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

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

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

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

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

Rea's Blood, book two of The Throne, picked the history up at that point, offering by means of her own journals and those of her associates, an intimate perspective on her life at sea, the battles that shaped her navy, her rise to admiral, and the final battle at Trafalgar, during which she was shot down on the deck of Victory and killed.

Tara's Mother, book three of The Throne, continues the story in the aftermath of Trafalgar, for the land war still ravaged Europe, and the problem of a wicked regicide on Ireland's supposedly righteous throne still must be resolved.

Again, we have available to us a rich supply of primary and secondary sources--hospital records, ships' logs, military dispatches, newspaper reports by embedded participants on two fronts, the diaries kept by Amy Rea's successors and students, including Amethyst Meathe, (also decrypted by Lord Caine), later reminiscences by their associates, and of course, the definitive works by Ollamh Seanacha Amyrea Walsh published after 1480. The latter have long been regarded as authentic, as Walsh conducted extensive interviews and correspondence with Amy Rea's closest associates (including her grandfather Torin Walsh), all but two of whom were then still living, and we still have the originals of her notes and working papers. Remarkably, though this material contained veiled references to "the secret" not a hint of its substance ever leaked into published materials.

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

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

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

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

 

NOTE: Although The Throne as a whole can be thought of in a sense as Volume 7 of The Interregnum, the first three books of The Throne can be read without first reading anything in The Interregnum. However, this Book 3, Tara's Mother, is sequel to Book 2, Rea's Blood and Book 1, Culmanic Parts.
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Worlds of The Timestream


From: A Guide For Federation Security Agents

by Patrick O'Toole

Tara, The King's Library, 1941 (rev 2005, 2010, 2012)

 

The Timestream is a spatio-temporal medium providing access to at least six known versions of planet Earth arranged in hexagonal fashion. Each has different histories and societies, some different geologies, but all have the same physical laws and chronology. Travel from one planet to another is via timestream vehicles developed by scientists of the Federated Earths (Hibernia and Babylon) from specifications transmitted by the Metans in 1791, though a few people may achieve the feat without such assistance. At critical historical points (nexi) on one of the planets, some crucial decision(s) results in two earths, with the same prior history, but differing subsequent ones. Major events on neighbouring planets in the timestream affect each other strongly, but not necessarily symmetrically.
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Notes:

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

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

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

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

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

* member of the "original" Federation of Worlds. Meta was later added.
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Lost and Found
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Courtesy of Royal Army records, we already knew that James Kennedy was a MIS (Military Intelligence Service) Colonel under the direct command of MIS General and Chair of the General Staff Clement Tighen. Assigned to Amy Rea as bodyguard, he served as bosun and fleet purser aboard Victory to and through Trafalgar. He was slightly wounded when prisoner Maria O'Hare escaped custody, but was one of two bosuns to survive the battle in which Admiral Amy Rea lost her life, and was then transferred to Belfast to operate an assessment and recovery office for RANC. Per his own writings and those of his staff, his real reason for being there was to locate and care for Joane O'Donnell, Rea's flag officer, who had been injured at Trafalgar, and shipped to Armaugh Hospital. Unfortunately, the escaped prisoner, Maria O'Hare, now known by him to be Marcie Caine, sworn enemy of both Amy Rea and Joane O'Donnell, had been sent to Armaugh with the woman she had once tried to kill. Both were suffering from severe life threatening head traumas, and Kennedy feared for the life of the woman he loved should Caine recover first.

--the editors

 

Jim Kennedy, Armaugh and Belfast, November 26, 1439

By the time he could responsibly leave his new office in Belfast and make the coach trip over to Armaugh RA Hospital, yet another week had passed since leaving Dublin and Amy Rea's funeral, but he was optimistic things were looking up. He was out from under the pretence of ship's discipline as a bosun, ostensibly assigned to the Belfast yards as Fleet Bosun RANC liaison while actually still serving as MIS operative for Tighen, and in both capacities having freedom to define his work. His staff included Bosun John Savage, Artificer Lew Jones, in addition to Midshipmen Sam O'Doule, and Al Maguire, all arrived with him on Victory, all seconded to his office, for the grand lady of the seas was now a battered near-wreck with little need for crew.

The five shared a large house on a farm property with Martin Kilbane, former cook for Amy Rea, who had mustered out and was working for the Travellers' Hotel in downtown Belfast, and with Brian Baxter, also mustered out and now doing freelance scribing for Belfast clients. Since all seven preferred to eat late, they had full advantage of the master chef after he finished preparing the hotel dinner.

The property was owned by Savage and Baxter, who'd pooled their prize money for the purchase, then persuaded Kennedy and the others to take up residence with them in the rambling farmhouse, the only stipulation being that they two had a sacrosanct locked workroom the others must refrain from entering. Two local couples shared an adjacent home and supervised hands for the farm--a mixed grain and cattle operation that had been in business for decades.

The rest of Victory's rump crew had been either paid off or mustered out, many here in their home town, or, and dispersed to other RANC ships. General Tighen remained in Tara, and the three officers who'd brought Victory home had all been reassigned.

At the office, Kennedy also had the services of up to two secretaries from the RA pool and whomever he needed of a second pool of injured seamen as messengers. The office had real work--determining which of the many crippled RANC ships now anchored or tied up on the military side of the port could reasonably be repaired and refitted for service, then arranging contracts to do the work. They also had a budget quota, beyond which they could do nothing.

We'll work our butts off, but at least eat like royalty, courtesy of Kilbane. But now to find my queen, and let's hope and pray she's in better condition than she was at Cadiz. Surely Armaugh has taken good care of her.

What worried Kennedy was that Joane had been sent there in the company of Maria O'Hare, her Palace Security-directed enemy. But O'Hare's brain is damaged and she amnesiac, so surely no threat.

He stepped off the inter-city coach outside the enormous RA hospital complex and stopped to watch the changes in progress. The nearly six hundred bed facility had a vast chasm beside it where the bones of an even larger building swarmed with hundreds of construction workers. Stands to reason. The sea war has just dumped thousands into the RA hospital system, and the land war has some time and many casualties yet to go.

He wasn't prepared for the chaos inside. The entrance foyer contained four beds. More lined the hallways in every direction. About half were jury rigged in two tiers as bunks. Staff bustled everywhere consulting clipboards and preparing drug doses on the run. The din was continuous.

A little shaken, he made his way to the information counter. Behind it sat three clerks working the teletalkies, handling a continuous stream of paper from the printers, annotating patient files, room assignments, and physicians' records. Even part of their space had been co-opted for two stacked beds.

"Yes, Bosun?" The duty clerk was short, sharp, and obviously too busy to take real interest in him.

"Kennedy of Victory to visit patient Joane O'Donnell, RA Colonel, wounded at Trafalgar."

The unimpressed clerk spun a rotary card index, flipped through several cards, and replied, "Sorry, no such person."

His heart leapt. "She's been discharged?"

"Nope. No one by that name has been admitted in the last three months."

A physician edged in beside Kennedy and tossed the clerk a file. He accepted it and started to turn away.

"No, wait. She was with another woman, name of Maria O'Hare. Once they were cleaned up, they would have looked much alike, almost twins."

The clerk grimaced harshly, set the file folder down, and spun the index a second time. "Nope, also none such."

He was frantic now. "But Cadiz sent them here. Where else could they have gone?"

"Don't shout at me Bosun, or I'll have the MPs remove you to a lockup. No such patients. End of conversation." He picked up the file and walked to the cabinets at the rear.

