germany off from resupply except via our allies in Greece and Hungary, as even the unoccupied Italian States are at least sympathetic to Spain, with Roma supposedly neutral and Sicily alone remaining friendly. France is rapidly striking east, taking those parts of Germany not already controlled by Spain."

He looked up. "All this in the name of pacification and stability, of course. The Scandinavian nations have been promised their continued independence, but what could they do, even collectively? The General staff feels that if not checked, after Philip links with and reinforces Charles' forces now threatening Hungary, he will then turn and take all of Northern Europe. At this point, the General staff is uncertain which of Carlos and Philip is the more dangerous megalomaniac. Both are tyrants in the worst European sense."

He went on into the following hush, "I am directed by The High King to advise that Ireland has therefore declared a state of war exists between France and Ireland. The English chieftains and other nations are even now being warned not to interfere. Hungary has extended its state of war to include France, but is our only active ally besides Greece at this point, and to be honest, that more out of desperation to survive than any real brotherhood. Albert's crown is precarious indeed without our help.

"The fate of Europe rests with Ireland, my friends. Either we succeed against the despots, or darkness will descend. And, we cannot imagine that two narrow channels will keep the oppressors from our shores for long. Philip is openly assembling ships for an invasion, though any such project must be years from realization."

Following a few quiet expressions of anger around the table, he held out a hand and an aide placed a sealed order pouch in it. "All available ships, including those now on this station, were pressed into active service by the General Staff, and crew recruitment has been stepped up. However, the death of Commodore Robinson immediately prior to our departure, and the subsequent intelligence from Boudicca necessitated a change in the original plans." He held up the packet and beckoned. "Gentlemen, I give you newly posted captain and now Commodore of Hunter Squadron, Colonel Samuel T. Lewis."

All stood, saluted, and drank a second toast as Lewis walked to the head of the table, took the empty seat, and received the sealed orders. Amy wasn't sure what to think. Since Tara had made the posting, there must also be orders concerning Boudicca. Who would captain her now? What would her own position be? How much of this is dear old Dad?

A pause ensued while Lewis opened and scanned their orders. Then he read aloud selectively.

"Inasmuch as intelligence reports received by the General Staff and believed to be reliable indicate that a large joint naval operation of Spain and France is due to commence near the south of Spain by mid-August, Hunter squadron shall press every available ship into the task of locating any or all Spanish vessels involved, delaying them from their task with maximum possible damage even while informing Red Fleet command at Muscape of their whereabouts. Once this is accomplished, or by seventh August at the latest, you are to proceed with dispatch to reinforce the fleet at Muscape. Be advised that most of Green fleet has been redeployed from the Irish Sea to blockade duty on the coast of France in an attempt to preclude a timely rendezvous with the Spanish, but such a result cannot be guaranteed. Moreover, home defence dictates that no additional resources can be deployed to reinforce Red Fleet, so you are hereby authorized to buy in such prizes as you may capture, converting them as practicable to service in His Majesty's Royal Army Naval Corps."

He shook the envelope and a pennant fell out. He held up for them a representation of a tiger's head on a red background, then set it aside. "All the rest is the usual standard RA language for a change of command." He turned to McAuley. "Well, Max, since nothing else is said, I presumably have discretion in the organization."

McAuley bowed acknowledgement and added nothing more. Dad has his man in charge, and would never breech trust by reaching past him to interfere with day-to-day management, much less personnel matters. 

"Very well, gentlemen, since sending our last report, indeed overnight, we have new intelligence from my Second and Science Officer who has succeeded in decoding Hernandez' private journals, thereby saving us the trouble of sweeping an empty sea for several weeks to uncertain result. Rea?"

Amy spread out her papers. "There is much more to decode, but the gist is this. Hernandez has planned this stunt for years, and only recently got his overlord's approval. The trap he set was intended to capture Boudicca, which he planned to sail to Atlantica with delGrazia as an ostensible prize, land several hundred men at night, and take that port. He expected to add Sophie to his collection once she put in prior to proceeding to Muscape. He was then to leave a garrison at Atlantica and return to Cadiz, where he would resupply and crew all three ships. There, he was to pick up the warship Belladonna and, trailed by her and other units of the Spanish second armada, proceed to Muscape, where two Spanish frigates were to be cosmetically crippled and towed into harbour as supposed prizes while Belladonna stood off.

