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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). Short stories set a century or so apart were to accomplish this latter.

Little did Rhiannon and Lady Mara guess when they put to Lucas, Lord Caine, the 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 over forty thousand pages of never-before-read primary sources penned by the participants. Moreover, the fifteenth century collection included copies of two additional MSS 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 since about 1440. In all, these materials turn much of the previously accepted history of the fifteenth century inside out.

Collectively, they provide invaluable new insights into three early defining periods of the nation--the founding of the Irish throne under Brian Boru in 1014 following Clontarf, the 1336 reunification of Ireland and coincident start of the scientific and industrial revolution, and the tall ship era with its history-changing battles for European supremacy at Trafalgar in 1439 and Mt. St. Jean in 1441. In the latter two cases, many previously unanswered questions about the participants have been put to rest by documents that go far beyond the Royal Army dispatches.

Thus we can present the story behind the history of the eleventh, fourteenth, and fifteenth centuries from the perspective of the three principal participants, each of whom loomed larger than life over their contemporaries. Amy Rea's reputation in both fact and myth was secure and remains so. Already by the age of nineteen one of the most prolific scholars of her time, she went on to become also the nation's greatest military heroine. But in person, Amy Rea reveals herself to be far more than the practical culmanic and RA officer who saved her country, and in that "far more" lies also the secret of the ages, "the great secret" to which several of her contemporaries tantalizingly refer, while revealing nothing of its substance.

They also overthrow several misconceptions. For instance, we previously believed occasional fifteenth century references to the Antipodes (Americas) were mythological, and never guessed the "western fishing grounds" that Ireland's navy patrolled were on the opposite side of the Atlantic, as records of routine patrols run out of Dublin were never copied to Tara, and so perished with the original city in 1749.

These new documents make it plain that both the central islands and southern mainland of the "new world" were exploited by the Spanish before 1430, abandoned after 1439 for lack of ships, and finally colonized by them in the sixteenth century. We previously knew only of the latter. The Irish, preoccupied with fighting European wars, otherwise ignored the continent until the northern mainland shore was mapped in 1487 by privateer Amerigo Vespucci, who then popularized "his new world" in a famous series of lectures, causing the European rivalries to become transplanted there. 

All this means that our history of the Irish Throne has perforce grown to a series of its own, including three books merely to re-tell events to 1441, followed by the concluding volume(s), which will also finish the story of the modern restoration after the second battle of Glenmorgan in 2001. As in our other histories, we offer these 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 documents.

Weights and measures have been rendered without conversion. As this is not a scientific treatise, it should suffice to keep in mind that 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. Also, before 1400 a stone-weight was twenty pounds, after that, fourteen.

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 Gaelic dialects 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 employ words for which there is no match in the published papers or dictionaries of the day. We have rendered Christian, family, place, and ship names for the most part in modern Hibernian Gaelic translation or transliteration, which is in many cases close to some Tirdian English equivalent, but this is a challenge, in view of there being little consistency in the original spellings. For instance, the Dutch name "Beatrijs" is rendered as "Beatrix" for both Gaelic and English, and a modest attempt has been made to indicate 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 was literate and well-read in Latin, Greek, Hebrew, and the major European languages.

NOTE: Although The Throne in its entirety can be thought of in a sense as Volume 7 of The Interregnum, the first three books of The Throne can be read without first perusing The Interregnum.
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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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I, Catherine Ui Niall Meathe writing in this year Christians number 1067, hereby bequeath this diary and accompanying papers to a female descendent whom their guardians shall deem worthy.

Why place it in the hands of monks whose religion I disdain for the old Druidic ways? Because they alone have a sense of written history's value; they alone can fulfill my terms by delivering this to you. My fellow Druids rely on oral history, recording little in writing, and one day that will prove fatal to our continuity. I cannot stop the avalanche of affection to the Christian god, but I have no compunctions about employing its most ardent adherents and their script for my own purposes.

That you are reading this means that unlike my granddaughters, the children of two daughters by my previous husband, who care for little but the wealth and prestige of a court they came by undeservedly, and have taught their children likewise, you are deemed by the monks who safeguard this document to be a woman willing to sacrifice personal interest and even her own life for the sake of Ireland. You must also be a proven warrior--Boudicca returned in spirit, not just the political show I've made of the legend that gained me a share of deathless Cormac's throne. Surely my bloodline will produce someone worthwhile eventually, even if I was too old to have children when I married said Cormac. What a line I could have mothered by him had it not been too late.

Aye, and does Ardrigh Cormac think he can fool me? Catherine of the Ulaid and northern Ui Neil may be losing her grip on this mortal coil, but she knows a fellow duplicitous trickster when she sees one, much less has been married to these many decades. "Well preserved." "Ages slowly." Does he think me a simpleton? His grey hair and wrinkles are poured from bottles. Mine are from the ravages of more than nine decades of time's arrow that passes him by. And, that blacksmith's hand of his that Brian Boru fasted me after Clontarf as the guarantee of the Ulaid's cooperation under the new crown, is as iron-like as ever fifty-three years later, while mine is the remnant wrinkled claw of Ireland's oldest known woman. Indeed, my hand now has the shakes in the early morning, so it is time to pen this memoir while I am still able.

Differences aside, we worked together all this time on the important things--keeping Ireland unified, England divided, and the Normans safely bottled up on the European mainland. Had we failed, a united Norman-dominated England would surely have become our master.

It's ironic that his daughter Myst, once a hostage to our deal at my home in the north, will determine the royal succession. I know nothing of Myst's and Cormac's real origin, certainly not of her mother, Cormac's deceased previous wife of some far off land. Yet I have come to appreciate Myst as the best of women, simple, honest, sharp as my sword, the finest of the next generation. She married an outstanding Neal cousin of mine, the best of the Ulaid on the farm or in the army. I wept when he died of old age. Their son Cormac is an Irishman worthy of the name and will be an excellent king one day when my Cormac, if I may term him so, passes the sceptre. Christians the lot, but you can't have everything. Besides this document, it is all I leave for posterity, so I must be content. Given the trends of belief it is too much to hope you are a spiritual descendent.

Don't get me wrong about Cormac. He loves me after a fashion and I will never complain of how he treats me, but...

Ah, be done with maudlin sentiment, and on to the heart of the matter, Oh descendent of mine. I'm sure there will be no shortage of history volumes in the good monks' hands to tell you the gist of things, so some of what I record here will surely be redundant. But historians never get things quite right, and they certainly won't tell my story true. They'll leave out the important, poetically embellish the trivial, and fabricate involvement of those who weren't even present, depending on their paymasters and hearers, and I suspect said audiences will be heartily unfavourable to the memory of Catherine the Druidess a generation from now.

To the quick. I was born in the year of their lord 974. My father Eoghan MacNeill was a typical minor king of the Tir Eogain, ruling only our small tuath, comprising, when I was a child, scarcely a hundred spirits. My mother was a bought slave whom he freed and married as another man might a great lady, but she was a slight woman who failed to survive a bout of the coughing sickness after a particularly harsh winter when I had but four years. He never recovered from his love for her, never married again. Indeed, so far as I know, he never had another woman before or after, which alone set him apart as a minority of one man. Oh, yon followers of the Christ might preach such, but they rarely follow their own words, and among us Druidic-leaning pagans, such fidelity is unheard of.

While technically of the Ulaid, our tuath was situated in the uncertain borderlands with the Ui Neil, so like us, could be considered part of either, depending on the shifting winds of political allegiances. I dreamt Eoghan a man worthy of being lord of both, and who knew, when next it came the turn of a northern Ui Niall, perhaps as Ardrigh over all-Ireland. I knew not in my childhood fantasies how empty the latter title could be if local kings declined to send tribute, as they often did, how little the Ardrigh really mattered in those days, or how complex were the larger machinations of Irish politics. I also would only later learn how out of favour the Ardrigh was in the north country.

 Like Eoghan's peers, he and Riley, the kin-husband Father brought home for his only child, together led the troops of our Tuath into battle each spring, sometimes to defend our lands against neighbours, other times seeking to add territory and cattle to the family holdings. Every resource was bent to such wealth-extending ends, including my own person. I had no say in my marriage at age fifteen to a nearby king's son, but when Riley's father died but three years later, our two domains became one, together soon subjugating also the three between, making father and him the effective masters of more than a thousand persons, and I their de facto co-ruler as day-to-day manager of our kingdom's resources. They schemed and fought, but I raised and fed their armies, then paid the tradesmen's reckonings.

Very unlike his northern peers in so many ways, Eoghan was from earliest times an admirer of the Delcassian, Brian Bóroimhe mac Cennétig, later known as Brian Boru, and studied his exploits and battles assiduously. In their handful of personal encounters, the two got on famously, being both scholars of the ancient ways, especially of military history, a passion I also came to share with them, though I usually couldn't out-drink either while we discussed such.

I also shared the sword. Understand that only a few women of my day trained at arms, but I made sure to be his and my husband's equal in everything military, as I was their better in management. Were it not for the legends of women warriors, the sword too would have been denied me. So, though I was required to fulfill my natural role of producing children, I would stand second to them in no skill. We downplayed this to outsiders, so few outside our little kingdom knew excepting Brian, who seemed to espy everything before being told. Once when we visited Kincora, he insisted on a practice bout to try me. I had little chance of winning at arms with that giant of a man, but held my own in the fight several minutes--longer than many men could, and the feat earned me his grudging respect. That he would afford the same earned him more than my respect. I became a fervent promoter of the Delcassian and his designs for Ireland, more so even than Eoghan.

While I spent some of my best years attempting to produce heirs to father and Riley, then raising two girls, Brian was busy expanding his influence from Kincora throughout the south in the years before 1000, eventually forcing all-Ireland to bow to him when he essentially deposed Malachy the Meatheman, all much to Father's delight. "A man among men," he would repeat, "more worthy of being Ardrigh than any other." He was ever contemptuous of distant kinsman Malachy, glad to see him humbled.

When Riley died in a petty cattle raid in April of 1008, I took his position with the troops, for our two daughters were now eighteen and sixteen, well grown by then, both married of course with two children apiece born or on the way, and I at loose ends and the possessor of little beyond overweening ambition. Dierdrie, my eldest, was by then as competent a bookkeeper and manager as I, perhaps better, and her husband a skilled cattleman and highly regarded lieutenant in our forces, a prince of men, as I said.

Does my casual dismissal of a husband of near two decades sound shallow, callous? Well, Riley was better than average as men go, but I won't pretend I was happy being married--his chattel and plaything--especially because he upbraided me regularly for failing to produce a son--his defect, as his like failures with some seven or eight concubines abundantly proved.

Father had but perfunctory objections to the new arrangements. He knew I had as good an arm as any of his captains and better than all his lieutenants, and I was now all he had left in his advancing years. Like it or no, I was his sole immediate descendant, and was determined to inherit over any male cousin or nephew. If so, I had better be able to lead the defence of our kingdom, though I was fully aware all odds were against a woman in such an endeavour, despite any skills at arms. Realistically, had things gone differently at Clontarf, our branch of the Ui Niall would surely have passed into oblivion, my efforts to the contrary brushed aside by some slightly related Niall of equal ambition, and no talents to recommend him but an arm strong enough to wield a sword and lift a flagon. Father was sceptical of my dreams, but I neither told him of their extent nor paid his concerns about me much note, for he doubted many things. I could fight, and he always needed another sword. Doubtless, in his reasoning, if I was of no further use in my born purpose, why not let me act as a soldier? I was expendable.