Kennedy stood there stunned for a few seconds, then suddenly realized someone was tapping him on the arm. He turned to find himself facing the physician who'd delivered the file.

"Colonel-Physician John O'Neil, head trauma unit."

"James Kennedy, late of Victory."

"The ship of legend. Well, I have ten more patients to deal with, but the RA owes her heroes more than what that man is prepared to give." He gestured toward the clerk, who was now arguing with one of his fellows over where to file a record.

"Can you find out anything he can't?"

"Better than that. I remember them precisely because they looked much alike--similar facial structure and hair. I examined both. One had a caved in skull, severe concussion, was conscious and functional, but profoundly amnesiac. The other had a mild head trauma, assorted other wounds, but was catatonic, severely battle-shocked. The RA wing of Belfast General sent them over because they were stable, needed surgery they couldn't get there, and required long term care."

"Yes, that's them. Joane O'Donnell is the catatonic one, Maria O'Hare the other."

"Your connection?"

"Officer O'Donnell and I are very good friends. I had hoped..."

"You're not actually a relative, and obviously not their superior officer."

"So you may tell me nothing more. Tell me, Colonel, what is your security clearance?"

"Four."

"I invoke it."

"Not possible unless yours is higher."

Jim Kennedy pulled a card from his belt pouch.

"An MIS colonel passing himself off as a mere sergeant. Impressive."

"This conversation is now MIS-protected, Colonel-Physician. Now, what do you know about the two women?"

"Very well." O'Neil lapsed into medical-professional mode. "They present rather different cases, though we see a lot of both these days. With the proper surgery to repair her skull and relieve pressure on the brain, O'Hare has a modest chance of a full physical recovery. The correct physical and mental trigger might release her amnesia even without an operation, though she won't live long without surgery."

"And the other?"

"Your lady? Her head injuries were not nearly so serious and are mostly healed. Brain maybe a little scrambled. The X-rays indicated a number of broken bones now healed, some from a while back. We did remove three musket balls that looked like they'd been there a while. At this point, there's little physically wrong with her, and no external sign of head injury, though one was mentioned in the file. Mentally, it's a different story. We couldn't do a complete psych evaluation in the time she was with us, but I'd say she's deeply trapped inside a series of mental and physical horrors. I've only seen a few other cases of battle shock as bad, and none worse. All were institutionalized, and none have improved, much less recovered. Less serious cases, given time and much care, have occasionally shown slight gains, but the victims report headaches and nightmares, usually for the rest of their lives. Many suicide as soon as they begin to realize their condition."

Oh, Lord of Heaven, let me help them. Surely I can love Joane back from her Hell.

"So why is there no record of them at the desk? Where are they? Can I see them?"

He shrugged. "Can't answer the last two questions, though the first is easy. Neither name was in the RA database, so they were refused admittance."

"Refused? General Tighen could vouch for Colonel O'Donnell, and I'm sure Palace Security would for O'Hare." Though they'd have to break her cover to do it. Wait. Of course. O'Donnell is supposed to be dead, so wouldn't be in the current database. And O'Hare was a pseudonym for Caine, so also unknown. If only I had been able to get here earlier.

O'Neil waved a hand at the chaos around. "That was three weeks back. As I told the other officer who enquired last week, you can see what things are like--worse even than Belfast General. We already have five hundred per mille more patients than our design capacity, and I'll wager the nine hundred bed addition will fill in weeks. No one would have considered checking to that level on behalf of either. After initial assessment, I was informed they were classed as civilians and inadmissible, then I was reassigned to other evaluations. I never saw either again, though I did find their files in the trauma unit later. Apparently the folders were accidentally left behind when they were refused."

It took Kennedy a few seconds to process this. "Wait. Who enquired?"

"He didn't give his name but I recognized him from our school days as John Carty--goes by Albert, his middle name. Don't think he realized or cared who I was. Always was a pompous weasel. How he got a commission is beyond me."

"The Lord's son." That palace toady was here looking for them a week ago? If he's found them, he and Maria would make short work of Joane. "So they were sent off without any papers? Where?"

A voice came over a speaker then, "Physician O'Neil to the head trauma unit with dispatch."

"Sorry Kennedy, I must go. Since they had no money, you'd best try the paupers' ward in the civilian wing over at Belfast General. The civilian hospital here in Armaugh is quite small and couldn't take cases like theirs, so they'd have transported them back to the coast."

 

[image: silver-bar2]

 

But the next morning when he presented at Belfast General, he learned little more. The military wing had initially processed the two under the names sent with them from Cadiz, and transferred them to Armaugh. They had no further record. The civilian wing had papers for two unidentified civilian women with head injuries admitted November fourth from Armaugh, registered without papers under the anonymous names of Patty and Jane Meathe, examined, then released on their own recognizance two days later.

The charge assistant on the pauper's ward provided slightly more, "'An I recall, one of the pair was sharp and functional, just couldn't remember anything of her past. She took a panic when she saw some fella nosing around asking about them, hushed us all, and hid they two in a closet. Then, when he left, she signed the both out. Extremely protective of her silent twin she was. Fed and clothed her, cleaned her, led her about by the hand, talked to her constantly, nor mind she got no response."

"You have no idea where they went?"

"Sorry, none. Belfast is a big place these days."

It had to be Carty that came here. Why would Maria O'Hare dodge her ally? And why would she be protective of Joane when she spent years hunting her as an enemy, tried to kill her more than once? 'Course, if she doesn't know who she or Joane are, only vaguely recognized Carty, and saw his queries as a threat without actually knowing him either... When I do find them I'll have to be extremely careful not to spook them.

But, enquire as he might over the next several weeks, the trail had ended. He learned nothing more.
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Patty Meathe, Belfast, November 1439-January 1440

November 4

I started this diary today at Belfast General Hospital when they told me my sister and I had been admitted with no records, and I couldn't even remember how we were injured, even how we got there, except that it was in a green transporter. Obviously I'm going to need a record of the days so I can read it each morning, and today's self isn't cut off from the previous days' ones.

Right, so I am "Patty Meathe" and my sister's name is "Janet"--both anonymous pseudonyms the hospital made up when we could tell them nothing. Such has been standard practice at hospitals, jails, and morgues for several decades now to tag indigent unknowns. It started in the reign of one of the Meathe kings when such folk were first cared for from tax dollars, then termed "the King's children" and finally labelled with Pat and Paddy Meathe. And, how do I know all that?

I've got a superficially healed caved in head from being forcibly collided with something that scrambled my brains like yesterday's eggs. Janet's a zombie, trapped inside her brain, staring at the world from vacant eyes, unable to respond, feed or dress herself, even walk unless I take her by the hand. At least she can get by without a diaper. Now. Not a couple of days ago, say the attendants.

This here's the paupers' ward, meaning there's a charge assistant on duty sometimes, a doctor drops in for a cursory visit once a day, and our large crowd of fellow patients are mostly drunks, senile, or faking illness to get a warm bed and three meals till the hospital decides there's nothing wrong with them and sends them back to the streets.

Of the city, I know only that it wasn't much more than a sleepy village until the culmanic revolution got going a century ago, then rapidly became an important ship building centre for both military and civilian vessels. Now, you explain how I knew that, yet find the streets around the hospital entirely unfamiliar. Yeah, I suppose I shouldn't have been wandering alone outside the hospital, but a lost girl's gotta at least know the lay of the surrounding land, and the security here's a joke.