"This time he anticipated landing twenty five hundred men to take the port, hoist the Spanish flag, and await the Belladonna, whose second armada units would then occupy Muscape. The Spanish third armada was to meet them at Muscape, leaving sufficient force to blockade the Mediterranean. After picking up supplies again at Cadiz, they were to sail north with some sixty ships, later rendezvousing with another thirty French sail at Brest."

"Ninety ships?" McAndrews expostulated. "Our northern fleet would be overwhelmed." Several murmurs ran around the table.

"Carry on, Rea," Lewis ordered.

"When they arrived in Ireland, they expected to land thirty thousand troops to establish a beachhead, then sail to France for another thirty thousand reinforcements. Hernandez has promised to put the man of Carlos' choice on Ireland's throne within a month of landing. England's York offered Spain ten ships and four thousand additional men, but Hernandez castigates York in his diary as gutless for refusing to assist until after he lands in Ireland. That's the gist of his plans, gentlemen, though there is much more detail on signals, codes, and names."

To this point, her words had met with silence, but once she was finished, an excited babble burst out.

"Can't be."

"The RA would cut them to pieces."

"But we've got barely twenty thousand troops within a hundred miles of Tara."

"The King must be warned."

"We've got to stop them at the rock. It's the only way."

"There aren't more than a dozen ships within three days' sail of there at any one time. Even without Hernandez' trick, they might still take it with the combined second and third armadas."

"Muscape shall never fall."

Lewis let the chatter go on for several minutes, though he took no part until he tapped his own knife butt on the table.

"Gentlemen, please." When they quietened, he glanced at McAuley, and getting no comment, observed, "Our orders cite 'delaying it from its task with maximum possible damage'." It seems to me that our best course is to follow Hernandez' own plan by giving Cadiz exactly what it expects--delGrazia bringing in two captured Irish frigates and a couple of hulks."

"Fireships in the night," a young lieutenant contributed. "Three frigates with the new guns could sink several ships at anchor, then we bring in more units after the action starts. With luck we can wreak havoc, cripple half their second fleet."

"Especially," McAuley quietly observed, "if you also land a force to neutralize their gun positions."

"Supplies," someone else put in. "They must have enormous quantities of powder, balls, and food stored there. If we take advantage of the confusion in the harbour to fire the warehouses, we can deny them..."

"Can't work," one of the captains put in. "You need someone to play Hernandez convincingly enough to fool the harbour master into allowing delGrazia entrance. If you fail to hoist the flags of the day within fifteen minutes of his lieutenant boarding, the fort's guns blow you out of the water. I've met Don Carlos. High squeaky voice, foppish manners, wears those ridiculous codpieces--his own people surely only took him seriously out of force of habit because he was a grandee."

"Tell the rest, Rea," Lewis ordered.

Amy cleared her throat nervously, not used to addressing a table full of stripes. "In his journals, Hernandez repeatedly expressed an obsession with killing someone he called 'that woman'. If you go far enough back, he names her, many times--me, Amy Rea. He wrote of some great secret he thought I discovered when I was taken off the guns and treated him as medical officer aboard Celeste after the battle of the School Squadron back in 1430. He was deathly afraid of being found out. Killing me was an integral part of his plan to capture Boudicca."

A subtle shift in the men's postures told her she suddenly had more respect. That 1430 battle was much talked about as a textbook exercise in tactics and gunnery. That it had been brought off by the summer squadron with hundreds of students aboard made every officer proud. "Even our children can whup the Spannies," was the RANC watchword. That she had been one of those children immediately raised her in their estimation.

"Setting aside the obvious implication that Hernandez has sources in our capital that can pass such information, it took me until this morning to discover what the secret was, but I knew once I was perhaps half finished with the journals.