I put one of my interests to immediate use, for I had spent much time with horses, and soon had organized and was leading a small cavalry unit. Again, he approved, for had not the Brian done this also? I also studied what the Delcassian was doing with ships, and was fully in agreement that we Irish must have our own fleets to meet and defeat the Northmen in their own element. I could do little but study the theory of ship building and fighting, of course, for our kingdom was landlocked. I did make several visits to the south however, and scrutinized every detail of the vessels Brian captured from the Northmen or built himself, becoming intimately involved in the design of the latter, both on the spot and through extensive subsequent correspondence. 

Eoghan's scepticism of his better known and more powerful relatives got him into much trouble, especially when he broke ranks early to become the only northern Ui Niall or Ulaid chief to support Brian Boru when he made himself joint Ardrigh with the Meatheman. We were strong enough so no one or two of our neighbours dared attempt to enforce their politics on us by arms, and the three it would have taken couldn't set aside their mutual enmities long enough to craft a sufficient army to best us. Eoghan and I became rather adept at fostering the continuance of those divisions. Living along a border it was easy. You scoff? Remember, we are Irish. We live the bloody politic. Other peoples merely play at it.

Meanwhile, even while perforce being a mother, I had cultivated the image and spirit of Boudicca about myself, though I shall admit that without my bodyguard, I was at best a very good journeyman soldier and captain, not a great proficient like the Delcassian--well enough at the strategy table, strong enough to lead without too much protection, skilled in finesse fighting, but lacking the truly powerful arm and skill of a mighty warrior such as my father had been in his youth, and Brian still was. Indeed, though the men at first humoured me in my fanciful role as the great Celtic warrior woman, once I had bested some of the less skilled and carefully chosen braggarts in personal combat, then successfully led a hand of expeditions, they took me seriously enough for my purposes, even promoted the Boudicca aura on my behalf.

And yet, I should rather have been a Druidess full time or become a bard or historian if the truth be known, and in a world where things had gone differently in 1014, I would beyond a doubt have died in obscurity, unknown even to my own, let alone to the next generation. It gives you pause.
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The meat of my story lurches to a start in the latter part of 1012, when father Eoghan's spies brought him a report of a mysterious foreigner named Cormac O'Malachy of Laigin, which province the Danes, when they ruled Dubhlinn, termed Leinster, a name that appears to have stuck. Like any king of more than a few hundred subjects, Eoghan spied on all the Norse towns, and particularly watched Sitrygg Silkbeard, also termed "the craven". It was thus he heard tale of this Cormac who had apparently first arrived in Cork from ports unknown, quickly become a trusted arms supplier and trainer to the Delcassian, but then broke with Brian to set up shop in Viking town. 

It seems the residents of that benighted place were agog over this man and his daughter, who'd set up business as a blacksmith and wholesaler of fine arms, the man wielding the hammer, the daughter running the business and keeping his books. Cormac the smith, it was said, was a fine handsome specimen of a fellow, possessed of phenomenal size, strength, and endurance, and as skilled in the use of the weapons he sold as he was in their manufacture. He was said to have bent two iron bars together that none other could even one at a time. The daughter Myst, though a mere snip, and no warrior, was reputed a prodigious scholar, and fully his partner.

Stories came via my own spies of a blade Cormac forged for himself--one that had no equal for the strength of its steel, resistance to nicks, and rich decoration on the hilt. In these later years one hears yarns about the blade being imbued with magic, but that's humbug. Everyone knows that only the earth herself, and by extension living things in contact with it, or ones at least recently alive, can have resident magic, for magic comes from and affects life, and is unconnected with dead things. We Druids do not so much command magic as sense it in nature and ever-so-politely request it to redirect its flow. A magic sword? One might as well say a Druid bishop or a Christian witch. What thing made of iron could abide magic? It's an oxymoron, all nonsense, a silly superstition.

Father of course must have one of the man's blades, cost what it may, and parted with a bag of gold in return for what he declared was the finest sword ever forged, and worth every coin he paid. Apart from my own sword and knife, I gave little attention to his precious war toys, rather preferring to see them and the men who wielded them as tools to my personal political ends--removing the High Kingship from Brian's and Malachy's descendants both, then bestowing it on my branch of clan Ui Niall. I would never have rebelled against Brian himself, but saw no reason one of his sons or grandsons should succeed him. Mind, I did know how to use the other weapons, except for the heavy Norse axe, which Eoghan had taken up when he heard Brian had adopted it and taught its use to his men. Remember that I was married to weapons long before being joined to Riley. The Boudicca image, right? Many was the time though, that I repaired to my tent after a strenuous workout or battle, and picked up a precious book.
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If I may go back a few years, how typically Irish were the machinations that led to the bloodbath of 1014. Maelmordha King of Leinster, and joint villain of the piece, cemented his previous alliance with Olaf, the Norse King of Dubhlinn, by giving the latter his scheming sister Ghormlaith as wife. Understand that this wretched excuse for our sex cultivated a reputation as the most beautiful and talented woman in the land, though I confess to thinking sharply otherwise on the three occasions I met her, which were far too many to suit either of us. That she hated me with handsome fulsomeness was manifest. Though utterly incompetent with the sword, she coveted both the image of Boudicca most people attached to me, and thence the high throne, but in her own name. Ghormlaith was a tall woman, and attracted men like bad meat does maggots, but her ambition was too naked and her temper too foul to keep them for long, so she eventually rotted all her husbands' lust into hatred.

In 980, Malachy, the Meatheman and southern Ui Niall then styled High King, warred with Olaf, defeated him, and took both Dubhlinn and Ghormlaith. Her charms were sufficient to persuade Malachy to place her son Sitrygg by Olaf on the city's throne, subject to Malachy. Then, as the subsequent years rolled by, the previously obscure Brian Boru gradually rose to power in the south, becoming first the King of Munster, and then greatly expanding the borders of that province. Ultimately, he was able to force Malachy to acknowledge him as equal and divide Ireland's rule between them. Later still though, Maelmordha rebelled, and the two allied in 999 to defeat Leinster and their Viking allies, including the treacherous Sitrygg, who by this time scarcely acknowledged the man who'd given him his pathetic throne. We heard that Cormac and his daughter went back to Brian, and just as well, for the Delcassian left Dubhlinn a smoking ruin, and Sitrygg few resources with which to rebuild. But in fact, as Cormac eventually admitted to me, he had lived in Dubhlinn for the express purpose of passing military information to Munster, and his reputed break with Brian had been a sham.

Astonishingly, Brian also took the aforementioned Ghormlaith, replacing his long dead first wife, though the two were neither very young by this time. Then, three years later, Boru essentially deposed Malachy, taking the entire High Kingship for himself. In this he met with general approval, excepting most of my northern kin, who bowed in public and schemed in private. There followed more than a decade of peace and prosperity under the unified rule, with great public works erected, churches built and repaired, some treasured old Irish documents recovered from the continent, and the ravages of the Vikings gradually erased from a land that had suffered for centuries. This was a situation so unusual for Ireland that I knew it couldn't last, and would likely end in cataclysm. I was not far wrong. Suffice it to say that our clan prospered due to our early alliance with Brian, but I had to maintain and train an ever growing army to thwart the schemes of our own kin, and prepare for the coming bloodbath to come.

Sure enough, the combination of Brian's eldest son Murrogh insulting Maelmordha, and Brian himself setting aside Ghormlaith, who then goaded her brother to take revenge on both counts, provided the ostensible excuse for Leinster and ally Dubhlinn rebelling again in 1012. Sitrygg recruited all over northern Europe to augment his rebel army, setting the stage for the cataclysmic confrontation at Clontarf on Good Friday, April 23 of 1014. It's said he promised both the High Kingship and his thrice rejected mother to more than one foreign adventurer in return for ships and troops to aid the rebel cause.

On the eve of battle, Brian and Malachy met in the former's tent for a council of war. Eoghan, as Brian's only Northern ally to bring troops, was accounted a captain, and the two of us were present at the debacle that followed. Murrogh came late to the council, Malachy snidely derided him for his tardiness, and Murrogh snapped back that he'd at least brought his manly courage, and not left it at home as Malachy was wont. There was truth to the insult, and all knew it, but Malachy was looking for a way to excuse further cowardice. He demanded an apology and got a sneer. When he applied to Brian for a forced contrition, the latter refused, saying it wasn't up to him, and implicitly supporting his son. So, Malachy told him to fight the battle by himself, and withdrew to watch. I suspected then, and still do, that he engineered the whole affair, hoping Brian would not survive the morrow and he could reclaim the title Ardrigh, though his had been an empty one before Brian.

So that was that. The Meathemen would sit in their tents. Brian Boru had Munster and Connacht, some rebel Danes, and our clan alone of the north. Sitrygg had Leinster, Dubhlinn, all the other northern Ui Neil and Ulaid, plus a host of Northmen and other foreigners. Our side had perhaps the slightly larger force, but all knew it could go either way, though Brian surely had more priests and monks imploring their god on his behalf. I doubt my fellow Druids had any special preference, except for peace. So why was I a fighter? Bag of contradictions, I.

The black thing of the affair was the Irish kings and their sons (with a very few daughters who slipped in--none but me in the histories, though) who fought and killed each other wholesale, winnowing both sides. The histories contain detailed accounts of the back and forth struggle that ensued that fateful day, the many individual combats fought, the heroism of exhausted men, the valour of the Delcassians and my Ulaid, and the treachery of Malachy, who withheld his men until finally certain Brian's forces would prevail, and only then recovered his malleable conscience concerning his sworn alliance sufficiently to enter the fray with his still fresh troops, who would be sure to survive the fray in large part. With so much information available from other accounts, I need only elaborate my own role, which is, depending on the historian and audience, either grossly exaggerated or deleted altogether.

In what was fast becoming a common employment in Irish war, Eoghan led a mixed troop of infantry and cavalry, perhaps two hundred in all. Ours was the only northern band so employed on the side of the Delcassian. Out of a jealousy over the high kingship that I've already admitted I shared, our relatives all supported the rebels, and were present in considerable numbers on the other side of the field. I was supposed to stay in our headquarters tent to coordinate communication among our units, but when a messenger brought me news of Eoghan's fall, I wasted no time donning his spare armour and assuming his place. Since I had assembled, trained, and paid the men, who would gainsay me? Our men and horse distinguished themselves, leading charge after charge to avenge their lord, until the Leinster-allied Norse, Northern Ui Neil, and Ulaid we faced finally broke and fled the field at the end of an epic struggle, one of the great battles of the modern age.

What I didn't do, and I subsequently discovered most of the other nobles did, was get involved in individual combats by calling out rivals from the other side. I'd laboured in my father's shadow and was largely unknown even in the north, so none called me out either. But by that means did most of the valiant perish, generally piercing each others' hearts with daggers or short swords while holding a foe's beard or hair. I can scarce count how many self-styled kings Ireland lost on both sides that day, perhaps hundreds, though many of that title ruled little more than their own house and stables, and were accompanied by a bare squad.

Stories circulated afterward had the pious Boru unwilling to fight on Good Friday, and sequestered in his tent praying before the very crucifix he had waved before the men when rallying the troops. Against that fantasy, the truth is that he was over seventy, too old to go into battle, too valuable to lose, and his commanders would not permit it. Besides, his son Murrogh was a more than competent field warrior. Murrogh was a handsome man too, and I had considered resolving my designs on real power in the land through a partnership. I was too old to have more children by then (though Ghormlaith had somehow managed the astounding trick with Brian long after she shouldn't have been able) but I reasoned I might be able pass the high Kingship from Murrogh as Brian's obvious successor, to a compliant Ui Niall. And Murrogh seemed not unwilling when we delicately discussed the possibilities for a marriage realignment the night before the battle. That's another malleable--the Irish are prepared to terminate one marriage to make another that presents as more convenient, or politically expedient.