 

 

November 5

Doc says my headaches might go away by themselves; there's nothing he can do. Sheep poop. I could tell him a thing or two about head trauma, especially if I think about it a bit. The pressure on my brain is giving me headaches, affecting my eyes, wiping my memory of anything more'n a day or two back, less'n I read it here in this diary written by yesterday's self.

He also claims Janet is an incurable whacko psych case, needs to be locked up for her own good. Maybe she can't be fixed, but given she looks enough alike me that she's obviously my blood, there's no way I'm abandoning a sister to a creep like him.

 

 

November 6

Read that entry from yesterday, and I take it back. The doc can't hold a match to the jerk was in here today. I'm sure I know him from a previous life or two, and he's baddest news. Daren't ask him why, so when I saw him buzzing around like the insect I'm convinced he is, I asked the charge med assistant not to give us away and we hid. My shaved and misshapen head, and Janet's generally crumpled look may make us kinda hard to recognize, but I'm taking no chances. Saw him leave with a scowl on his face, and I don't think the MA lied very convincingly, so I'm checking the both of us out of this death trap for parts unknown before he has a mind to try again. Read that last sentence, and tell me who has more a mind--him or me. Note to self--gallows humour.

 

 

November 7

Janet surprised me today by noticing a half crown piece on the street that I'd have missed. Guess her eyes were down whilst mine were casting about for more upright prospects to ameliorate our situation. She managed to pick it up and hand it to me, though just as vacantly as she does everything else. It bought us two decent meals already, with enough over for a couple of days yet. Got to find a way to get more. It's tough living in an alley with nothing but a cardboard box for protection. I've recorded the location here in case we spend a night elsewhere and need to know how to find "home".

 

 

November 9

We did all right begging the last two days. My shaved and bashed-in head, and Janet's disconcertingly vacant stare got us some sympathy and a few coins. Not too satisfying an occupation, though.

Finding I need to keep my left eye closed when I'm out in bright light. Double images are too confusing. Headaches very severe, especially in the mornings.

 

 

November 10

It's the Lord's Day today, and I took us off to church. Like many Irish city churches, it's called St. Patrick's. It's old, a somewhat run down cathedral in the heart of the city centre, and its location forms a roughly equilateral triangle a few blocks to each side with the hospital to its northeast and our alley to its southeast. The old cathedral has fallen on hard times with people moving away from the commercial core, and is attended mostly by poor or working folk. There's little money for building repairs, and none to hire a priest, so the elders and deacons do the ministry training work. More posh folk around town join churches that meet in newer, larger, less droughty buildings.

New data point. I know I am a Christian, that I've trusted in Christ for salvation, though I've no recollection of where and when. Janet I couldn't say. She was completely unresponsive at church, worse than usual. They had a fellowship meal afterwards, said it was free to anyone, but people who had money could toss a few coins into the pot at the end of the table. So I gave them two of our precious pennies, and loaded us up with food. All right, I confess. Three heaping plates each does make us pigs, and a penny apiece hardly pays. But sometimes it's more blessed to receive than to give. Who knew when we'd get more? Had to spoon feed Janet of course, though she did eat as much as I.

The kids were nice, but the adults avoided talking to us, just stared. Guess we are a sight to frighten old ladies, but they'll have to get used to us, 'cause we're going back next week and every week. They've got food for the body, food for the soul. Besides, there are lots of injured meandering the Belfast streets these days, some with no more minds than we two, a few with less.

Church was all so familiar, like coming home after a very long absence. Jane was slightly perturbed afterward, as if something almost got through to her, but she's fighting it hard. She moans in her sleep about guns and explosions, and once she woke up in the night, grabbed my arm and demanded, "Were you out there?" Startled by hearing words come out of her mouth, it was a few seconds before I asked "Out where?" but she'd already retreated into her private Hell, and couldn't answer. Perhaps I was indeed with her some awful where. Not sure I want to know if she's that traumatized. Guess I am, too. Could we have been shot up by some street gang? We both got a lot of scars, me more than her, and some of them look like healed musket ball wounds. Who has muskets except the army? Are there women soldiers? Who could we even ask? The army would need names, and we've got none.

 

 

November 15

Today was a good day in a good week. Monday I used some of our stock in coin to buy a few newspapers at the office and we hustled the streets mornings near the hotel selling them. Twelve- and thirteen-year-olds Mike the Mouth and Harry the Hustler were working the area already and objected to the competition, especially when I outsold them both combined. I figured we were too big for them to make their objections practical, but offered suggestions for improving their sales pitch.

"If you cry out the headlines and tease the story content a little instead of just saying 'paper, today's paper', or 'get yer Belfast Herald here', you could sell a lot more."

Skinny, aggressive Mike the Mouth was uncharacteristically silent until Harry reluctantly supplied, "'Hat's all right if yer can read the blamin' headlines." He was shorter and stockier, the stereotypical freckled Irish redhead, and tended to be bossy and belligerent to match.

I was astounded. "You can't read? Why not?"

"Me ma tossed me out at five years when she got her new man, an' I ain't never been ter school."

"Me neither," Harry added. "I got beat up too many times and runned away fra' the orphanage afore I ever got learned my letters."

I never hesitated a moment on the impracticality of it. "What if I teach you to read and write?"

"What's in it fer ye? We got nawt but eatin' money."

"Good question. Let's just say I want to. Maybe sometimes you can watch Janet for me when I run errands."

"Aw right," they chorused. "We'll give it a right go."

Hey, I didn't want to jeopardize the gig in case they had help to enforce their objections. We averaged twenty pennies per half day on papers. Perhaps not as much as begging, but more dignified somehow. And don't ask me how I knew I could teach them. I just did.

 

 

November 17

Besides Harry and Mike, we've acquired three younger students--Loopy Lopez, a dark-haired simpleton boy who was abandoned here by a drunken sailor father who hit him too many times, Pretty Patrick, a too-handsome little lad with a mournful expression who limps on a battered crutch, and Silent Sally, a tiny five-year-old who never speaks. According to Harry, the self-appointed leader and protector of the five street gypsies, the latter two were sexually abused by relatives after being orphaned, and were later brought to the city and dumped. These are five pretty messed up kids, though who am I to talk? You should see Sally cuddle up to Janet--kindred zombies if there ever were such. Janet's lights almost come on sometimes when the waif is in her lap. She becomes like a mom.

I took the whole lot to church today. Told them it was the cost of their week's lessons. Asked Deacon Hargreave if we could have the chalk stubs from the Lord's Day classrooms.

"What do you want them for?" he asks.

"Writing letters on the sidewalk," replies I, somewhat coy.

"To what end?"

But he's kind, it seems, so I spill it. "I'm teaching the five little ones how to read and write."

"Using chalk on the sidewalk." He seemed hornswoggled.

"It's all we've got."

 

 

November 18

Monday papers are full of a funeral planned for today down in Tara--big time sea war hero name of Amy Rea. Disturbing sketch of the lady in question beside the article. Add back my hair, knock my face into partial semblance of order, and put the lights on behind Janet's eyes, and this Rea person looks far too like she completes triplets for we two. How can that be? And, come to think, how be it I know what colour my own hair is, when it's just fuzz? How do I know from the sepia reproduction what colour hers is? But I do. I can almost picture her...almost.

I asked Harry today where his gypsies live, and he evaded. It's somewhere down in the warehouse district, east of our alley 'cause that's the direction I see them coming from in the morning, and I gather from something Patrick mentioned about his crutch and getting in a window, that they use a basement. Probably on or under one of the commercial quays. Fine. If they're warm and dry, we gentlefolk Meathe sisters won't pry. More gallows humour.