"His father, also Don Carlos, was fifty when he married, and his wife had no children for nearly ten years, so when she did become pregnant, he was delighted, and set out to make arrangements for an heir, believing, correctly as it turned out, there would be no more. When the child was born, he refused to acknowledge the obvious and had his girl named, baptized, and brought up as a boy."

Expostulations broke out around the room, and Lewis again had to silence them to allow her to continue.

"The father continued his charade even to the point of an arranged marriage with a fellow grandee's daughter--one our Don Carlos never even pretended to consummate, treating it as wholly political, and never spending a night with his 'wife', though he writes her copious letters. She despised him, and he regarded that as an advantage. In fact, she had two children by household servants, and he compounded the farce by acknowledging both as his own. But he feared being found out, and when he was treated aboard Celeste, his codpiece had torn loose, so he thought if I reflected on what I'd seen, I would know. But I was too polite, so never really looked, and was unaware."

A chuckle went around the room, so she paused briefly. "Since he was already being blackmailed by at least two of his own countrymen who'd learned the truth, he determined to kill me. Apparently he twice sent agents to Tara to accomplish the task, but both times they were picked up by Palace Security and deported, though without revealing their mission."

She didn't even glance toward McAuley by way of saying "thanks Dad", but he quietly interjected anyway.

"Tell us, Officer Rea. Do you perchance speak Spanish?"
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Cadiz, July 19, 1435

The squadron waited off the Spanish shore three days for the right conditions of wind, tide and sky. They could have moved after only two, but the third was known to be a fiesta in honour of the Spanish monarch's birthday, and they hoped to catch the town off guard. Finally, Lewis gave the order to proceed, dispatching delGrazia, Boudicca, and Sophie for the harbour, and shortly afterwards the sloops Celeste and Anna to sail inshore and deploy boats. The three frigates had four fishing boats in tow, taken from a smaller port in a practice raid a week earlier, and now packed with gunpowder and brimstone.

Every Spanish-speaking man in the squadron had been brought aboard delGrazia and drilled day and night in the illusion. Thus, not a word of Gaelic was to be heard as the Portmaster's gig met the leading ship of the five that sailed boldly before the guns of the Candelaria battery and hove to just before dusk. Amy imagined the fort's officer watching them, delGrazia flying the approved fleet signals for the day per the log book, the other two frigates with the Spanish flag over an upside-down Irish one, and exhibiting obvious damage. He would see three typically indolent crews lazing about their work without much enthusiasm, a well-timed near collision averted with a sudden burst of activity, and at the centre of it all, solitary and serene on his forecastle, Commodore Don Carlos Hernandez, returned in glorious triumph.

The harbour gig bumped alongside, and shortly three men appeared on deck. Moments later, delGrazia's "Captain", a seaman named Byron whose mother was Spanish, walked up and sloppily saluted. "Squadron Commodore Don Carlos Hernandez, I present Harbourmaster Don Miguel Aguero." Captain Robbins, who spoke only fair Spanish, hovered quietly in the background, playing sailing master, of Dutch origin if asked.

The other bowed, then leered at her with a mixture of arrogance and sauce. Amy felt a bead of sweat gather at the nape of her neck. Normal protocol at night was to send a lieutenant, not the grandee nominally in charge of the harbour, who typically wouldn't stir from his house except for an admiral. Why was he out here, especially so late in the day? Her nervousness multiplied when the visitor replied, "Thank you, but the Don and I have met many times, and corresponded for years." He grinned widely as he looked her up and down, and though she was sure her appearance passed muster, Amy saw a serious threat. She was at least three inches taller than the late grandee she was impersonating, but his cabin boasted several pairs of boots designed to pad his height. She had on similar looking ones of a larger size lacking the wooden inserts, but someone who knew the man's proportions well enough...

Straightening up, Aguero commented, "Where is your captain, my friend Pietro? You seem to have new officers."

Amy was unprepared for an inquisition, and had to improvise. Drawing up to a mock-commanding height, she squeaked out in her best imitation of her enemy's voice, "I met with Admiral Bolera. The pig took many of my best crew, and gave me these instead. After I took the Irish ships and killed their crews, I had to divide what men I had among them." She waved contemptuously at the deck. "You see for yourself what I have left."