In one critical encounter, my horse routed the forces of Bothair the Dane, later termed Brodar, one of the adventurers Sitrygg imported. We forced them and others into retreat in the direction of Clontarf, where it developed they were caught between surf and shore vainly attempting to return to their boats, and were slaughtered--all but Bothair himself, who escaped the melee on foot in the opposite direction. Indeed, though the bulk of the battle was fought closer to Dubhlinn, it ended up being named after that engagement, and the ensuing massacre.

My memory of what followed is obscure, for it has two forms, one apparently a phantasm.

In one recollection, I peremptorily signalled a nearby lone and bloodied infantryman wearing Delcassian colours to follow Bothair, and he obediently took off in hot pursuit, while I continued to dispatch the remnants of the force we'd defeated. In another, I turned from the scene and experienced none of this. In both I fought the clean-up engagement for some time thereafter and thought little of the bifurcated memory until later. In any event, the battlefield shortly resolved itself into numerous desperate skirmishes, then the looting of the dead. It wasn't until I saw some of Brian Boru's personal guards participating in the latter that I took to concerned investigation, riding over to his tent with a couple of my captains and a half dozen men.

What exactly did happen in those last minutes of the battle lacked witnesses excepting two, and they both wily liars to the core, so is somewhat obscure, but the gist appears to be that Bothair, in fleeing from my cavalry after we broke their lines and effectively won the battle, came across the very tent where Brian awaited news of the outcome, rent the side open, fought the elderly Ardrigh and was in the process of raising his battle axe to his head when the man that half my memories say I sent in pursuit of Bothair, burst in behind and separated the Dane from his own treacherous head with a single stroke of his blade, so saving Brian's life. By the time I arrived, the deed was done, and Brian's rescuer sent off to gather news of the battle. I ordered Bothair's body parts removed from the tent, replaced the guard Boru had so carelessly dismissed to looting by my own men, scolded the king for his recklessness, and went in search of my father's own body, barely noting that the Delcassian's rescuer had been the aforementioned Cormac. By this time, the Boru was as calm as if we had been to Good Friday Mass instead of in a fight for his own life and that of the nation.

Do you require further obscurity in this narrative? In the aftermath, some witnesses swore Cormac had never been near the tent, Bothair had indeed killed Boru, they had seen his severed head, and Bothair had then variously died of wounds inflicted by Brian or been hung by enraged Delcassians who came on the scene. Others gave the version I have provided above, which must be correct in essentials, as Cormac and Brian survived, but Bothair manifestly did not, nor could any trace of evidence for the alternate account be found, despite a dozen or more sworn statements to its authenticity. The Ardrigh had some fun with it afterwards, assuring sceptics that reports of his death were slightly premature, thus dashing the hopes of the ambitious.

Withal, I was put in mind of sometimes contradictory tales of European history that have been floated from time to time, and confess I have often wondered if there could be another Ireland somewhere, where matters did indeed go the other way, an Ireland of which some caught a glimpse before it separated from ours. Yet it would be a pale shadow of ours, for such an Ireland, though likewise triumphant in this battle, would surely be too weak without its head to stand long against the Normans, especially if they took and consolidated England first. You see, without Brian, that dog Malachy would have recovered his precious undivided high kingship, but over a once again fragmented and, on the local level, all but leaderless Ireland. We could never have survived the loss of the real High King at that moment and remained a nation in anything but one's fantasies. Malachy as a high king who could defeat the next wave of Northmen? Don't make bad jokes.

Of course, I say nothing of such speculations to the good Christian priests and monks, for they are suspicious enough of me as things are. They are convinced the world they perceive is immutable, and the only possible reality, though I do not see their Holy Books specifically supporting such a doctrine, and indeed somewhat the contrary. I am inclined to see ours as one of many possible realities, a shadow among many, and to suppose those inhabiting other shadows may from time to time get glimpses of ours, as we do of theirs. After all, do not their own Holy Books record such a shadow world in which their Christ was executed, where he simply vanished in ours? Do they not trust in that shadow Christ for their salvation, citing his death on a Roman cross in just such an alternate universe as the punishment for their sin? I have no problem believing that those events all happened in the parallel world recorded in their Holy Books, and not in ours. Of course, I don't put the same interpretation on their personal significance. What if they did indeed take place in some reality, even if not ours? It is nothing to me, for I live in the now, not in some heaven that might be. Perhaps this is a jaded view of what the priests call my "immortal soul", but if I have one, I'd rather go into eternity dwelling with the Tuatha de Dannan as the under-ruler beneath some fine Irish hill.

But I digress. When it developed that Brian's son Murrogh, grandson Turlough, brother Cuduiligh, and nephew Coniang, along with just about every noble and senior commander on both sides excepting yours truly and the vacillating Malachy had perished or been incapacitated in the fighting, Brian was faced with a dilemma. Everyone now knew he was too old to fight, but he had no successor of his own blood old enough to take over as warlord of Ireland, consolidate the kingdom, continue his rebuilding program, purge the rebels once and for all, and keep the Danes at bay when they returned for more. (No one imagined, much less said "if".)

Moreover, his army of some 7500 was down to under 3000, many wounded and dispirited despite the victory, and none too united. Understand that although the enemy had lost six of their seven thousand, including all their leaders but the craven Sitrygg, who had watched the battle in safety from the walls of Dubhlinn, the majority of them were Irish too. As I saw it, the most likely outcome was that the remaining commanders, most newly promoted, would go home, declare themselves king over their father's small patch of the green island, and the nation Boru had forged in blood would drown in that same blood as they all fought for advantage among each other. We'd suffer the same fate as my other imagined Ireland. That would not suit him; I did not realize he knew it would not suit me either.

Anyway, you understand that when I was called to a conference of the remaining nobles and petty under-kings a week after burying Father, I was already scheming to wait no longer than when Brian expired to declare myself High Queen, dispatch Malachy, and re-establish my sept of the Ui Neil as supreme in the temporarily united land. No one in the north had the strength to stop me. Who else could? I wasn't lacking in ambition, just sense. I also failed to reckon with the wiliest politician who ever lived.

When I arrived at the door of the grand pavilion, a man I initially thought I'd never met, but who looked vaguely familiar, was waiting to be called. He was a tall fellow, muscles like rocks, seemed like me in his early forties, blood-red headed like the departed Murrogh and me, easy in his arms, seemed a brawny warrior, and friendly enough, so I brashly asked, "Any idea what our lord and master has in mind?" Respectful, but not overly, if you understand.

He spread his hands and shrugged. "No, I was hoping you did, Lady Catherine."

My eyebrows shot up at this. "You have the advantage of me," I temporized. "I do not recall being introduced."

"Cormac Malachy, currently a resident of Clontarf, or what may be left of the town," he replied, offering his hand. "I once did business with your father, and he showed me a painting of you. You were also wise enough to dispatch me to attend Bothair and the High King while you ensured the battle's outcome. I could scarce forget so lovely and talented a woman."

I grimaced at his flattery, despite it feeling good, extended my own hand, and he raised it to his lips--a gallant then, even if perhaps a commoner. I then stared a moment, for I'd heard the King's rescuer had been injured before killing Bothair, yet this man hadn't a mark on him. That should have been a clue.

I tried to recall what I'd heard of the fellow, but just then a steward called us in. We entered together, and I suppose that coincidence either ignited or cemented the idea in Brian's mind.

We walked side by side between the rows of chieftains, most suddenly elevated by deaths, then hastily assembled here to pay feigned obeisance to their Ardrigh, but nearly a third too young to have beards. Cataloguing them one by one, I estimated I could take roughly three quarters in single combat, and guessed Cormac man enough to put them all down, even two or three at a time. Between us... At the front of the assembly stood the few warlords who'd survived the battle, all relatively junior in the ranks of officers, most injured sufficiently to terminate their days of soldiering or kingship.

The steward bowed to Brian, who sprawled casually on a wide chair, more of a bench, that was raised slightly above the dirt upon a rude platform. Unlike other monarchs, and despite later fanciful depictions, Brian eschewed pretensions such as crown, regalia, or other signs of office, and could have been any aged but grand old man in his casual element. We Irish like to think of our Kings as one of us, and the office of High King as one to which any man could aspire, were he only sufficiently strong, clever, and treacherous. "Ardrigh" is a casual, almost familial term, and "High King" does it inexact justice. Brian was different from them all--not in kind, but degree. Bard, scholar, warrior, judge of character, overlord, visionary of a united nation, king of the Irish--there was simply more of him, no matter how you thought upon the matter. He was even noble.

The rough dais where he lounged was covered by furs, as was his chair, and the king's clothing had more than a hint of silk. And, yes, though he may have eschewed regalia, Brian did fancy his gold chain and rings. In front of the dais and the row of warlords were two tables covered with brocaded cloths and bearing assorted weapons, jewellery, money, gold dust and bars, the regalia and banners of defeated kings, and other items gleaned from the battlefield. In the centre of each was an ornate glass salt cellar filled with at least a pound of the precious substance. Lesson noted and taken to heart: The Ardrigh has to display some of the kingdom's wealth. It betokens his power, and therefore gives his followers a sense of security. Was this not the man who once gifted a whole province's annual cattle tribute to his bard to impress visiting chiefs with that wealth and power?

I glanced to one side where Malachy, Brian's sometimes enemy, sometimes ally, and the battle's reluctant and opportunistic semi-participant, was standing with a few of his house lieutenants, and dressed, not as the high king he had once been, nor even as a provincial overlord, but as the minor regional ruler to which Brian had now reduced him--an object lesson on cowardice and negotiable loyalty. A lesser man than Brian Boru would have executed him. Had Brian died, no doubt that worm would have claimed his pathetic throne back, though he could scarcely have meaningfully held it going forward, when he hadn't been able to earlier. Second lesson, and perhaps a brand new symbolism: Malachy now stood below the salt and other wealth represented on the tables, and would participate in it no longer. Whatever else happened here, he would return to his family tuath, lord of some few acres of the land and little more. He'd better watch his own kin for assassins. Myself included, I supposed.

The steward who preceded us to a position between the tables bowed low, then shuffled off to one side, leaving us before Brian, who now officially took notice of us.

"So, we have here the two to whom we apparently owe both victory and our own life."

All right, I lied. He had the same verbal pretension as other kings in referring to himself in the royal plural. And he did enjoy titles.

Side by side, we two strangers bowed, not too much, just sufficiently to honour the office and pay respect to whom respect is due, as the Christians say. No use giving an Irish King European-style pretensions of grandeur or divine right.

"The question is," he continued, "what constitutes a suitable reward for those who conspire to save a king and his kingdom."

I scrutinized him carefully then, noting his slight emphasis on the word "conspire", his somewhat sardonic expression, and realized he had seen through my plan, taken steps to thwart me. I grinned and bowed slightly, acknowledging defeat--for the nonce.

"It is clear to all but the most dense," he continued, "that I can no longer claim to be the warrior I once was. Ireland deserves, indeed must have better, as there will be more invaders to repel, more rebellions to suppress. However, nearly all those who could have pretended to the throne after me have also gone to their eternal reward, or punishment, as may be." His face was a thundercloud. Like any other who kenned the rudiments of high Irish politics, I knew Brian hadn't had the best of relationships with his son and heir-apparent, but it was obvious he felt his loss keenly, perhaps more for the nation's sake than his own. He too could see down the tunnel of time and realize how close Ireland had come to Pyrrhic victory. Now what, Oh great thinker?

I heard a rustling behind me, and guessed that many others were thinking as I had--of opportunity for themselves. But surely, if he had no obvious successor, the result would again be what I'd imagined for that "other Ireland" I envisioned. Our hardly-forged nation would shortly fragment back into the hundreds of fiefdoms it had been before Brian, becoming easy pickings for the next lot of invaders who were led on by one of them to believe the High Kingship was available for the taking. If the Northmen, thwarted here, were to take England instead, a divided Ireland would surely be doomed a few generations later. Yet none but Brian and Father had the vision to see better for the land, to see it as one place and one people. We could be in for generations of war. I felt myself grimace and shake my head. No, there had to be another way, or fledgling Ireland would perish.