 

 

November 23

Another big stir in the papers today. Seems this Amy Rea's will was read at a hearing by Tara's head Brehon the day after the funeral. Takes time for the news to travel here. Boatloads of speculation ahead of time about why the crown wanted representatives present for the legalities.

Turns out the lady admiral had a multitude of interests, but all in business partnerships with others. Each of those was a joint tenancy minority share and the partners got everything, but in most cases the inheritance goes to a partner name of Sean O'Donovan, or her own blood heirs, of whom there are apparently none known, or failing that, until someone named Amy Fiona MacCarthy, daughter of a couple of RANC admirals off in some foreign parts per one editorial--turns nineteen. Then the executors are to determine if the hypothetical they (or she) is a worthy heir--whatever that means--and turn the shares over if so. If not, everything goes into Rea Foundation, which she created with nearly two hundred thousand initial capital, the interest on which is for educating soldiers, financing their post-war businesses, and caring for the families of casualties.

The part that stuck out was the two hundred thousand crowns. If you say that fast it doesn't seem like much, but the most coin Janet and I've had in our grubby hands at once so far is fifty pennies, half a crown. And to think, that fortune was only a tiny fraction of Rea's leavings.

Crown representatives tried to contest the will and put the entire estate into the King's hands, but the Brehon pointed out that the executors--Lady Fox, Cara Ryan, the prince and princess of Palma, Lady Biagioni of Roma, and Lord and Lady Admirals MacCarthy--were out of the country and unavailable to depose. The crown then attempted to claim that certain other assets in the form of bearer shares and jewelry were not mentioned in the will and ought to be confiscated and turned over to the state. But with no evidence to present, both petitions were rejected out of hand, and the disposition finalized.

This all seems, well, interesting, but is it worth headlines, long articles, editorials, even a cartoon of the Chancellor of the Exchequer reaching for a child's piggy bank and getting his hand slapped? Tell you one thing. She's a bigger hero in death even than she apparently was in life. There's talk of putting up statues.

Made me think though. Her name was more than familiar, and so was that of Victory, her ship. Took Janet over to the military yards for a gander in the hopes something might twang some memories, but we were stopped at the gate and refused admission, so saw nothing. Not that the ship was there to see, but she was built here in Belfast. On the way back I picked up a book someone had left on a park bench. Turned out to be a pulp novel by some fellow named Brian the Barbarian and entitled Amy Rea and the Battle at Tuen Mun.

 

 

November 24

Our third Lord's day at St. Patrick's church, and folk have warmed up to us. No luncheon today, but people were encouraged to invite others to their homes, and we got included, all seven of us going to the Hargreaves' place. Nice people, three well-mannered kids of their own. Jane managed to feed herself, which according to this diary she couldn't a week ago. I wouldn't know apart from reading it here. Need surgery on this head of mine.

I was proud of our gypsies--all very polite and careful to use the utensils rather than their fingers. Mrs. Annie Hargreave fussed over them the whole time we were there. A fine Christian lady. And get this. The Hargreave kids, all between four and eight, busted their piggy bank to buy us a box of chalk and seven small slates for our sidewalk school. It'll make things much easier. Nearly cried.

Read that book about Amy Rea this afternoon, hoping I might learn something about myself, and why the feeling of a connection to her, the similarity of appearance to the both of us Meathes. It sorta sounded familiar, but sorta not--like a tale I'd heard once--maybe. Frustrating to get nothing more from the exercise. There are apparently many more such tenpenny novels that I daren't afford to buy, and the exercise now seems futile anyhow.

 

 

November 25

Another week, another idea. In the afternoon, our five young gypsies led us to the passenger dock near the King's Viaduct bridge and we joined them carrying baggage for tips. We made thirty pennies in two hours, including a ten-penny coin a wealthy swell gave me when he had nothing smaller. Jane helped with the carrying. I told her to pick up suitcases and follow, and she managed. But she still says nothing, shows no sign anyone's home. It came to me today that her condition could be due to something called battle shock, but I've no idea how I know that. Fact is, my own condition might be a variation of the same thing, and only part physical. Gives one pause. Neither do I know the origin of the medical opinion of yesterday's self that I need brain surgery to relieve cranial pressure. Fat likelihood of affording that on a few pennies a day.

 

 

November 26

Big doings today according to the Belfast Herald. Recall, Oh tomorrow's self, that I wrote above about Amy Rea? Well, her ship Victory returned to the Belfast harbour this morning, to much ado. Apparently she was built just across the river from here, but is little better than a floating wreck after the battle at Trafalgar. She's docked on the northern channel in the military quarter. The whole town was abuzz over the largest ship ever built in these parts. I walked Janet over that way again, but we couldn't get close enough to see anything because of the crowds. Try again another time.

 

 

November 27

Another good day. Several passenger ships came in so we seven carried bags to the Travellers' Hotel till late at night. Got a few jobs fetching and carrying for mustered out sailors, too. Made nearly a crown each. All us streeties will eat well for days. We didn't have papers ourselves, but one tenpenny came with a well-read edition. Much discussion about something new happening in the east--a canal between the Mediterranean and the Red Sea will see the first ships pass through from India bound for Europe less than a year hence. That too seems faintly evocative of a former life, but...

 

 

November 28

Another big deal in the newspapers today, though I'm not sure what to make of it. Seems the King was all set to ask the Spanish and French for an armistice, but the lords rebelled and would have none of it. The Court rhetoric was that with Amy Rea's victory at Trafalgar, Ireland had the enemy on the run, and now was the time to press for victory, not suspend the war. The King insisted on a vote, and lost what was thought ahead of time to be a close call by a five-to-one margin. Public sentiment is very with Amy Rea and much opposed to the king right now, so I suppose the nobility felt they couldn't thwart the people's will without hazarding their own positions.

The lords had been feisty on earlier occasions, and King Frederick used up his Court vetoes earlier in the year, so could do nothing about it. After all, he daren't abrogate the compact of Drogheda that John I signed with his nobles, and that recognized rex lex as not only Brehon law, but a permanently binding statute. He'd face a rebellion if he did. I suppose Frederick will continue to lobby for what he wants, though it's certainly not clear what that may be or why.

Look at what I just wrote. I know a ton of Ireland's history and legal mumbo jumbo, though nary a whit of my own life.

 

 

November 29

My project to teach the street gypsies how to read and write is coming along well. I've got them through the alphabet, and a few three-letter words. I have to keep separate detailed records, else tomorrow's self will never remember what each one has done. Would be nice to be indoors, but...

 

 

November 30

Six days of hustling both papers and baggage emboldens us to move into this basement tenement room where I now sit to write this. It costs fifteen pennies a day, has no furniture, and is somewhat a dump in a poor part of town, but it sure beats our cardboard box in the alley next street over. Hey, we feel rich averaging over thirty pennies a day. Well, I actually have no clue how Sis feels, but...

 

 

December 1

Deacon Hargreave floored me this morning by saying the church board had voted to allow us the use of one of the church classrooms for our school during the week. Not only that, but two sweet ladies promised to help three days on and three days off. A relief. I was wondering what would happen to the gypsies when I die.

My twin sister, or so I assume she is, improves slightly--far more than I can say about myself. She is still clueless, but able to follow simple instructions, feeds herself regularly, and no longer needs my help getting to the head, though I do have to dress and bathe her still. Can I love her back to life for Jesus? Perhaps she is my cross to bear, per the sermon this morning. I, however, have worse headaches than ever. Going down fast to Patrick Meathe's locker. Need help. How to get it?