But the other was clearly suspicious. He doffed his hat and began pacing the quarterdeck, looking things over carefully.

"You have sustained damage," he remarked.

"Yes, we made repairs."

"That sail is Irish cloth."

"Of course," Amy riposted, not missing a beat. "We took what suited us at the Azores."

"They are ours finally?" His face lit briefly.

"The Irish swine will not return there any time soon," she answered, "and our Portuguese friends proved themselves unworthy. I'm sure Spain will prove a better owner than either."

"And yet, old friend, you will forgive me if I must be suspicious, for something is missing from this picture."

He turned, walking toward her rather diffidently. "Every appearance is right, but is the substance? You have not welcomed me as you ought."

Amy tensed as he neared, and saw Robbins' hand creep toward his sword. Something had made Aguero suspicious. Well, if they came under the fort's fire, he would die too. Then he suddenly bumped against her.

"What is the meaning of this you buffoon?" But she didn't get out all the words before, under the cover of his hat, Aguero's hand darted under her jacket, and she felt him cup her breast and squeeze. Now, it was a relatively new thing for there to be anything there to fondle but in the last year she had begun to take on the shape of a woman, though in a small way, and was no longer quite "flat as a board" as she had been. But the intrusion was a shocking personal violation.

Momentarily frozen, she struggled to remain in character, finally deciding to play it as Don Carlos would if someone knew "his" secret. She pulled away, quietly hissing, "You take liberties."

He merely grinned. "Do not be alarmed, Dona." He breathed the last syllable very low and continued in a whisper. "As always, your secret is safe with me, provided of course you drop by my home tomorrow evening." His face turned hard. "And this time, the price of your leaving before morning is fifteen hundred."

"Someday, Miguel, you will have my sword through your black heart."

"But not yet. There is of course the packet I left with a banker in Madrid in case anything untoward happens to me. Until tomorrow, then." He winked and turned to the obviously tense Robbins. "And, dear anxious captain, the day's code is four-three-one-one. You will berth with the fleet in the main harbour at the north side. My pilot will accompany you, and you will drop him at the usual place. I'm sure the port admiral will discuss matters further with your commodore in the morning." He turned around and shot her a mocking grin before leaving.

Several minutes after the gig had left, and they were underway again, code flags hoisted, Amy sagged against the railing, closed her eyes and prayed, "Lord I feel unclean at this evil man's touch." She forced herself to dismiss a mental picture of Thomas that suddenly sprung to mind. "Let me have a good man someday. But thank you for your deliverance. Had a man been tasked to this deception, all three crews would be dead by now."

 

 

Cadiz, July 19-21, 1435

Cadiz was built on a narrow spit of land with the open ocean on one side, the main harbour on the other, and more anchorages along the bay, though in preparation for sailing, the warships had all been gathered in the basin next to the town, between two rows of warehouses. A rise near the end of the spit provided command of the entrance, and that's where a fortification had been erected in 1428. Candelaria's enormous guns were surely sufficient to destroy even several first class warships, should they dare the entrance. Believing themselves safe on the landward side, however, the fort's wall was a mere crescent of protective stone, no more than a man's height, and open toward the town. Moreover, with the fiesta, most of the fort's soldiers were granted leave, and the coastal watch reduced to a handful of men, who satisfied their discontent at being left on duty with several bottles of rum and an early drunken sleep. Thus, the four boat crews from the stealthy sloops landed and bound the nearest without raising any alarm. One didn't even awaken.

Fifteen men headed for the east docks, away from the main ship anchorage, where the munitions were stored. Twenty others marched through the main part of town unchallenged, thence right into the fort, taking it completely by surprise and without a challenge, much less a shot.

The successful Irish sailors were spreading out, mallets and nails ready to spike the Spanish guns, when Lieutenant McMaster, their charge officer, commented, "Seems a shame not to exercise these eighty pounders at least once, don't it Burt?"

"Aye, Sir, that it do," his bosun replied. "Can't hardly miss from here, even with a Spannie gun."