I looked at him, and recalled the vision he, my late father, and I had discussed--of an Ireland for all the Irish--one nation under God (or, the gods, as I might prefer) where Leinster, the northern Ui Neil, Ulaid, Connacht, Munster, Meathe, and Osraige stood together, not apart, a people that fought foreign enemies rather than each other.

"I see," Brian then announced, "that one other person at least agrees with me. Explicate the obvious solution, Lady Catherine."

I hesitated, my mouth suddenly dry, but there was only one possible answer, and it meant dust to my ambitions. "To ensure the integrity of the nation, you must appoint a worthy successor, and employ your own prestige to establish him on the throne while you yet live. He must be one strong enough to fight as need be to keep Ireland a united land, skilled enough to rule the ambitious pack of would-be claimants to the throne standing behind us over the long term, and sufficiently acceptable to them to forestall foolhardy rebellion in the short run." Right, I'd said it. It couldn't be me. I might rule the north till someone slipped a knife in my ribs, but could never claim the hearts of these hardened warriors, particularly the Munstermen. The Delcassians would never willingly follow an Ui Niall or Ulaid, not this soon after the example of Malachy.

"Well put, my lady. You have learned much from your father, some of it only in the last few seconds. You perhaps overlooked the requirement that such a man be of at least Leinster, Munster, and Ulster at once, and able to walk on water and multiply loaves into the bargain." He looked up to address them all. "My son Murrogh should have been the man to rule Ireland, but he is dead, victim of the code of honour that required him to call out and fight his enemy to their mutual deaths, even when the battle was won. So are all the other logical successors. Some of you know that I have fostered in numerous children over the years, some taken as orphans from my enemies. They are all mine now, as are some others whom I regard as sons and daughters because we are of like mind and purpose. Two of mine stand before you."

Suddenly I had a premonition, and glanced Cormac's way, to find him staring bemusedly at me. He winked, shrugged, and looked a question. I nodded acquiescence. What choice had I but to accept the inevitable with as much equanimity as I could muster under the circumstances? The north would support such a solution. I would make it do so--after all, the side I'd fought for had defeated its majority, and their leaders were now dead. Their sons would support the throne so forged or drown in their blood.

That reader of minds Brian watched our exchange, remained where he was for another full minute, then wearily rose and descended the step from the dais. "All right you two, sit there. Do so side by side, mind. It's a double throne, not one for a man, with the kitchen and bed for the woman. Ardrigh Cormac and Boudicca share equally."

Yup, I'd seen it coming--for all of ten seconds. It was good enough for me, far better for the nation.

Once we complied, he called a priest over. "Bishop Reilly, marry these two."

His honour the bishop hadn't seen it coming yet, and was astonished. "Now?"

"At once."

"But she is..."

"Never mind that. Marry them. Now."

We two strangers consented to the vows of course. What choice had we? The worthy bishop no doubt ground his teeth at marrying two strangers, one reputed a Druidess. What choice had he? In matters of the Irish state, sword trumps cross.

That done, he turned to the chieftains and announced. "I give you High King Cormac and High Queen Catherine, now of the house of Meathe, joint rulers of a united Ireland. Long may they live and reign on one throne over one people, regardless of origin."

That last bit was intended to include any Northmen who chose to live in peace in the new nation.

I glanced below while the forced applause reverberated, observing some faces light with delight, others with calculation, and a few go dark as thunder. Malachy, defeated and humiliated, was impassive. Little wonder. Some shamed or jealous kinsman was likely soon to separate him from both authority and life. Not all are statesmen like the Boru. 

I had to admit that it was a masterful solution, better than any other possibility, though it played fast and loose with the personal lives of us two, and with the traditional mode of succession to the high kingship--fight till one man survives to claim it. I a pagan noblewoman of the Ulaid with Druidic leanings, he a Christian commoner of foreign origin, later of Munster and Leinster, but loyal, both now given the new Meathe surname by the inventor of such appellations, with Brian Boru to give weight to the arrangement, and few living rivals for years to come. I thought at the time that if we three couldn't keep Ireland united, no one could. To date, it's been a near thing, and only successful thus far.

So that, whatever the later histories may fabricate, is how it happened. Oh, a few details remained to be settled. Cormac and I had to come to our own understandings. I had no real objections to bedding the man--he was a magnificent specimen after all--but I extracted a promise of a sword the equal or better of his own, a decree of freedom from religious persecution for pagans, and a guarantee I personally would be allowed to follow my own beliefs, even if in private. After all, I would have to be joint head over a nominally Christian nation in public.

More, I demanded the task of developing and commanding the new navy I envisioned, a fleet of ships built with the best technology, and a cadre of army sailors trained to fight them, with the end of clearing all our coasts of Northmen once and for all, perhaps taking the raiding to them. Also, we both assumed there could be no children from our match, so we agreed that the descendants we already had would be intermarried across clan lines and given the Meathe surname, establishing the new clan for posterity. So would any we fostered in. As I write these lines many years later, ten grandchildren, forty great grandchildren and twenty-five great great grandchildren thus far testify to a potent clan indeed, though only my daughters by my first marriage continue my own blood.

The other loose end was Sitrygg. We dealt with him by releasing the some thousand prisoners of Leinster and their allies, and suggesting they seek refuge and treatment for their wounds in Dubhlinn. Of course, we stripped and branded them first. That night, Cormac and some twenty men who'd been among those "released" killed the guards on the gates, then opened them for the six hundred armed men I led across the bridge, bringing spare arms for the twenty and one. Sitrygg finally fought and died at Cormac's hand. His mother Ghormlaith committed suicide rather than become my captive. We amalgamated Dubhlinn to Meathe, severing it from Leinster, and placing Brian on the city's throne to live out his days in some comfort. We made him keep the title "Emperor of the Irish", but everyone knew it was his alone and merely for ceremony, an appellation that would not be (and has not been) used after his death.

Brian at first divided his time between Kincora and Dubhlinn, but after three years remained in town for the duration. He died nine years later, full of days, and all Ireland mourned its creator for a solid month.

As I mentioned before, Cormac's daughter Myst initially went north as a hostage to our deal for the first few years until we built some trust, and my younger daughter came south with her husband to live at court under Cormac's watchful eye, though to be honest, he paid them only favourable attention. I finally decided that he actually trusted me, and reciprocated. Myst then came to court, and I have found in her a companion, a daughter, and a sometimes bemused ally against the obtuseness of her father, my husband.

Oh, Ireland's clans are as fractious as ever, and dear descendent of mine, if you are a Boudicca re-incarnate in fact, you are surely engaged in your own exercise in unity as you read this. But in my time it has all worked very well indeed, this business of ruling the land by our peculiar combination of force, cunning, and outright treachery. Our greatest triumph in double dealing came just last year, when we persuaded our Welsh friends and other allies to join us in sending troops to aid Kent against the Northmen invading England, defeating them decisively at the battle of Hastings. The pirates lost too many in the slaughter to return any time soon. The English barbarians celebrate the battle as a victory, little realizing that their failure to unite, albeit under Norman rule, dooms them to repeat the kind of tribal infighting we have narrowly escaped for a generation here in Ireland. The hill spirits, or perhaps the Christian God willing, a united Ireland will yet go on to become a great world power while England stagnates in perpetual barbarity, pickings for our rule when we become strong enough to annex them.
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And all that brings me back to the deathless one, "my" Cormac. I cannot complain about the perfect gentleman, gentle lover, frugal spender, integral King, generous prince of a man he is--the ideal husband, who hasn't directed a harsh word to me in all our years together. Foolish and short-sighted like all men sometimes, but never angry or bitter. Nor has there once been a breath of unfaithfulness about the man, though he be strong and virile as a boy when I am near dead of old age. He's as integral as my father and more. He doesn't even think of looking at other women. And yes, we love each other after a fashion, though it is more the regard of gentle companionship than a passionate alliance of kindred spirits. But he will not own to his past, explain the reasons he heals so quickly, ages so slowly. He admits only to coming from a distant land where people live somewhat longer, or die more slowly, as he puts it. But I have far deeper suspicions, provoked by the fact that when he is ill, which happens not often and lasts but a day, he talks in his sleep--not in Gaelic, but variously in French, German, Latin, and, more to the point, in classical Greek, Hebrew, Aramaic, and several other languages I cannot identify. Most of it seems very old news.

Look, I understand that he must have been around a very long time to be now ageing as slowly as he does. But, hear what he said once in his sleep: "I myself am a man under authority, with soldiers under me. I tell this one, 'Go', and he goes; and that one, 'Come', and he comes. I say to my son, 'Do this', and he does it." An almost quote from the Christian Holy Book, of course. However, he said it not in Greek or Latin, but in Aramaic, as it must originally have been spoken, and with that little variant "son" that reeks of authenticity. Of course I've studied such things. Brian himself was a scholar and bard. So is Cormac. So am I. We Irish don't study war alone, but with all else. And our army will be the instrument of educating the masses, the home of the scholar and bard, a civilizing influence, not a purely destructive one. The point is, I know it was Aramaic and I did understand it correctly.

Worse, I've heard fragments of speeches by Daniel and Joshua, others referencing or speaking to Kings David and Solomon, to a Greek named Alexander, various Pharaohs, Babylonian and Persian kings, Chinese emperors, one even that seems to have been addressed to "Father Abraham", another to Nowack about animals aboard a boat, and I have to assume some of his other gibberish goes back even farther. I've had a lot of years to collect and analyze this data, occasional though its providence be. Sounds like he's always been a military man, the way he orders his troops about the battlefields of the ancient world. Some of that gobbledegook includes clear references to "Myst", and I gather he means another than his daughter. I asked her once if she was named after someone, and she slyly evaded the question, meaning she knows something of the truth, even though she seems to age at a rate that, though slow, is not extraordinarily so. So, whatever fount of youth and life my good husband has imbibed, the blessing or curse of an obscenely long life appears to be his alone. But I can't help wondering what would happen if he passed the trait along to a descendent, especially of the female persuasion.

Once when I nursed him in a fever that would have killed any other man--and that may have been poison in an assassination attempt--he was delirious and spoke first in gibberish, then in Gaelic (I'm guessing the latter a translation of the first) of something that "the Almighty", by whom I suppose he meant his God, had done to his head as a curse for killing someone. I couldn't make sense of it, but it made me shy of him for a while, until his steady care for me after his recovery brought me to wary trust once more. I wonder how many times he's been married. Scores? Hundreds? I daren't ask. He might answer, and I don't want to hear it. I don't want him to know I know. How long has he lived? Millennia, it seems.

Enough. I go soon into the spirit land, perhaps somewhere under a hill, not the Christian heaven, if either exists. He will carry on his extended life under some name other than High King Cormac. You have your own life to live and battles to fight, dear descendent of mine. And, I doubt not that you will meet the deathless one somewhere along the way. When you do, give him greetings through the years from Goodwife Catherine. I chuckle to think what the scoundrel's reaction may be, for he knows not I write this, nor that I am wise to him.

Finally, I have made some financial arrangements that may help you in your own struggles. One never knows about such things for certain, but if there is a man of Hebrew origin carrying on business in Tara under the name Saul Levinsky, take this letter to him, and he will turn over your shares in our joint business holdings. I trust the magic of compound interest will by then have created a sizeable nest egg.

I can pass you little else but my blessing. May the road rise to meet you and every wind blow at your back, may the spirits of the land salute and succour you, may you be stronger in your arm, luckier in love, and more powerful in magic than I, and may you and the Ireland we have forged be worthy of each other.