Of course Janet doesn't learn much, though she has a couple of times copied a word, and once wrote out "Joane", though I couldn't get anything more from her than that. Sounds familiar. Her name perhaps? What's mine?

 

 

December 2

I saw him again today--the one I described here the day I started this diary. Don't know why my previous self thought him a threat, or why my current one does either for that matter, but it's maybe a good thing I coloured our hair--well, Janet's hair. I'll do mine when I have more--and added a few cosmetic facial scars. He passed us by without notice.

 

 

December 3

Janet astounded me today. We were walking hand in hand along the main street near the Travellers', me thinking of ways to make a little more money and trying to fend off another skull breaker of a headache when we passed two gents in earnest conversation. She suddenly grabbed at my arm and turned me toward them. One was a none-too-honest older street mick and sometimes pickpocket name of Freddie the Finger, the other a newcomer, one Commerceman O'Hanrahan, whose bags we'd carried the day before, and I only barely remembered his moniker. Memo to self: Write down everyone's name and address.

"Well," gushes Freddie, "that seems a fat wallet we've found here." Then he hefts it, opens it and flips the bills. "Lot of cash here."

"I'll call a police constable," says O'Hanrahan.

"No need for that," oils Freddie. "I've a friend who's a legal beagle just round the corner. He can tell us how to find the owner and get a reward."

"Sounds good to me," sez the other. What a doughhead. Doesn't he know it's a capital offence to practice law for money?

"For something involving this much money, he'll want a twenty crown fee, though. Tell you what. If you'll advance me his fee, I'll trust you to hold on to hold the wallet, while I go consult him."

The mark was just reaching for his own wallet when we stepped between them. "I wouldn't do that if I were you, Sir," I opined, meanwhile waving over a constabulary soldier I saw exiting a nearby alley.

"Here you, don't you two beggars interfere with us gentlemen," bluffs Freddie.

"I think, Sir, that if you examine this wallet carefully"--here I deftly removed it from Freddie's clutches and gave it to O'Hanrahan--"you'll find it's stuffed with pieces of newspaper. He's selling you a story to cheat you out of your money."

Freddie backed off then and tried to make an escape. "I assure you Sir, that I was only trying to be a good citizen, but I am late for work now. You deal with the wallet as befits a gentleman. Good day."

But as he turned, he stepped into the arms of the constable, who'd heard the latter part of the exchange. "Trying to work the dropped wallet scam again are you Freddie?" said the fine constable, snapping cuffs on his wrists. "Off to the station house with you. We'll find some honest hard work for you building roads these next few months to keep you out of mischief."

He left with a wink back to us, and I turned to wish good day to O'Hanrahan, who was flipping through the scrap paper with which Freddie had stuffed the cheap wallet. He then took his own and proffered the twenty crown note Freddie had tried to cheat from him.

"We can't take that, Sir."

"I owe you ladies at least this much. The money isn't the issue. My education in the way of Belfast streets is worth far more than a twenty. Come, take it."

Then, when I hesitated, he reached out and put it into Janet's hand. She grinned at him, and pocketed the bill. I would have protested except that it was the first time I'd seen her smile, and twenty unnecessarily paid to us was cheap indeed for a thrill like that.

"That's better. Now, how may a wholesale manager for Tara Traders help two elegant ladies?" He handed us a small printed card. Well, he knows how to be a charming liar. Is that the first requirement of being a gentleman?

"Quite considerably," I replied, "if you know of a job we, or rather I, could do--one that would get us off the streets and out of the weather."

He glanced at Janet's blank face. "Your sister cannot speak?"

"No, Sir. She'd be no trouble in an office or some such place, just sit on the floor beside me."

"Can either of you handle weapons?"

"We both can, Sir." Wait. How do I know that? But I'm sure it's true.

He didn't stop to consider. "I've rented a warehouse at Number 10 Castle Street on the Quay, and will be offloading a part cargo of Chinese silk and tea I had sent up from Dublin for resale to retailers here in Belfast. We're testing the local market for luxury goods. I've two men to look after the place days while we're selling, but need night guards. Stay awake, patrol the doors and windows, and sound the alarm if anyone tries to break in. I'll pay a crown a night for the month or so I expect it will take to sell everything, and a bonus every two weeks if all goes well."

Janet then astonished me again by gripping my arm and nodding. For the first time since we'd come here, she had a glimmer of intelligence. Hey, a crown a day was big time money for us--better if it got a rise out of her.

I wasted no time agreeing. "Done, though you'll have to loan us weapons for the duration."

"Which?"

"Full suite. Swords, sticks, knives, and staves." Now why had I added the latter? Were both of us staff fighters? That would seem...unusual, but how would I know?

"Your names?"

"Patty and Janet Meathe."

He didn't bat an eye at the obvious pseudonyms. "Be there at 1800."

"We will, Sir." I quickly wrote the address down.

 

 

December 4

Bad headache again this afternoon, and I nearly lost it all. Had to re-read this whole journal to catch up on the "me" that's Patty Meathe. The memories do come back when I refresh, but I fear that without this diary I would be more a zombie than Janet. Staying up all night as guards and sleeping through the morning was very hard on us. Hope I can continue.

 

 

December 6

Janet was insensate all night at work again, eyes open, unseeing. She walked with me on rounds more like a machine than a person. I tried exercising her with stick and staff (no blunt swords available), thinking she might come alive via some concentration. It sorta worked. She responded, but on automatic instinct. I discovered one thing. We're both pretty good at this. I beat her easily, but saw enough to know that if she had her reason behind her arm, she'd be very competitive indeed. And, how do I know?

 

 

December 7

The warehouse is a cavernous affair on one corner of the company's leased wharf. The sides have tie-ups for ships, big enough for two merchant ships on each. The fourth side is occupied by a traffic turnaround acting as a terminus for Castle Street.

Today I spotted the gypsies surfacing from underneath the Quay beside the turnaround, and later checked out their entrance. They've got what used to be part of a building basement but was cut off in some forgotten renovation, and can now only be accessed by what appears from the outside as a window well, but is actually the top remnant of an old door. My guess is the street level used to be lower and the current buildings are on fill. In fact much of our enormous wharf rests on pilings, not solid ground. Whole town is a bit of a swamp if you ask me.

 

 

December 13

Commerceman O'Hanrahan told us today he's taking more space in the warehouse and expects an entire shipload from Tara Traders' headquarters down south to arrive Monday for unloading. Apparently there's turned out to be quite a consumer appetite for silk and tea here in Belfast, and the company is doing very well indeed. He's bringing in a variety of spices as well, expecting them to sell quickly. The company owners must be rolling in crowns. O'Hanrahan completed partitioning off a section of the second floor for a suite for himself and will now live in the building. The alarm system, a Shamrock Electric Mark V, sounds a huge gong outside for the beat constable, another signal in his suite. We also have a teletalkie connection to RAl police headquarters--apparently one of the first few to be installed in this city. Hope we never need to use either, though I did notice a few neighbourhood low-lifes nosing around the building today. The instrument gives me the chills, though. I recognized it immediately, knew its purpose, have used it before, even know its internal workings. How do I know? No one to ask.

Anyhow, the real item is we're hired on for the duration, at least three months, likely more, as O'Hanrahan seems to be putting down roots. He's paid us the two week bonus he promised, but more, ten crowns each, and raised our pay. No more selling newspapers and hustling baggage on the streets. Good thing, 'cause it's a chilly winter. Yeah, and we needed money for clothes. Ours were nearly in rags. Not only that, he told us we could keep the weapons he'd bought us. Generous indeed.