"Things are still pretty quiet, and our prisoners safe enough. Why don't we load up, take aim at the far side of that pack of ships away from our lads, and keep the spikes to hand for a wee bit before we drive them in?"

"How many rounds should we lay by sir?"

"Half a dozen each should be enough. We don't have the light sights, so we'll need to range. Be sure to lay a slow fuse in the magazine to light when we do leave."

"Very well, Sir." He glanced around and grinned expansively. "Nice quiet night, Sir. Shame to disturb it."
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At 2300 hours, Amy, in her correct uniform as acting first officer, stood on delGrazia's quarterdeck, two cabin boys sitting nearby to take messages, the guns cleared and ready, targets acquired by means of the coherent light beams mounted on the barrels. All three frigates were anchored a short distance upwind of some thirty Spanish warships, between them and the north docks and warehouses. The light breeze blew over them and toward the massed fleet.

"Hardly a man aboard, I'd say." Captain Robbins' voice came out of the dark. Not fluent in Spanish, he'd acted a deck hand earlier in the day. Amy already knew him. Graham Robbins was a solid and fair officer, younger then Lewis, but an Academy man from Cork, so well-educated. He'd been a junior lieutenant aboard the Dublin back in '32, more recently First Officer of Sophie, and she was delighted to serve in his first command, even if it was temporary. As aboard Boudicca, she and her personal kit occupied the surgery. Second was Martin Donahough, a stolid and dependable Naval Corps careerist who'd worked his way up from deckhand to petty officer to sailing master, and had now been brevetted lieutenant. But as her scientific gear remained aboard Boudicca, she fully expected to return there as Burke's second under his new first John Demco.

At that moment a bright red dot of light washed their deck, once, twice, three times, then went on to target the other two frigates.

"Fort says 'secure', Sir." If I refined the signalling, say, used the dot-dash code from telegraphy, the lights could pass any message, as long as you didn't look at them too directly. Gotta try that.

"Gordon," Robbins said to a cabin boy, "tell Officer Donahough to signal the fireships."

Minutes later, Amy perceived a slight movement against the field of stars. Twenty minutes passed. In the distance she heard faint sounds of party music from the town. Closer, only a slight hiss of water along the side as the tide rushed by into the bay. Suddenly a flash of light, and in the glare from the two fireships, they saw four boats filled with men racing back to the frigates.

The quiet was surreal. No alarm was raised, no shouts heard as the hulks drifted in among the warships. One bumped against a ship of the line, and fire leaped to the Spaniard. Still nothing. Then the other ran into an anchor line and slowly swung into the side of a frigate. Soon it was also afire. Two more were alight before she heard the first sounds from the panicked skeleton crews.

Robbins closed his glass with a satisfied snick. "You may instruct the gun crews to run out, Rea."

All three frigates came alive at once, ports slammed aside, a hundred and sixty guns ran out, then fired in a roll of thunder lasting several minutes. Amy saw men running on some of the Spanish decks, attempting to weigh, but the three closest, already holed by numerous twenty-four pound and larger balls, their rigging a tangled mess, were in no condition to move. Two more ships were suddenly afire, one drifting into a mass of others that appeared lashed together for some unaccountable reason.

Then, in the lull between broadsides, a slightly louder volley. "Fort's heavy guns are firing this way, Sir."

The captain turned white in the red glare. "Weigh anchor, and let's move. Perhaps we can escape without being hit."

Amy put in, "The Spannies couldn't have loaded, trained on us, and fired this quickly, Sir. Must be our boys lobbing a few practice rounds."

She passed his orders to weigh, then watched what the fort was doing. "Heavy balls are hitting the ships on the far side of the bay where we can't reach, Sir."

Then almost simultaneously, a frigate not a hundred yards away and a second class near the far dock exploded, their magazines either hit, or reached by the now spreading fires. Before the debris even stopped falling, a flash of intense light filled the sky to the south. This was followed by the noise of an explosion that left her momentarily deaf. She could see crew members pumping fists in the air, and imagine them cheering, but her ears just rang. "Boys have fired a munitions dump," she commented, though no one heard the remark.