 

--Catherine Meathe, sometimes styled High Queen.
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Downey, Ireland, Hibernia 1332

In 1332 at the tiny village of Downey in County Tyrone there lived a little orphan horse girl whom people called Katie. Having never had much of a childhood, Katie normally passed by the village play-green oblivious to the children. Not today.

"Horse face, nose a mace, horse hair, Kate's a mare."

Their skipping chant registered on the edge of her attention, and she stopped to watch, to think. A bemused, dispassionate corner of her mind noted the shortened version of her name was required to fit the chant's metre. A larger part grimly knew how they perceived her. The reflection she saw every day in the broken bit of silvered glass she'd hung over the rusty wash basin in the stable displayed an almost seventeen-year old--raw-boned, heavily freckled, with a Tyronese-sized nose and a long mane of coarse, roan-coloured hair that flowed out behind her whenever she rode, which was much of the time she spent awake of a day.

So, she resembled her charges. What of it? There were worse things than being horsey, like a cruel disposition, a slanderous tongue, or contempt of authority, especially that of the Lord of Heaven. She grimaced. Yet it hurt that she was the only village woman in many years to reach sixteen without being hand-fasted. Lack of family meant no status, no one to negotiate bride payments. Besides, who would marry a horse? She snorted wheezily, momentarily wondering what it would be like to be a mare. But no. Master Maynard had taught her to distinguish fantasy from reality. Still, horses could be better friends than people--excepting him. And it was her beloved Maynard who claimed most of her thoughts.

Horsemaster Maynard was a soldier who'd lost a leg back in 1320 in the Battle of Aberdeen at the close of War of the Isles. She could almost hear his history lesson. "Yes, Scotland came permanently under the Irish crown, but it were otherwise inconclusive with respect to England, the greater problem. Most such fights are nae more than cattle raids," he would instruct. "Soldiers fight and die, boundaries of one wretched kingdom move past those of another by a few miles for fewer years. But I fought the battle of the generation under the Neal banner, and they take care of their own. Afterwards Ahern Neal assigned me here as horsemaster to live out my days in peace."

Or, she wondered, was the village assigned to him? Rufus Maynard, not the hetman, made all the important decisions.

As in many such local settlements variously raising horses, cattle, cows, or chickens, half Downey's animals belonged to Lord Neal, and he paid the horsemaster's pension, so exercised direct control over the equine enterprise, ensuring there would be no cheating on his share. Here Horsemaster Maynard had superintended raising the famous Tyronese, the culls of which were assigned to village drudge work, while the best went on to Neal Keep at Dungannon for training as war horses. She snorted again. Dungannon was a mere eight miles southeast of Downey, but might as well be a hundred, for all that she would ever see it. And, not for her the fabled Irish touchstones of Armaugh, Cashel, Dubhlinn, Tipperary, or fabled Tara. As for Paris, Rome, and such places...

Oh, courtesy of her education, she certainly knew about the wider world. Ireland, post Catherine the Great, highly valued education, even though only the small upper and growing middle class benefitted from it. But knowing wasn't the same as seeing.
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"Mayn" taught her many things, some in their shared, dimly lit tack room over his meagre but ever-changing stock of books, others out in the pastures far from the village where no one would hear the ring of knives and swords, the clash of sticks, the grunts of hand-to-hand combat. "Ye'll have the rudiments of a scholar and a warrior both, or we'll both die trying," he oft averred. Despite weaving about on one good leg and his carved stump, he'd been unassailable at combat until two years ago. When she'd finally won a few bouts, he prevailed on old fellow officers who still dropped by for story trading to join them in practise sessions. They had two healthy legs and were far more mobile, but lately not a one could easily score a hit on her.

What kind of hold had he over these men, she wondered, that they would allow a no-status woman to have weapons training? But none refused, each thanked both Mayn and her, and all returned regularly, usually with precious books to trade or loan. Moreover, every time one of Mayn's soldier friends came or left, he bowed gravely to her, putting his hand to his chest and moving his fingers oddly, as if grasping a button on his shirt. She liked their courtesy, and assumed they acted that way toward all women. Soldiers were so unlike the villagers. The latter treated women as slaves.

"Why do we practice in secret?" she'd asked one day.

He'd rubbed his beard and been slow to answer. "What kind of cooking and eating utensils do you use?"

"Brass."

"And I?"

"Steel."

"Why?"

"Because the druids say village women aren't allowed to touch iron or it will become cursed and rust." 

She blinked, put her hand over her mouth, then grinned. He always demanded she find the answers to her own questions. "So we don't want to provoke them unnecessarily."

"Educated folk aren't superstitious like these pagan villagers," he reminded her. "But we soldiers," he winked extravagantly, "do know Boudicca comes around every once in a while to fight by our sides for a time and see how Ireland's true men treat womenfolk. Who knows but she's behind you right now."

Katie laughed when he spoke so, but always turned to look. The mythical Iceni queen was important to Mayn. He claimed a warrior woman of Boudicca's spirit had risen among the Celtic peoples once every century or two for more than a millennium, and in Ireland's direst times of need, she attended and led her soldiers personally. Hadn't Catherine the Great done such? Hadn't she been a woman of Ulster? Occasionally Katie fancied herself as another in that long but sparsely populated line of warrior heroines. Only later did she realize the fanciful belief implied that her highly educated and mostly Christian soldier friends were equally as superstitious as the ignorant Druidic villagers, just about different things.

"What is the difference among Asherah, Andraste and Boudicca?" she mischievously asked one day.

His teeth showed in a huge grin, a sign he wasn't fooled by her attempt to provoke him. "Asherah, also called Astarte or Ishtar, was a near-eastern goddess, made up to tokenize the stars and provide an excuse for fertility festivals. Andraste may have been a real person, but became idolized as a Celtic goddess. Not a whit Christian about either 'o those. Boudicca is a real historical figure soldiers honour as patroness of all that's brave and noble. History has her a God-fearing Christian woman. And wasn't Catherine married by a priest of the church to Cormac himself?"

"The Druids say she was one of them, and that's why she hasn't been made a saint."

"Aye, but what do they know? Tis one of their spirit tales."
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Today, she smiled at the memory of his evasions, though not too obviously. No point in attracting unwanted attention from the children. She'd had too much already. Not many months earlier, her fighting skills had come in handy for fending off Bryce Mallory's unwanted advances. That time she'd tripped him, making it seem an accident. Unfortunately, Bryce's broken hand had aroused in him a thirst for vengeance, and as son of the hetman, he would no doubt have opportunity.

She sighed, recalling her first day in the village, the time Mayn found her hiding in his stable.
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"An' what sort of wee filly have we here?"

Katie cowered in the straw. She'd thought herself well hidden, but he'd walked directly to her spot and pulled away her inadequate covering. Caught out on the ground, she'd stared first at his wooden leg, then all the way up his hefty frame to the merry face that was framed far above her by greying hair and a dull red beard.

"Ye need nae fear me," he promised. "And ye cannae eat straw, so come, share my soup, tell a story and hear one o' me." It was how he talked to everyone he liked, she soon learned. Mayn liked a great many people, and the more he liked them, the more he spoke informal brogue, asked hard questions, and told windy yarns, some of dubious veracity. Stiffly formal and clipped language from Mayn meant dislike, even disdain. If sufficiently formal, he was controlling hot rage.

He made her wash, as her mother would, then waited as she silently ate her fill. "Ye'd be the O'Monaghan child," he declared, once he'd put aside the knife he'd used to cut a block of sinfully decadent cheese for desert. 

She'd been terrified. "You won't burn me?"

"Never. You were in the house with your family when they had the fever?"

"My baby brother, too. I carried water and gave food till they stopped..." She couldn't add "living" or "breathing". Her tears flowed freely then, and many times later when she thought of them. Mayn said that was healthy. A real soldier was supposed to cry for loved ones.

"I was so unhappy. I went and hid in my favourite place by the brook to pray and cry."

"And so you escaped when the townmen came," he prompted.

"Why did they..."

"Burn your house? They thought they had to, so the black fever wouldn't kill the whole town. Ignorant savages. It's been a decade since Hans Peter Moss described a method of quarantine that effectively prevents the spread."

"What is quarantine?"

"If someone in a village gets the black fever, you isolate the village and prevent anyone from coming or going. Whoever dies, dies. But once forty days have passed from the last case, the people are safe and the quarantine can be lifted. That far out of town, they needed only quarantine the house and let you alone long enough."

"When I'm big," she declared, her fist squeezing the cheese until it oozed between her fingers, "I'll find out where fever hides, and I'll kill it dead. My Da was only my Da these two years, but he loved me and Ma. He said it's every Christian's bounden duty to fight sickness, death and sin, and I will, for his sake. I'll fight, and God will let me win." She stopped, suddenly afraid. "Unless they burn me first."

"Yer a believer, then?"

"Yes, Sir." She put her chin up and defied him to quash her as others often did when she acknowledged Christ as her Saviour. She would love Jesus even if the pagans did burn her for it.

Instead he grinned. "A fine confession, child, worthy of an Irish soldier." He pulled at his bushy red beard. "A fine task, also. An' it may as well be you the Lord of Heaven teaches how it scourges the world. I'll give you the makings, but you must fight your fight." He returned to the first subject. "Yer da must've picked up the fever down in Dubhlinn. It don't bother the country folk much, else." He paused to think. "A plucky speech, too for a wee one. How old be you?"

She would eventually get used to him switching back and forth among topics, but she had to blink a few times before tracking that she needed to answer. "Seven. Yesterday." There'd been no one left to celebrate.

"Well, wee one, tis truth the hunters be out looking for ye. So was I, fer yer da were army once, and a dear friend o' mine. I heard ye'd come away alive and was bounden to find ye. But if ye spent that much time with the fever and didna catch it, ye'll no now. But, that's by the culmanic, and there's no telling ignorant folk hereabouts such things, so ye'll be hiding here a few weeks till tis apparent even to simpletons ye're no threat twa anyone."

And stay she had, these nearly ten years. Mayn raised her as his own, protecting her from the superstitious and hostile villagers. He'd had to face them down when they learned of her presence a month after her arrival, threatening them with his sword when they came to burn her. Later, out on the playgreen, she'd used a technique he'd taught her to restore another child's dislocated finger. He'd praised her, but she'd heard herself termed "witch child" for the first of many times.

"If they don't believe in Jesus, why do so many attend church on Sunday?"

He pulled on his beard--a sign she'd asked a hard question. "Mayhap they think our Lord is just another among many gods, and they toss Him a wee bit o' service just in case."

"But the Israelites did that, and they lost their land."

"Aye, Child, so the Holy Books say.'

"Will we Irish lose our land because of them?"

"There be more Christians in other Irish walks, and many more in other parts of the land than in the north, lass." But he was clearly troubled by the question, and she eventually learned that he feared the same possibility. She would ask countless more, and tougher still. He asked her even harder ones, though they appeared to grow easier as the years passed.

Mayn made her his chief assistant, passing on his love and care for the horses, secretly teaching her many things the village children would never learn. Oh, how he knew things.

"How did you find me in the straw?" she demanded that first night.

He led her back to the barn entrance and reflected a lantern toward the ground.

"Look at the dirt. What do you see?"

She stared till her eyes nearly popped. "Footprints?"

"Aye, and just the size a wee lass makes in a hurry whilst heading fer the hay to hide. Now, what is in the footprints?"

"In them?" She could see nothing, so got down on her knees in the dirt and studied. "Bits of red?"

"That's the lass," he cried. "An there being only one place where red mud can be tracked through..."

She looked up. "Where Mr. Fergus dug his new well."

"And exactly where Katie O'Monaghan had to walk coming toward Downey." He clapped a meaty hand on her shoulder and declared with a broad grin, "We'll teach ye the culmanic yet."