 

 

December 14

On the street this morning we almost became part of an argument between two scholars here for a conference. It was about a paper by a French scholar. The argument was in French, the quotes from the paper about some obscure novelist in Latin, of course. I understood it all, and almost joined the conversation, then thought, who am I? But I noticed Janet seemed also to follow the discussion with interest.

 

 

December 16

Big doings around the docks today. With guarding paying so much and time taken teaching street kids, I not only haven't been selling papers, I haven't been reading them either. Lots of talk on the street, so I caught up today by visiting the library and reading back issues of the Herald. Seems the army decided to scrap Victory rather than put her back in service--too much money, said the high mugwumps at Tara. Editorials in the paper had a different take--that parties at Court were jealous of the ship and her now deceased admiral, and forced the army to cut the funds.

So, a couple of young midshipmen name of O'Doule and Maguire who'd served aboard the ship and were here in the city, scuttled around to schools and got children interested in restoring Victory on account that if His Cheapskate Majesty didn't have enough money, shouldn't we kids get together and make the ship at least a monument to her dead, most of whom were from right here in Belfast?

Now get this. They collected pennies, crowns, and the occasional larger donation from some four thousand children in three counties to the tune of seven hundred crowns in just a couple of weeks. When RANC put the ship up for auction, they shamed the salvage breakers into not bidding, and bought Victory for Belfast's schoolchildren for the princely sum of a single crown. Astonishing. Since RANC refused to decommission her, Victory remains a military vessel, even though now owned by local children.

Now that they had an army of kids hooked on the project by contributing their pennies to the cause, and owned the ship into the bargain, local commercepeople chipped in some real money, some guy running a naval liaison office where the middies worked managed to strong-arm RANC suppliers, and pretty soon collected promises of everything he needed to refit the ship to her old standards at bargain prices or free. Not only that, he's got soldiers, including many former crew, lined up to do the work under military supervision and has engaged civilian artisans, many of whom are donating their time. Let me tell you, as I read it in the Belfast Herald, the whole thing thrills me, though it creeps me at the same time. I have a connection to that ship. I know I do. What?

Anyhow, today Janet and I came to work early to watch Victory be towed to the civilian dock at the warehouse we guard, the very one owned by Tara Traders. Our employers aren't likely to use more than one of the four dock points at a time, so they let the kids have two for their ship. But according to O'Hanrahan, his superiors in Tara put up nearly five thousand crowns toward the work.

Strange feelings watching the ship, like I remembered, though not quite. She pulls me like a magnet.

Very bad reaction from Janet. When the banged up warship came in sight, she started bawling, moaned "Were you out there?" then hyperventilated. Thought she was going to die, and had to take her inside the warehouse to calm her down. After she slept for several hours, she'd regressed, and was as vacant as ever. Hope she recovers. I don't want to go back to feeding her all the time.

 

 

December 20

Janet was a little better again this morning, and nearly back to her partially-functional self, though still no sight on whoever is trapped inside her skull. At least my own head's only gradually getting worse now that I'm used to night shift. I'll take a side door to the warehouse so's she doesn't see the ship.

 

 

December 25

We were facing a lonely Christmas, but two families at the church who were getting together to celebrate invited us to join them. I bought both a hosting gift, and wooden toys for their combined five young children--all we could afford, even with the employees' discount at the new Tara Traders retail store on Sixth.

I'd like to say the day's experience brought back memories. Only sorta. There were times when I thought something was right at the edge of my mind--half images of sitting before a fireplace and opening gifts, but not quite. The headaches are worse every day, like knives in my head when I get out of bed. There's still no one home in Janet's head.

 

 

December 30

I'm writing this before we head out to the warehouse for our shift, as Tara Traders has for the past couple of days been unloading yet another merchant ship, even before the last cargo was fully sold. She's docked on the other water side of the wharf from, astern of, and nearly at right angles to Victory--a minnow beside a wounded whale. But the place will be packed with expensive goods, and O'Hanrahan is nervous as a cat. He's hired twenty ex-soldiers to guard the unloading, and will keep a couple with us for overnight patrolling outside the building.

I'm equally jumpy. Too many riffraff hanging about the neighbourhood. And I gotta get Janet out of her funk. Time to face reality. I hear the trumpets blowing for yours truly. I figure I can stay upright another two or three weeks max--maybe. One or two more afterwards I cross for good to the other side. Don't ask me how I know, but I wouldn't give five pennies for a patient's chances of lasting as long as I have with my busted head, and I've spent at least four of those coins already. If the Lord of Heaven cares about this damaged property of his, he's going to have to bust something loose real soon now, afore I bust out of this here wreck of a body.
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Alice Maguire, Belfast, December 31, 1439

At morning prayers that last day of the year, Alice expressed fervent thanksgiving to the Lord of Heaven for all he had done for them. She and Sam had every reason to be grateful. They were back in their home town, now as respected junior officers, with enough prize money on deposit in the local Bank of Tyrone to quit RANC and set up businesses of their own--if they were only old enough to sign contracts and had finished their hitch. Meanwhile, they had steady employment under Bosun Kennedy, who in their opinion didn't hide very well the fact that he was a senior MIS officer.

Their success at getting Victory into a civilian-funded refit program had left them feeling on top of their world. With the northern counties' children now owning the ship, local citizens paying the cost of the refit, and Jim Kennedy doing procurement, the project wouldn't cost RANC a penny, and might be done to better than RANC standards as a labour of love. But oh, how Victory and I miss Admiral Rea. How Ireland misses her. Not to mention Officer O'Donnell, who's simply vanished.

Weekdays since towing the ship to the civilian dock, she and Sam now lived aboard Victory, using the cabins down on the orlop that had once belonged to the gunner and purser, and only catching a commuter stage out to the Baxter/Savage farm on weekends. The ship was comfortable place, warm, dry, and familiar, with electric light and heating supplied from a connection to the city mains. A score of the carpenters and other artificers who were former crew also lived aboard, though most of the workers commuted to the dock area from residential parts of the city.

From the dock, a block east and two north to the procurement office was only a few minutes' walk, but through a rather neighbourhood, so the pair never travelled solo, reasoning that a girl alone wasn't safe, even if armed and trained to be far more dangerous than an adult civilian. Moreover, at Kennedy's insistence, one or both of them always carried a radio on her belt when not at home or in the office.

They had risen before dawn, breakfasted in the galley, and were now inspecting work on the superstructure from the quarterdeck. Alice shook her head sadly as she surveyed the large quantity of broken wood piled amidship where the ship's boats should have been. The scrap was the demolition remains of damaged railings, scrollwork, and furniture, much of the latter from the captains' and admiral's cabins, which they hoped to restore first for school tours and an eager-to-pay touring public. Gotta make it both safe and attractive first, though.

"Too bad," she observed, "we have to throw all that out. Seems such a waste."

"Why not make it into souvenirs?" Sam suggested. "People pay for mementoes."

"Of scrap wood? I hardly think so."

"Surely they could be persuaded if the item was attractive enough."

"You'd make this junk into..."

"Pens, knife handles, children's toys--small stuff, so's there's lots, then someone would be willing to wholesale it."

"Pens?"

"You've met that retired wood artificer Kennedy hired to re-do all the scrollwork, haven't you?"

"Culhenny? Was one of the ship's carpenters. A master craftsman."