The hour that followed was shooting at barrels. In the calm harbour, with the laser sights and stationary targets, they could scarcely miss. Fires spread among the packed ships, several more magazines went up, punctuated by a series of further eruptions from the munitions warehouses. On their side of the bay, the starboard batteries quickly reduced the warehouses and docks to flaming rubble. Likewise the boats that had been tied up at the jetties, so there was no way for the crews to return to their ships. Some Spaniards had apparently retained a few men aboard, and six managed to get underway in a panic, but the hill battery sunk one, three ran aground, and the last two exited the harbour carnage relatively undamaged, only to run into the Pride of Shannon, just entering the fray with the rest of the squadron. Lacking men for gun crews, both struck, adding the second class Hortense and the frigate San Pedro to their fleet as intact prizes.
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Lewis kept Hunter Squadron in the smoking Cadiz harbour until noon three days later. Before departing, they looted the remaining ship and warehouse stores of useable powder and shot, destroyed what remained, along with every government building including the army barracks and armoury, then ensured none of the thirty-seven warships originally in the harbour, or the two that arrived the second day to what they thought was a friendly port, would ever fight again. Most of the remaining Spanish powder was expended in that project, and any remaining shot whose calibre was unsuitable for their own guns or was surplus to ballast went into the water. Some might be retrieved, but only with great effort. Blowing up the fort's magazine destroyed her walls and a goodly chunk of the hillside on which it was built.

With money looted from the ships and government offices, Lewis compensated the forty or so townspeople whose houses had been destroyed or damaged by stray shot, then purchased from the terrified shopkeepers and others sufficient food and water to re-provision their slightly depleted stores. The rest went into the prize treasury. A few men were put ashore temporarily as guards, but there was no looting.

When the captains and firsts were called aboard the Shannon just before the squadron sailed, Amy dawdled at the railing for Burke, whose cutter arrived right behind delGrazia's.

"We lose many?" she wanted to know. She's still my ship.

"O'Conner and Ratcliffe had their gun explode. Killed instantly. The big Dane, Stephan, was hit by debris and fell from the top. Drowned. Half a dozen minor injuries. Scuttlebutt says the whole fleet lost only six more men besides ours--all accidents."

"Was it one of the new guns?"

"No, they fire cooler. Dead reliable, too. Those sights you installed at Atlantica are quite the trick. We took out eight ships on ten broadsides. Only delGrazia had more kills. Fun was mostly over by the time the captain arrived with his heavy iron. You go ashore?" and when she nodded, "What was it like?"

"We think the Spanish death toll was about two thousand, nearly all soldiers and sailors in their ships or trying to reach them, or officials in the government buildings at the shoreline. Apparently this part of the fleet was short of men, which the ships from Cartagena were to make up, or it would have been even worse for them.

"Fewer than a hundred civilian casualties, most minor injuries, shot by their own soldiers in the confusion, or hit by debris. Apart from the garrison, their men ashore had no arms, so the resistance was minimal. We left supplies with their physicians." She refrained from mentioning the harbourmaster's house, through which an eighty pound ball had passed cleanly, taking with it the torso of one Don Miguel Aguero, leaving the head and legs behind. Just thinking about it made her ill.

"We singed the Spanish beard properly this time. And old Shannon gains more glory for Ireland when everyone thought her finished." His pride was evident.

"You must have served her."

"Aye. As a middie when I was twelve. My first ship." That's right. He is educated, but came up from the wardroom, and isn't an academy officer. You'd not know it.

Minutes later in Shannon's wardroom, Lewis surprised her.

"First, congratulations, gentlemen, on a job well done. It's not often a single squadron can destroy an entire fleet."

He reached for a summary sheet. "Two first classers, one second, and four thirds, twenty frigates, and twelve lesser sail plus enough powder, shot, and supplies to supply sixty ships for a year--all lost to Seville. I've loaded extra food and ammunition for our next engagement."