Almost knocked over by his enthusiastic hand, she was too shy to ask what that meant then, but a few months under Mayn's tutelage was sufficient for her to know by heart his chant: "observe, think, explain, test, refine, write it all down, then start over."
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In the years following

Her guardian filled her days from before dawn to after dark, working her to exhaustion, pouring information and skills into her questioning mind and growing body at a rate that bid make her burst--with happiness. She fed horses morning and evening, cleaned stalls every three days, and as soon as she learned to ride, daily led the herd by herself to one of Downey's three fenced pastures. She loved her charges, and they loved her--especially if she had fruit in her pocket. She loved Mayn far more.

Four hours a day in the village school with a teacher who, like her, served under Mayn's direct and exacting supervision, were far from sufficient to satisfy him. "A wee bit of book learning to get by on is fine for a farmer or shopkeeper, but will nae suffice a soldier. All soldiers must be thoroughly learned. Why, the very bards are under our protection, and most be soldiers themselves." So, he flooded her with supplementary math, history, literature, geography, military protocol, and heraldry until she was so far beyond any village child that he finally braved further disapprobation and kept her home, studying with him and with the occasional officer who dropped by to join their lessons.

Evenings after supper, he would suddenly display a card with a picture, map, or emblem, then demand an explanation.

"The arms of Meathe, High King of Ireland appointed by Brian Boru for King Cormac and Queen Catherine in 1014 after Clontarf."

"Consequences?"

"High King Cormac forced the Danes to cede Dubhlinn, kept Ireland united, and even got the other royal families to agree to the compact of the throne in 1051."

"Which meant?" Mayn raised an eyebrow as if expecting she might forget.

She couldn't forget. "Which guaranteed whoever was elected high king after him would both be under the law and over all other kings in the land." When his expression remained expectant, she added, "And in 1215, when John Devereaux of Dubhlinn became the first High King of Norman descent, and tried to rule as a tyrant, the nobles forced him to sign the compact and acknowledge he was subject to the rule of law before they would pay him taxes."

"Good. Back to, say, 1066?"

"High Queen Catherine persuaded the Welsh king to ally then in sending two thousand men to England to stop the Norman invasion at the battle of Hastings."

"Consequences otherwise?

Kat grinned. This was easy. "An England united under Norman rule would have been a threat to Ireland. Now, with us under a single crown but their barbarian tribes still fighting each other, we might someday rule them." She grinned. She'd just read that in O'Day's history commentary last week.

"The year 1260?"

She had to think about that one before coming up with, "Patrick III O'Neil changed to the Hibernian or Patrician calendar by adjusting the date eight days." She was especially proud of any clan Neil achievements.

He shrugged and pulled another card. "This?"

"A sketch of Pierre duPres, minister of Finance to the French court for the last three years, since Montblanc died of venereal disease. It's said he also heads the secret police."

"And this?"

"A horse powered water screw." When he looked cross, she examined the background more closely, and completed, "at the Limerick irrigation project."

"Which are the clans of the Lough?" He was ever fond of abrupt changes of subject.

"McCartan, Magennis, O'Hanlon, Arthur, MacCana, Araide, MacDunlevy, and on the north and west Owen, plus the other Neil septs, including our own Lord Neal of Tyrone."

"Why do the others matter to us?"

"Because Lord Neal's factories require the waterways to ship their products, so he needs all their co-operation." She'd never seen a factory, but Mayn had taught her about the coal fields north of Dungannon, how coal was needed to make steel, and how manufacturing steel, earthenware, and clothing products was bringing prosperity to Tyrone. Lacking the help of his neighbouring clan heads, none of the Neal products could leave the region for markets in the south and on to Europe without being stolen.

"'Twas in cataloguing earths by the culmanic we discovered the black rocks that burn. Mark my words, Katie. Ireland will never be the same fer it, and no one knows better than Ahern Neal."

He pulled a richly illustrated page from a portfolio. "This?"

"A map of your battle of Aberdeen that ended the War of the Isles in 1320. Without Robert the Bruce to lead them any more, Scotland came under the Irish crown, though England did not. Yet."

"That war was also called..."

"...The Third Anglo-Irish war." She couldn't forget a fact like that.

"Critique the battle strategies."
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But more than history, economics, army lore or mathematics, "naturalis" and the culmanic method to study it, was the discipline of Master Maynard's curriculum they both loved. Once, he had her painstakingly drill holes through several metal balls and attach them to a small wooden frame with thread so they all touched each other at rest. "This be Cullin's cradle," he averred.

He lifted one and let it swing against the other four. When a single ball left the other side to swing away, came back, and sent the first off in return, he demanded, "Now, lass, what do ye suppose happens if I let two balls drop on the first go?"

"Two balls leave the other side," she confidently forecast, and clapped her hands with glee when she was proven correct.

"Ye've observed, thought, predicted, tested, and concluded that two in produces two out. Propose a new experiment."

She thought for a long time, pulling on her nose and screwing up her eyes. "Use one ball with twice as much in it?"

"Do ye mean a ball twice as big?" he asked.

She was nine by then, and not about to be caught that easily. "No, silly. Twice as big would be eight times as much ball."

"Ah, good," Mayn replied, almost absentmindedly, and held out a bigger ball. She inspected it and found it already drilled. But she knew better than to take his word during experiments. Mayn was too full of tricks, especially when she left out a critical word from a definition or proposition, or slipped up on an experimental assumption. So, she took it to the scales with two of the smaller balls and checked. "Yes, it is exactly twice as much ball."

They strung it up beside the others, lifted it and let it swing. "Two, two, I told you so." She danced around in delight to be proven right a second time. "The amount of ball tells how hard it hits. That's what gets felt at the other end, and it makes the same amount of ball over there move away from the rest. When the two come back, they make the one that has twice as much ball in it move away."

"Well now lass, that's right fair of ye. Now, let's call the amount in something its mass, and the amount of hit the force. It seems to take force to make something start moving."

"And to stop it from moving," she added.

"Quite so, and that's our first law of motion. Things stay at a constant velocity, mayhap zero, unless force be applied. Apply force and the velocity changes."

"And that's called acceleration."

"Good, you remember our last lesson."

"The more force, the more acceleration, if the mass is the same. So if the mass doubles with the same force, the acceleration halves. With the right units for all three, we could write F = ma." She showed her slate with a flourish.

Mayn chuckled. "Aye, lass, well done indeed. It took the first culmanics the best part of a year to come up with that little gem, the second law of motion." He scribbled on his own slate. "And, if you write acceleration as change in velocity over change in time, and rearrange, you get this."

"Force times change in time equals mass times change in velocity."

"Or, the product of force acting over time gives the product of mass through distance. We call the latter momentum." He trilled the "r" on "latter" deliciously.

"It's not a different rule, just the same law rearranged, but how many laws are there?" This could be distressing. The church has thousands of canon laws. What if motion does, too?

"Just one more, so far." He held out a ball, "If I let this ball go in mid-air what happens?"

"It starts moving to the ground."

"Ah, but why?"

"The ground must make a force that pulls it."

"And if I set it on this table?"

"It just stays there."

"Doesn't the ground force still pull?"

"Yes, but..." She paused for some time, her face screwed into a fierce knot. "The table must push back on the ball an equal amount so it can't move."

Mayn turned a wheeled chair over and greased the axles. "Sit here lass." He handed her one of the stuffed stomachs the village men employed in the vicious game of goatball. "Throw it as hard as you can," and once she'd complied, "Well?"

"The whole chair moved on its wheels and me with it."

"Think, explain."

"Every force has an opposite force."

"Are the two equal?"

"From Cullin's cradle, yes?"

"And that's our third law." He barely paused. "Why did the chair stop moving?"

"Because the wheels rub, and that's a force too."

"Aye, we call it 'friction'. Now, let's return to the earth's force. How do we test and measure the amount of it with culmanic?"

And off they went on another experiment. Nothing was taken for granted. Everything had to be tested. When another scholar published in one of the limited circulation papers that came their way, they frequently built the apparatus and duplicated the work, with variations of their own. A locked back room of the stable was crammed with wooden and metal parts from which he constructed these, though his prized instruments were his German scales, a Swiss-made chronometer for timing experiments, and his tables of transcendental functions for computations. Of course she had to learn how to use Brigg's tables of logarithms and trigonometry. "We've nae got calculating machines, so ye do that part yerself," he advised her whenever she complained how tedious it was.

"When will we make calculating machines?" she demanded after being set a particularly troublesome computation.

Mayn laughed. "Not in our lifetimes, lass. Mayhap some day, but if so, it'll be with principles the Lord of Heaven already knows, but we culmanics hae yet to discover." He pulled on his great beard and speculated, "I'd be content with a machine that could store our catalogues and show the pages we want on demand."

Kat grinned. They had a great many of those, featuring rocks, soils, animals, leaves, tree bark, flowers, butterflies (her favourite), even finger impressions.

"'Twas on a trip to Persia I heard a physician claim no two fingerprints are alike, that documents in the east are digitally signed by thumb printing a wax seal. I've seen ancient swords marked in the metal by a die bearing a carving of the smith's print. 'Tis said Cormac Meathe signed the great swords he forged the same way."

"Were they magic swords, as the pagans say?"

"Whatever someone does nae ken, they're like to call magic. The ignorant dinnae ken the culmanic, so it all appears magic. Cormac simply knew his metals and the working of them better than a' else."

So, they collected thumb and index prints from everyone who visited their stable, transferring them a dozen at a time to pages they bound in a book, until they had hundreds--enough to devise a classification system based on ten points of comparison for different whorls. They developed a "sticky clay" for lifting prints from smooth surfaces and transferring them to their paper files, and Mayn took special delight in verifying each new print's uniqueness. Kat chuckled over this oddity, for she could think of no practical application of the strange hobby. "When we have two thousand all different, we'll write a narrative for other culmanics," he promised.

It was during a flower cataloguing expedition on the occasion of her eleventh birthday in the fall of 1326 that she thought to ask, "Why is 'culmanic' called that?"

"A story, ye're wanting, is it, young Kat?" He'd shortened her name the previous summer, averring it was more grown up. She liked being older. It made her feel important. 

He seated himself on a log, and she sprawled on the freshly grazed grass, unafraid of the great horses standing almost over her head. They would never step on their benefactress.

"Say it slow, separating the sounds."

"Cull-mayn-ic."

"There you go then."

She pulled absently on her enormous nose. What did he mean? She repeated it again and again. Suddenly she got it. "Your name is in it."

"Along with my old friend Cullin's," he agreed. "We met as lads, did our later schooling under the same master, got into all manner o' trouble together, then joined the army for a real education. Mostly we thought things through together. Culmanic is our idea for a system of analyzing whatsoever we want to investigate, and it serves verra well, it do. Got a few others doing it, including his boy, what he adopted a few years ago. Sharp lad, that. He'll go far."

"Like the flower catalogue." Mayn had allies in five countries involved in a comprehensive project to catalogue Europe's flowering plants--something he'd deliberately conceived in open defiance of the civilization-wrecking black fever that had devastated Europe from 1317 to 1320, and flared up intermittently ever since.

"Satan may be permitted to afflict us," he asserted once, "but the Lord of Heaven made a' things, and gave us the means of understanding. We study his beauty in creation to gain understanding even when death be all aboot us."

She put her head into her hands for a few moments, recalling Mayn's frequent argument that far more even than complexity arguing design, beauty evidenced the hand of God as creator-artist. She turned his other words over, then concocted a new question. "Did Cullin fight in the War of the Isles with you?"

"Aye that he did."

"Did he die?"

Mayn laughed. "Ah, no lass. Cullin be verra much alive to this day."

"Then why doesn't he come and visit to work on experiments together?"

"He lives a very busy life, my friend Cullin, and I nae see him oft. Remember the time I went away fer a month when ye were but nine, and Captain Doyle came by to help out?"