"See that new machine he had for turning spindles?"

"The lathe? Yes, a nice gadget, one of Admiral Rea's inventions. I helped her on the prototype just before we left Olongapo. They're made by Shamrock Electric, along with a flock of other electric tools."

"And marketed by Tara Traders who rent this dock and the warehouse across the quay, yes. My point is that such lathes come in smaller sizes, inexpensive, and just right for turning bowls, pen and knife handles, all kinds of little wooden items. Finished up nicely, monogrammed and certified as genuine Victory wood, I'm sure they'd sell."

"Hey, you're onto something. We could get two or three lathes, teach some of the school children how to use them, and have them make samples. Remember the local Tara Traders rep, fellow named O'Hanrahan, who gave us the five thousand and this tie up slip? Maybe he'd display them for ordering through their new retail store."

Their attention was suddenly seized by the clatter of wheels on the street below, so both drifted to the starboard railing to lean out and take a look across the quay. Eight or ten freight wagons now occupied the area, backing to the warehouse freight doors, their horses stamping and blowing. Some two dozen men had jumped down and were headed to the pedestrian entry in the centre. Then, six peeled off and headed around the side of the building.

"Not many electric trucks around here, very different than Tara," Al commented.

"I don't like the looks of that, Al," Sam said a moment later. "Too much like a military operation."

Alice already had her radio off her belt. "Kennedy, Maguire and O'Doule here. We read a probable large scale robbery attempt in progress at the Tara Traders' warehouse across the wharf from Victory." She listened a moment, then replied, "Twenty-three armed plus nine drivers."

Then a scream sounded from beside the building, and those in front started to batter at the door. "Robbery confirmed, heading down there." She hooked the radio back on her belt, leaving it turned on. "Kennedy and a dozen men are coming."

She and Sam sprinted down the ladder to the upper gun deck where eight or ten men slept and worked, paused and blew the pipe signal for "board the enemy," shouted "follow us to the quay", ran down the next ladder to the middle deck, then forward to the entrance door and ramp. By the time they reached it, they could hear a clatter of swords and running feet behind, but didn't pause.

It was the work of seconds to descend the ramp, run along the quay to the frontal road, and reach the rear of the action. By that time she and Sam had stick and sword to hand as they might to board an enemy ship. A man who looked like a bad imitation of a worse court dandy turned sharply as they came up, spotted them, and started to say "just run along home children, and..."

He got Alice's stick in his gut and Sam's rapped his head as he doubled over, knocking him out. Hey, I guess we are children from his point of view, but we've survived a few battles.

They engaged the rear of the robbers, clubbing several down before the latter realized they were under attack. Suddenly, several younger children appeared as if from nowhere, and were all around them, darting in and back, rapping legs with sticks, creating havoc. Stupid kids will get themselves killed, but they are helping. Only then did some of the rear guard of the group before them draw swords, but the first two to cross theirs got short shrift, quickly proving they were no match for graduates of the Amy Rea school of total war.

Now, cries of "Victory" went up as they were joined by their work crew, but the pedestrian door to the warehouse simultaneously gave way to the weight of its assailants. Between the growing piles of the unconscious at the rear, and the rush inside at the fore, the crowd before them melted away, so a minute later, Al and Sam regrouped their men and made their own assault on the narrow doorway, the street children close in their wake after refusing to be shooed away. What stake have those kids here? No time to fish for answers.

Al and Sam may have been legal children themselves, but they were RANC officers, even if not yet made, so they led the way up the outer stairs and through the door, clubbing down the three men detailed to prevent them as though they weren't there. Inside, Al paused for a quick survey. To the left and right was a broad loading dock, freight doors on the outside of the building, archways into the cavernous space opposite. The broad back of one of the assailants was just vanishing through the second portal on the left, so they split their men into three parties, a third to either side of that one, with they two taking the centre.

Once in the warehouse proper, they were met with the scene of two armed women perched atop a cluster of heavy crates, backed by other crates, surrounded below in a semicircle by the remaining eleven robbers. One of the women stood forward, ready to repel attackers, the other, though also armed, hung back, not seeming to know what to do. Or, is she too afraid?

"Surrender and we'll spare your lives," one man shouted, not seeming to notice he was rapidly being surrounded himself. "We only want the goods."

"Never!" shouted the woman in front, who seemed to be in charge. She didn't notice the latest arrivals either.

One of the men threw something--a rock Al thought--and hit the spokeswoman on the side of a head already disfigured from a previous injury. She instantly went down like a tree before the axe, so the men threw themselves at the boxes to climb them. At this, the second woman suddenly came to life and action, standing astride her fallen companion and whirling about to confront the attackers like a mad berserker.

By the time she'd given four or five a rap with stick or sword, Al and Sam were upon their rear, the children again down at the legs. Seconds later, reinforcements joined the fray as Kennedy arrived with his dozen men, the Commerceman also piled in with more guards, and the engagement fizzled. When the last of the would-be robbers was laid out peacefully on the warehouse floor, Kennedy called out, "You can come down now, my lady."

But the fighter dropped the points of her stick and sword, knelt beside her fallen companion, turned the other woman's face to one side, revealing a bloody, caved-in mess from behind one eye to the ear, and cried out in inarticulate anguish. At that, Kennedy took in the kneeling woman's face, shouted "Joane," and jumped atop the crate. She let him take her hands over top of her weapons, and the two faced each other for a minute or so, Kennedy repeatedly calling out "Joane" even while all signs of intelligence on the kneeling woman's face faded to nothing. She then collapsed against him over her downed companion.

By the altar. It's Officer O'Donnell on top and that O'Hare-Caine-Allwyn creature underneath. What are they doing together? Why was Caine trying to protect O'Donnell?

 

 

Jim Kennedy, The RA wing of Belfast General Hospital, January 1, 1440

Colonel-Physician John Clough looked up from the X-rays piled on his desk, leaned back in his chair, and regarded the distraught Kennedy with some sympathy. Jim was not happy he'd had to pull rank again. The more people who knew of his cover...

"We've admitted both women on your department's ticket, Colonel, and under the names Patty and Janet Meathe as you requested. Patty Meathe is unconscious with an improperly healed fracture of her skull over the right temple, but this has been compounded by a fresh blow that has broken more bone on the right side of her face. Ordinarily we couldn't handle this and would transfer to Armaugh, but this woman cannot be moved even a short distance and have any hope of survival. However, I happen to know we've got visiting surgeons with a neurology speciality in town. I've contacted them and they're willing to help out.

"We'll scrub up a team in the next hour or so, and I think we can let the pressure off and reconstruct the bones. I understand she's been amnesiac--a rare but not unknown consequence of injuries like hers. Whether she'll ever get her memories back is another matter.

"The other one, Janet, or Joane as you term her, we initially thought was a psych case. However, have a look here on these two X-rays of the back of her head."

"Nothing on this one at my right, but that white line with the fuzz around it on the left one?"

"Taken from a different angle than usual after we noticed swelling on the back of her head. The 'fuzz' as you term it, indicates an infection. The sharper line in the centre is a foreign object of some sort, now fully enclosed in her brain. My best guess for someone who's been in sea battles is that it's a wood splinter. Can't be metal or bone as it would have shown up sharply in the first X-rays. That file you brought over from Armaugh has no mention of a head x-ray at Cadiz, so this has been overlooked."

"Could that be causing her catatonia?"