Discreet congratulations faded to silence at this, but contrary to Amy's expectation, Lewis changed the subject. "I'm provisioning and have prize crewed from supernumeraries the Spaniards' second class Hortense and frigate San Pedro that we captured undamaged, and therefore confirm the five appointments aboard Boudicca and delGrazia. Eventually we'll get around to renaming the three new ships, but for now they are to remain Spanish in both name and appearance. We've also appropriated the troopship Puerto Real and will take her down to the rock as well."

Amy blinked her surprise at the substantial and unexpected promotion, then thought to worry about her gear.

Lewis chuckled, and she flushed slightly as she realized he was watching her. He added, "By now, our squadron science officer's gear should already be aboard her new ship."

She blushed at the additional implicit promotion and he picked up another sheet. "Documents captured from Admiral Dey's flagship Cadiz indicate that Flores' Cartagena armada of some thirty-five ships was to confirm Hernandez' capture of Muscape or consider attempting it themselves before rendezvousing with Dey here, re-provisioning, and sailing for Brest to collect the remainder of the invasion fleet and the necessary soldiers."

"I need not remind you, gentlemen," put in Lieutenant McAuley, "what Flores could still do to our channel fleet if he were allowed to escape the Mediterranean, even without Cadiz to reinforce and supply him."

Burke then added, "And at least half of Red Fleet is at Malta or points between."

Lewis resumed. "We sent Celeste five days ago to locate our western squadrons and return any news of Flores, but in the meantime we are likely soon to be facing a seriously outnumbered battle for passage through the Straits."

"We have guns enough at the rock to destroy two Spanish fleets," noted Robbins.

"Quite," Lewis agreed. "And that is our goal. We have less than a week to ensure we put Flores under those guns and our own, provided the port admiral there agrees."

So a few hours later, they weighed, Pride of Shannon taking the van, followed by the four prizes, then delGrazia. To take her position in the squadron, delGrazia had to sail past the still-anchored Boudicca, and as they did so, her old ship set up a rousing cheer. Amy walked to port just as they were turning across Boudicca's bow.

"Faintly evocative figurehead, don't you think," Robbins commented from beside her.

She stared, astonished. The carving of Boudicca on the prow had been touched up and her features repainted per Burke's orders all right. The alterations were sufficient to leave no doubt the mischievous carpenter and his mates had used one Amy Rea as their model. She turned red with embarrassment, but nonetheless held a salute for her old ship and crew for the rest of the passage across her bow.

 

 


 

 

[image: 6sf-header]

 

 

Muscape is a contraction of Mons Calpe, the Greek name for the northernmost monolith of the rocks known in ancient times as the 'gates of Hercules' at either side of the straits by the same name that separate the Mediterranean from the Atlantic. The Tirdian name "Gibraltar" is after a man who never existed in our world. Of little strategic importance in ancient times, it became so as sea trade and commerce grew in the wake of Ireland's thirteenth-century Industrial Revolution, and its subsequent spread to northern Europe. As economies quickly enlarged, sea lanes suddenly increased in importance, smaller nations merged, and Europeans ranged farther afield, to the eastern Mediterranean, around Africa to the Indies, even exploring the Antipodes. 

Realizing the importance of controlling the seas, a succession of Irish Kings waged war to gain strategic footholds, reducing Portugal to impotence in 1407 when Hibernia seized the latter's Atlantic Islands, then provoking the Spain that emerged from multiple warring nations in 1414 under Seville to ongoing conflict by seizing "The Rock" in that same year, finally going on to control the Mediterranean by taking Malta and establishing enclaves in Greece, Lebanon, Egypt, and Algeria. By 1434 the war with Spain had become perfunctory on both land and sea, and most Irish thought Spain impotent with respect to Ireland. Despite her land conquests. So, apparently did her monarchs, for they ignored intelligence of large fleets on the build in both Cartagena and Cadiz.

 

Muscape, July 30, 1435

"What do you make of the situation, Excellency?"