Kat nodded. The then Lieutenant Pat Doyle was no Mayn, but he'd faithfully attended her schooling. A whole month of philosophy and theology seemed a bit much at the time, but later she came to understand about specialties, and accepted that Mayn and Doyle both had her best interests in mind in offering the intense short course. It had never seemed odd to her that a man with Ollamh in two disciplines should also be an army officer, or that said scholar would trouble to instruct a horse girl. That was how things were done in her Ireland. The best scholars were soldiers, and vice versa. Besides, Mayn could arrange anything.

"Well, betimes Cullin and I were catching up together at a lab some culmanic friends built at Dubhlinn." He sighed deeply. "But for now, he lives in the far South, and we settle fer writing."

That explained things quite sufficiently. Only the previous year the north had risen against High King Liam O'Brien II and his new taxes, ones the northern nobles said were "only fer the King's womanizing and drinking" and flatly refused to pay. In the aftermath, Ireland dissolved into political chaos, with a hundred or more local "kings" demanding allegiance from locals and fighting each other as in ancient times. Worse, some of the barbarian English and Norman clans had taken advantage of the fractured situation to raid coastal cities. Mayn worried the island was ripe for conquest if the situation was not soon resolved.

"It should put ye in mind of what happened to the Greek states when..."
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More than anything else, the two revelled in building machines. For years, Katie's favourite was the water-driven clock Mayn erected at the edge of the village play-green, next to the creek. He piped water slightly downhill from an upstream location, then captured it in a cup with a counterweight, which, when full, spilled the water onto a paddle that kept the clock pendulum moving. A series of carefully carved brass gears drove the hands. It didn't keep time as well as the chronometer that was his constant experimental companion, but it certainly was fascinating to watch. Large machines like those he took care to build in the open so the villagers could see no witchcraft was involved in their making.

"Observe, think, explain," she recited to herself one day while clock watching. "Mayn?"

"Yes Kat?" He didn't look up from the model trebuchet he was building.

"When water falls its mass makes a force on the clock paddle."

"Anything falling would do. But we've lots of water."

"And when we heat water it expands into steam."

"Aye. What're ye getting at, lass?"

"Well, surely it makes a force when it gets bigger, too. So if we cooled it, there'd be another force when it got smaller."

"And then?" He'd stopped working, suddenly very thoughtful.

"Well, force makes things move, so if steam makes force, and heat makes steam, we ought to be able to use heat to make things move."

He straightened, grinning. "The Lord of Heaven had a reason for sending ye to me, lass. I sense something new in the makin'."

The next morning he strapped a small steel cylinder to the back of a wheeled cart, half filled it with water, heated it, then opened a valve at one end. The cart shot across the room.

"Ye were right, lass."

"It was obvious, wasn't it?"

"Not until we tested. The Lord's world surprises betimes."

Two months of experiments between their other duties saw much frustration, and three accidents with steam explosions, one that gave Mayn several bad burns and taught them not to heat closed systems. But, eventually he came up with a first working machine--a long cylinder open at one end for a tight-fitting piston, and with two valves at the closed end. Through one they introduced steam made from heating water in a closed spherical vessel mounted above a coal fire. That drove the piston out, forcing it to move a wheel, and triggering a switch on the valves that closed the steam and introduced a spray of cold water, condensing the steam, and pulling the piston in. At the start of the next out stroke, a third valve expelled the water out the bottom. Getting the timing right took some effort, but eventually they could watch the contraption turn a wheel vigorously for up to half an hour before anything cracked.

"A better version could replace horses at water screws," Kat observed.

"Or pump water from Tyrone's coal mines," Mayn added. "Needs work, though, and by people with more time and skill o' their hands than we. What say you write it up for circulation? We're like to have a dozen culmanics refining this in a month's time, and practical applications aplenty in a year."

"Write it by myself?"

"Yes, of course. We started wi' your idea. I'll proof it when ye're done, but it goes off wi' both names, nay just mine."

"But you did almost all the work."

"Ah, lass, but ye did half o' the thinkin'. Besides, I have flowers to catalogue."

Kat almost burst with pleasure. This would be her first official joint paper for the growing company of culmanics with whom they corresponded.

Research on the matter led to a mention in an Italian manuscript of an Arab document describing a steam driven device invented by a Greek named Hero, and Kat duly included this as a reference, observing that the idea had apparently been lost to Europe for most of the intervening years. Besides, she told herself, she and Mayn had already taken the concept much farther. Moreover, they suggested practical applications that would improve people's lives, which was much more to the point. Apparently the Greeks couldn't be bothered. What if the practical Romans had run with the concept?

That was just the beginning, for Kat still had force and volume by the tail. 

"When we increase the force on the steam, the volume decreases, and the other way around, yes?"

Mayn rubbed his beard. "That seems clear as can be, daughter."

She grinned. "But what is the calculation of it? Is it double the one is half the other?"

This led them to construct graduated tubes built in a U-shape, with a liquid in the bottom. They sealed one side, then applied force to compress the air in the other side with weights atop a piston, and see what happened. They theorized that the difference in the two column heights would be proportional to the force applied, but this didn't seem to be the case when they tried it.

This negative result sent Kat into a funk for a while, but then she proclaimed, "We don't know the force when we start."

Mayn picked up her thought right away. "There be equal forces on the twa columns afore we add any weights."

"So," Kat enthused, "We add enough force to reduce the volume on the sealed side by half exactly, meaning the balanced force is now double what it started, so if we triple that force, making it four parts with the original, it should halve the volume again."

This seemed to work, but the errors were large, so they increased the diameter of the tube and tried again, only to discover that the computations all had to be recalibrated for the rest air force. "Pressure, not force," was Mayn's suggestion. They refined all their computations, and were soon back to where they'd been before, with a better approximation, but the results seemed slightly different each time.

"The starting pressure of the air is not quite the same every day," pouted Kat, finally.

They tried leaving one of their U-tubes sealed as a control, but the difference in water levels was too small. On a whim, Mayn tried denser liquids. This helped, but was still not sufficient.

"We need a direct measurement of air pressure," Kat decided. "Suppose we had a long tube of liquid, so long that there was no air at all at the top, and the pressure difference supported all the liquid. Then as the level went up and down, we'd know the pressure in inches of liquid."

"Bra thinking, lass," Mayn responded, "but that be a tall glass indeed."

"How tall, and how do you know?"

"A pump does nae work after some twenty-seven feet, so 'tis supposing I am that's the height of a water column a vacuum supports. A working glass, say, two feet high would need a liquid about twelve times as dense. It nae matters what we add to water, we'll no make that."

"What about that liquid metal?"

"Element 80 that French fellow described?"

"Wasn't its density indexed at thirteen or so?"

It took them some time to obtain a quantity of hydrargyrum, but it proved quite satisfactory, easily confirming their hypothesis that air pressure was not constant, and giving them a starting reference point, from which they were able to establish that pressure and volume were indeed inversely related. Then Kat started in on heat.

"Our results don't work unless we settle the heat down to the same as the room around. If we increase the heat, the pressure goes up and the volume down."

"So we need a way to measure how hot something is."

"And find the zero point, after which I'll betcha the formula is pressure times volume over heat measure equals a constant."

"Sounds like an interesting project."
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The excursion into Greek sources led to other ideas, particularly those of Aristotle.

"Mayn?"

He looked up from a paper he was reading. "Yes, Kat, daughter?" He grinned at her blush of pleasure.

"Aristotle said that heavier objects fall faster than light."

"Yes, so I have read."

"But the equations we worked out from the laws of motion say that distance travelled is half the acceleration multiplied by time squared."

"What do you deduce?"

"Well, if the earth makes the force called gravity that makes it accelerate, it's just like any other force, isn't it?"

"True."

"So the time taken for something to fall is the square root of twice the distance over the acceleration. How much mass there is in the falling thing isn't part of the equation."

"The acceleration depends on the mass."

"But then the force goes up, too."

"Sounds like circular reasoning, lassie."

"Not if the falling object and the earth are attracting each other. They are both just mass aren't they? If they attract each other, doubling the mass doubles the force, and the acceleration would be the same, so the massier object and the smaller one would accelerate at the same rate, and hit the ground at the same time."

He seemed quite amused. "So yer notion be that acceleration due to gravity be constant."

"It must be. Remember the pendulum?"

"That we used to regulate the clock? Aye. What of it?"

"It swung with the same period regardless of the mass of the bob."

He put down the paper and tugged at his beard. "Ye may be on to something after all, Kat. Propose an experiment."

"We make two or three balls the same size but of different materials. I climb the tallest tree we can find and drop them. You time the falls. If they hit the ground at the same time, I am right."

"Why the same size?"

"So any force from the air pushing on them will be equal, and not interfere with the outcome."

"And ye will craft the paper, whether you be right or wrong." He trilled both latter words deliciously.

She laughed merrily. "Of course I am right. The formulas say so, and they don't lie. You'll see."

It took longer to find a suitable tree than to make three balls of wood, copper, and iron. But Mayn would not allow her to climb the hundred feet, shinny out on the stout horizontal branch that had an unobstructed sight from the ground, and release the balls. Instead, he shot an arrow carrying a fine string over the branch, used it to pull up a rope, and employed that to take a small cage carrying the three balls up to the branch. They took turns inspecting it in the close glass.

"The bubble in the levelling tube on the bottom is dead centre. Want to pull the trigger thread, Kat?"

She did so, releasing the latch on the side. The three balls rolled out on the sloped inside bottom. A single "thump" announced their arrival on the ground. Mayn let out a long slow breath he hadn't realized he'd been holding as Kat gleefully danced around the impact site. "Yes, yes, I figured it right," she exulted.

Mayn shook his head. "Now, lassie, I admit you're on to something, but afore we overturn friend Aristotle fer good and a', we must measure and time. Fetch the clinometer and my best chronometer. I'll measure the height of the release point above the ground, and you time the fall for ten or twelve trials. Then we'll switch, and average the results."

That night over the eating table, they worked out the results. "Twenty-nine point five feet per second squared," Kat announced triumphantly, regardless of which ball we used." The old Hibernian foot was 33.1 modern Tirdian centimetres.--The editors

Mayn, whose figures showed the same result, looked distracted. "We could do this with the pendulum alone," he announced a few minutes later, scribbling a series of equations. "Look here, the period of a pendulum depends only on the length and the force due to gravity. If we measure both..."

"...We'll get the same answer," Kat declared, supremely confident. "We could do it with a bow and arrow, too, if we measured the force applied and the angle."

The pendulum proved a much easier experiment to set up, and they had the first result in less than an hour.

"Well I'll be a rusty old sabre," Mayn declared, when her prediction proved correct. "Not sure what we'll do with this yet, but it's an astounding discovery, sure." He seized her in a bear hug and kissed her forehead. "Cullin will go green with envy over this work of yours. Simple, yet profound."

"Ours," she amended.

"Entirely your idea. I was your assistant this time," he insisted.

"I have another idea."

"Do tell, Daughter."

"If the two masses attract each other, the force due to gravity depends on both."

"That follows, yes."

"But the earth is a sphere."

"True, more or less. Our Greek friends kenned a' that. So..."

"So, all the 'downs' point to the centre, which means the force is to the centre of the objects."

"More correctly, to the centre of mass."

"Of course. So it's directly proportional to the masses, and inversely proportional to the distance between their centres."

"Why not the inverse square of the distance, if it acts like the intensity of light or magnetism?" He tugged at his beard thoughtfully. "Hard to verify, but we can put those ideas into the usual 'to do' section at the verra end. Let's get what we have written."