Admiral the Viscount Juan Pedro Flores lowered his glass and scowled. "I wouldn't have given two coppers for that worthless sycophant Hernandez' plan to take Muscape, but he appears to have succeeded, with a little help from Dey. Two hulks aground south of the harbour, two frigates captured and flying our flag by the north point, Hortense, Henri, San Pedro at anchor, and Hernandez himself coming out to meet us bold as brass aboard delGrazia. No sign of Belladonna, but that isn't too surprising. No other Irish ships, and the smoke from burned buildings still rises, so our arrival appears timely. Perhaps we can deploy another ruse to capture more."

"So, what troubles you, Excellency?"

He snapped his glass shut. "Much as I rejoice that our flag finally flies over Muscape, I could almost wish that annoying little fop had failed." He turned to Madrid's captain. "But he need not get the credit, eh, Navarro?"

"Your excellency?"

"Signal Commodore Hernandez aboard, then dismiss his gig, and order delGrazia to flank us to starboard."

"Very well, Excellency."
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Impersonating Hernandez once had proven a high risk venture, one that could easily have blown up in their faces. Amy was too aware that doing it a second time was pushing her luck. But she had successfully argued that if Hernandez didn't meet the Cartagena flagship to boast over his accomplishments, it would seem so out of character that Flores could well sail right on by Muscape, leaving the just-out-of-sight combined Hunter, Algeria, and Muscape Squadrons to face a force twice their size in ships and guns, and worse than that in men. They needed to lure him under Muscape's guns, not theirs alone.

Five ships had been in the harbour when they arrived, and Celeste reported in the next day with news the southern group of four more was on its way, with the Spanish Cartagena armada still lumbering along the coast and several days off by the look of her. So, there had been plenty of time to bait the trap with apparent ship and shore damage. All Amy had to do now was seize the lion's nose and guide it to said bait. On the minus side, Red Fleet Admiral McTavish had recently been recalled and not yet replaced, so Lewis and the other squadron commanders were making up the battle plans as they went along, and only nominally reporting to elderly Port Admiral Musgrave, who hadn't commanded anything that moved in nearly two decades.

Once everyone was in the harbour, it would be thirty-five Spanish ships to twenty-two Irish, plus the big harbour guns, a fair enough fight, especially among the frigates, where the Spanish outnumbered the Irish only seventeen to twelve. The big discrepancy would be among the battleships, where Lewis had just elderly Shannon and slightly newer Algericas as first classers against seven Spaniard firsts, and merely Maltese Falcon and the captured Hortense as second classers against six Spanish. Third classer Boyne and even the fourth delGrazia would have to take on larger ships, leaving the smaller Irish frigates to battle four third class Spanish ships as well as the enemy frigates. The four Irish sloops were to be positioned near the cape to intercept any of the five smaller Spanish ones that might try to escape with news, but might not see action. That they might instead end up carrying news of a defeat back to Ireland was not thought worthy of mention.

The big plus of coming to Muscape was the four hundred sailors and almost a thousand infantry they found there, nearly all of whom had been taken aboard the prizes to bring them up to full complement. delGrazia now had nearly six hundred men aboard, more even than the Spanish would assign.
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Amy scrambled up the rat lines, making sure she misplaced a foot near the top, ended up hanging by the hands, sword tangled in the lines, and so needing help over the rail. "Confounded shoes", she mumbled under Hernandez' breath, taking note of surreptitious grins from several sailors over her clumsiness. She brushed his silk vest where she'd gotten tar on it and evidenced a look of disgust before glaring at the man who was now greeting her.

"Commodore Hernandez." He clicked his heels and bowed appropriately to a man of power.

"Captain Navarro," she squeaked back, bowing only slightly, and catching her voice in the upper register as Don Carlos did. She kept the greeting to a minimum, not sure if she was supposed to know the man or not. "You may escort me to his excellency."

Moments later, she was in Admiral Flores' cabin. It was ill-lit by slowly swaying coal gas lanterns, the corners almost in darkness. No luxury of electricity aboard even a first class ship of the line in the armada. She looked around in the shifting shadows, keeping an ear cocked for events above. Lewis' first squadron would not round the other side of the bay until after getting a coherent light signal that Flores was in the trap, so she had plenty of time to lure him into entering Muscape Bay.
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