Of course, there were sidetracks, and before they were done the "to do" list had grown to include investigating ways of making more accurate chronometers that would be sufficiently reliable at sea to compute longitude, even after running continuously for months, including an idea for an isochronous balance spring that would make the current instruments more accurate. They penned a letter to Albert Meier, the Swiss clockmaker who had provided the instruments they already had, asking him to explore the possibilities for his next design.

The cock crowed morning just after they finished the first draft of their paper, "Aristotle Under the Culmanic Examining Glass."
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Kat guessed the contents of the package as soon as she saw the Berlin Monastery mark. "Oh, Mayne. The new Zeiss. It'll be the best telescope yet. Can we stay up late and watch Jupiter's moons? Please."

He pretended to hesitate, then chuckled. "Young Carrick will handle the morning feeding," and after she'd given him a big hug, the pair took nearly an hour to unwrap and assemble the precious instrument.

"Explicate how yon glass works, Lassie," Mayne demanded over their late supper.

She recited his lesson, "A telescope concentrates light, making things look bigger to the eye, as does a hand glass when we examine flower parts. And fingerprints," she teased.

He lectured rather than defend his hobby. "Optics be a century-old culmanic study, though it wasn't called that then. If Roger Bacon were alive today, he'd be one of us, sure."

She worked another line of thought. "Mice are smaller than cats, ants are smaller than mice, and fleas are smaller still. Suppose black fever is caused by an animal too small to see? Could a telescope make it look bigger, help us catch it and kill it?"

He frowned, considered, then thoughtfully replied, "We'd need smaller lenses, closer, and a different control arrangement."

The two spent the next day designing on paper an instrument that would have the right focal length, adjusting screws, and a place to hold samples.

"This should work, if there's anything to see that wee. Let's build one and look."

"Can't."

"Why not?" But she quickly erased her expression. Mayn didn't like pouting.

"Only Zeiss can grind glass that precisely. It might take him a year to produce a working model, and he'll nae send me or Cullin the verra first. He'll build two or three better, and one fine day, a post rider will deliver perfected instrument, the best he can make."

So, next day, they'd given an oiled pouch containing the plans to a passing merchant to take to the postal riders at Armaugh, and gone on to other adventures.

"Won't enemies of the north stop the post?" she wanted to know one day.

"Not on their honour," he replied. "All may use the monastery post, and none may interfere. The army would put paid to any who did, sure, be he king or rebel."

Mayn proved right. Through all the civil troubles, letters from fellow investigators were delivered unhindered. He took to re-circulating the most interesting questions raised and answers found in "Culmanic Dispatches", a newsletter he assembled and sent to four monasteries, whose scribes copied to associates now numbering nearly a hundred fifty in fifteen countries. 
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Riding bareback on the lead animal, Kat led the horses back to the barn on a long string. Her charges were feisty, but obedient, anticipating their evening mash. She couldn't wait to show Mayn the two flowers she'd found along the stream next to the pasture, for she was certain they were new to the catalogue. It wasn't until she'd hurried through her chores and was rushing to the tack room that she noticed the strange mare stabled in the last stall.

"Easy there, girl," she assured the visitor, stopping to check her feed, lift her hooves, and give a quick curry comb to remove some burrs. She didn't think much of such a careless owner. An apple from their winter stores cemented a new friendship with a horsey kiss, so she was in a grand mood when she rushed in to their quarters to find a dark-haired, tonsured visitor with his back to her at the small eating table. Mayn, facing her, stood and made a quick hand signal. Caution? She bottled her excitement.

Mayn bowed slightly. "Kat, I introduce Father Roger Holcot, member of the order of St. Dominic, lately on loan from York to Cashel, and currently acting temporarily as our new postal rider."

Impressions raced rapid fire across her understanding. Grand. They now had their own postal rider. Mayn wouldn't have to carry the dispatches to the keep every week or send them by a merchant's wagon. But a priest assigned to such a low duty must be doing penance, and was therefore in serious trouble. And an Englishman, here? That was unusual even for the Church.

"Father Holcot, I am pleased to present my daughter and partner Mistress Katherine Maynard."

She blinked, realizing Mayn was the epitome of politely rigid formality. He must intensely dislike this man. Why?

Holcot turned and took her in by a glance, but didn't rise. He nodded slightly, dismissing her, and turned back. She frowned slightly at the insult, then shrugged. The villagers were worse. Holcot? Must be the same one who'd written the series of papers on siege machines in the technology dispatches these last few months--all grandly presented as though revealing important and original ideas, but really, as Mayn had put it, "nothing but a rehash of known work, some from ancient times, without a whit of creativity in the lot."

"I tell you Rufus," Holcot continued, "Abbot McWhinnie was wrong to reassign me from our important culmanic work to copying manuscripts."

"And your own Reverend Abbott back in York?" Mayn enquired, brushing his hand across his face to hide his signal to Kat. "What did he say to your written protest?"

"Our" culmanic work? She slipped to the kitchen corner and busied herself serving the supper Mayn had already prepared while listening carefully, per his signal. He was employing what he called "forensic questioning" to lay out the whole story for her consideration, and would expect her to remember every word.

"Davis sided with him of course. McWhinnie had already written to prejudice his mind."

"And you say you next organized a protest."

"Indeed I did. Not all the monks blindly follow the Abbots, Rufus. I have my allies."

"So you confronted him."

"I did. When I knew the bishop was meeting with him, I pushed his lackey away from the office door and took twelve good men into the room with me."

"A bold move."

"It would have worked, but someone had betrayed me. He handed me a writ of punishment already signed by the two of them, and told me I had two hours to report to the military postal authority. Told the others they'd be assigned to building stone fences for farmers if any were still in his office at the count of ten."

"And now?"

"I bide my time delivering mail until my appeal is heard by the Archbishop Tuohy at Armaugh. I was improperly tried and convicted without even being present to defend myself. They were wrong. I'll get my justice yet." He pounded a fist on the table, making a tin flower vase rattle.

"You're asking for..."

"McWhinnie's dismissal for wrongly assigning and therefore wasting my critical culmanic talents, then inciting the bishop to judge me without hearing my side."

"Excepting your written submission." Mayn looked her way, and she mentally took note of the last word.

What? He complains about others' supposed wrongdoings and a supposed mere technicality after he tried to organize a rebellion behind the Abbot's back? In the army, he'd be court-marshalled and shot.

Kat turned and saw him smile ingratiatingly. "When I'm Abbott in his stead, my monks will work on important projects--our projects."

She put two plates on the table and stepped back rather than join them, judging that Holcot wasn't the sort who would suffer a woman to eat with him.

The monk had already picked up his knife to slice a chunk of meat, when Mayn mildly asked, "Would you honour our household by asking a blessing of the Lord of Heaven, Father Holcot?"

Kat had a hard time keeping a straight face as the priest reddened slightly before complying. He'd been about to eat without prayer. Not even Druids did that. Afterwards, Mayn had the slightest twinkle in his eye.
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Their visitor left early the next morning while she was moving horses to pasture, and it was nearly eleven when she finished reading Holcot's two papers that Mayn had asked her to evaluate before giving his personal imprimatur by including them in "Culmanic Dispatches".

"What think ye, Kat?"

"His conclusions on element thirty-three seem valid, and properly backed up by experiment and analysis. You will accept it."

"Carefully worded that," he replied, raising a bushy eyebrow.

"I don't care for his methods."

"Feeding his purified form to cats to see if it killed them."

"And no remorse when it did."

"The other paper?"

This of course was why he'd given her the two in this order. The real meat was in the second.

"It's disguised, but the whole thing seems a re-work of Pierre LaPorte's piece on amalgams that we approved six months ago, with little of value added."

"Good eyes, partner. Ye will write and sign the rejection note."

Suddenly she realized. This was the second time he'd called her that in less than a day. It was even better than "daughter". A slow grin spread over her face. Seeing her realization, he reached out his arms and gave her a great bear hug, his beard mingling into her hair and tickling her scalp.

"Now, what think ye of his tale of the Abbott?"

"He agreed to a vow of obedience when he joined the order. To do as he did was rebellious. He also broke his word. Moreover, there is a reason a written appeal to higher authority is called a 'submission'. Evidently he had no intention of submitting. These are sins against God and his holy word, not so much against the Abbott. He will lose his appeal."

"Aye, that he will, and it ought to be obvious to him as well, but his kind dinnae ken being wrong."

Holcot continued to ride their circuit for the rest of the season, usually stopping a day or two to read and discuss with Mayn the contents of the dispatches he was to carry, or one of the recently circulated papers.

"What think ye now of young Robbie?" Mayn asked one day after he left.

Kat was reluctant to answer. The haughty Holcot continued to treat her as if she were one of Mayn's apparatus carts, but she didn't want to be rude. "He talks a lot," she temporized. 

"Aye, and often enough has the right of things," mused Mayn. "A charming and verra clever man that, in his way. He will win many acolytes." Then he looked at her sharply. "But he's always right in his own eyes, and there's a temper under that tonsure I'd not want to cross. A man disagrees with yon hothead at his own peril, fer he cannae bear to think of losing an argument, and would sooner cut out his own tongue than admit he were wrong or say he were sorry. Nor is he likely to stay at Cashel or any other Abbey once he finishes penance, for he cannae handle authority, especially the church's over him. Mark men like that, my lass, for they are danger enough to anyone over them, and far worse if they ever gain a semblance o' power themselves. They're sure to abuse it, to the cost of all around. The Lord of Heaven created authority for a reason, and we oppose it or misuse it at our peril."

"Second Petros tells us that. But what if the authority is wrong?"

"Even then, little one, be verra careful about naysaying the holder, and more so about opposing the office. Ye could find yerself agin the Lord of Glory."

"Did he lie when he said the Abbot had wrongfully accused him, then?" 

Mayn pulled his beard thoughtfully for a time before answering. "When a matter touches such a man's self-righteousness, he cannae see right from wrong, true from false, good from bad, black from white, wisdom from foolishness. He casts events into a mould only his eyes can ken, and excoriates all who will nae see things his way. He may fabricate events and not even be aware he's doing it. His few friends are sycophants who dare nae disagree, the enemies he makes numberless as the sand."

"And abusing others is slander," Kat added, "and the Holy books say a slanderer will never enter the kingdom of heaven."

Mayn sighed. "Indeed lass. There be priests, monks, even bishops who no more ken the Spirit of holiness than do pagans, fer a' their religious cant."

On his next visit, Holcot didn't greet her, but began talking at Mayn almost immediately. Lacking access to experimental apparatus, he'd taken to what he called "culmanic philosophy". From the moment he arrived, he peppered Mayn with disputation over a new idea he'd conceived.

"Our natural systematic method reveals more secrets of the physical world every day."

Kat grimaced. Holcot had stopped using the term "culmanic" and his tone sounded proprietary, as though he were master here.

Mayn didn't show he minded, except by his formal tongue. "Assuredly. The table of elemental substances boasts four new entries this month alone, making fifty, and we steadily learn more concerning the first forty-six discovered."

But, Kat thought, some numbers are missing, such as forty-three. I wonder why?

"Yes, yes." Holcot waved the observation off. He thought he had more important things to discuss. "But if our natural systematic method can find out how the universe works, what role has the idea of God?"

Despite her earlier conversation on the subject, Kat was shocked. Who would question the role of the creator? Who would doubt that his design of the universe was made all the more obvious by the culmanic method? Yes, and though the Bible was absolute in all it said, culmanic discoveries represented only approximations to partial answers found by groping toward God's light and wisdom. Truth belonged to, indeed was an attribute of God. The culmanic was only a way of uncovering it, of thinking God's thoughts after him. Surely everybody knew that.

"We are but discovering what the Lord of Heaven has thought in eternity before us," Mayn commented mildly, mirroring her own thought. But Kat could tell he was profoundly unhappy with the question even being asked. His shoulders were tensed across the back, his words meticulous.
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