"Contributing, perhaps, causing, no. Total withdrawal like this is a result of shock from sustained severe mental trauma. She's faced too much death and destruction around her, and can't look at it any more, so has simply left us. I've seen it before. Usually we transfer those to Armaugh, and they assign them to long-term care facilities. No possible cure for one this bad."

"I saw her almost come to in order to protect Patty."

"Then there may be a sliver of hope. You say they were once enemies?"

"Yes, but in their current identities, they have apparently been very close. I've been talking to a group of street kids who know them."

"I can't hold out the slightest prospect for her recovery, but they are likely to be enemies again if they regain their memories."

"I see. Would removing this splinter help Joane?"

"Oh yes. It must be done or the infection will spread to the rest of the brain and kill her. It's a miracle she's not already dead."

"Antibiotics?"

"Don't help until the foreign object is removed."

"Then your specialist had better operate on her, too."

"You understand that Patty hasn't much better than a four hundred per mille chance of surviving the surgery, less than that of a full mental recovery, this Joane of yours little hope at all."

"I have no great love for Maria O'Hare, the one who is now Patty Meathe, but she was kind to my Joane, and deserves a chance, for the sake of Christian charity. And there seems little choice but to try for Joane as well."

"MIS will authorize and fund both procedures?"

"It will. I have informed General Tighen of the situation, but have discretion to act for him. Who are the specialists?"

"John O'Neil is over from Armaugh for a couple of days, specifically to visit with the other man," he leaned forward confidentially, "who is none other than General-Physician Thomas Rourke himself. I worked with both in the field before being assigned here, so I know Rourke, even though he's here under a pseudonym. I sent a note to O'Neil when I recognized Rourke. The important thing is that there aren't better brain surgeons in all Ireland. Rourke will do the work, O'Neil and I assist."

"The Rourke who's in charge of the North European armies? What's he doing here?" Now that's evasive cover. I know perfectly well. After all, I've spent weeks arranging it. And I knew he was a physician, just not that he's a brain surgeon. Thank you, Lord of Heaven.

"Meeting with some of the other generals in a conference room right here at the hospital out of sight of the press for strategy discussions. Political too, I'd warrant. Your boss Tighen is expected shortly, I hear. All scuttlebutt of course, but you know how it is. There's smoke and there's fire, too."

Kennedy handed over the signed authorizations. "Very well, proceed." As will the conference. But this fellow talks too much, and so do others. I may need to have him transferred to Armaugh after the surgeries and before the meetings.

 


 

 

[image: 4sf-header]

 

 

Janet Meathe, The RA wing of Belfast General Hospital, January 6-10, 1440

I think, therefore I must be. Ah, but who be I? I have semi-coherent memories back to being led about the streets of Belfast by my sister Patty, and a sharp memory of me standing over her downed body, fighting like a banshee, defending her insensate self with all I had. Yet, how did I learn fighting skills and where? That very concerned and loving Kennedy calls me "Joane", and sits by my bed hours at a time reading the Holy Books to me, telling me things about my past. Nice name and life, if it's mine, and it all seems vaguely familiar, but...

There's a me that observes as I now am, and a me that only exists, but is uninvolved. She is presumably Joane. I get flashes from her once in a while. She's allegedly a frightened child in my head who's seen too much death and destruction--or so I gather from this Physician Rourke fellow who cut open my skull last week and extracted a fragment of teakwood. Nasty stuff that teak--splinters always fester, or so I seem to know. The other me was conked by the joy juice at the time, but this "I" didn't go under, so it was interesting listening to his running commentary. Something familiar about it all, and the other me apparently knows Thomas Rourke, but has yet to introduce this me to him. He seems competent, though how do I know, whichever "I" that may be?

We/I also have flashes of memory involving angels--none too startling when you consider we're coming out of a near death experience, if it was indeed merely 'near'. Some fragment of me insists I'm back to handle unfinished business--but how much sense does that make?

The body the two of me share is heavily sedated in an induced coma, so I've yet to open our eyes, but do hear enough to know I currently live with my sister Patty (whom the others that visit call "Maria", and is likewise comatose) in a well-guarded room at Belfast General Hospital, Military Wing. Besides Thomas Rourke, and a cast of the usual doctors and medical assistants, there's been quite a parade through the ward. These include four men, the aforementioned Jim Kennedy, John Savage, Martin Kilbane, and Lew Jones, two very self-assured young women named Sam O'Doule, and Al Maguire, plus the five street children Patty always called our gypsies. The latter I know, the others not, though apparently I'm supposed to. Indeed, "Jimmy" is obviously in love with "Joane", but... Memo to other self: How about filling me in on reality? In particular, is/was I/Joane in love with Jimmy?

I was asleep and missed his entry into the ward, but eventually connected to a transmission signal from none other than Physician Rourke.

"...knew you when you were in the Northern Command. Perhaps you recall the tournament held just before I left for Portugal, when you saved my life. Afterwards, you departed camp for the scouting mission where you supposedly were ambushed and killed."

Tell me more. This sounds like a story I've heard before.

He changed the subject. "I was drawn to you then, and still am, because you look so very much like my Amy. You are beautiful, talented, learned in your own way, and a fighter. Moreover, you were obviously one of the realists, not fooled by the politicals. Would that your tribe increased."

I heard rather than felt him sit on the edge of my bed.

"Your eyes flicker under the lids when I talk, so I'm confident you hear me. I've had precious few opportunities to talk to anyone these last few years--really talk, but that fox Tighen tells me he has this room secure, and if he says it I believe him. You won't mind, I think, if I speak of Amy. Her dad Carlan told me what role you played in her life, and I'm grateful she survived her early years to become his daughter because of you becoming Amaris Gavin." He was quiet for a time, gathering his memories. "Amy Rea was a marvel, one of a kind. She took command of us all, mothered us, drove us to achieve, and never was more delighted than when a student excelled her own achievements, though that was rarer than she said. I suspect we were about equal in talents, though I had to work to keep up, and she never forgot anything, so maybe not."

Wow. He likes me but was dead gone in love with the late Admiral. Am I jealous? Wonder what the sleeping me would think of this?

Then he confirmed it. "I fell in love with Amy the first time I saw her and fought beside her, when we were just a couple of skinny kids. What a woman she was. There'll never be another like, nor even close."

So why didn't you marry her, you chump?

He answered as though he'd heard. "But she was a believer in Christ, and I wasn't. Not until our academy graduation. That night after our class party Felim Monde had a huge row with his father that ended in both declaring they would never see each other again, so he came over to manse Rourke to await our RA assignments together. We talked for hours about Felim's Da and his MacCarthy ally who shortly became King--their venality, cruelty, greed, and arrogant pride. Then we contrasted their lives with those of our fellow Diechara--Amy, Saul, and the six others Amy led to belief in Christ. Who did we want to end up being like? The answer wasn't that hard when framed in those terms.

"I'd always had the barrier of my mother's bitterness against Christ compounded by her untimely death after she couldn't have a second child, but I realized that night my father was right--God is sovereign, and we must trust and believe him for salvation from our own inherent wickedness, then find our joy in serving him by loving others and advancing his kingdom. Both Felim and I accepted Christ as Saviour then, and I'll tell you, we hugged each other afterwards, laughed ourselves silly, and told each other over and over again how great it was we were now one with our eight friends. What I secretly thought, what made me delirious with joy, was that I could now marry Amy. I could never have loved another like I loved her, and I thought she cared for me, but wouldn't know until I asked her--as a believer."

By the holy altar, my other self is awake and drinking all this in. I can hear her crying, like it's a love opera at the music hall or something. Maybe if this story engages her, she'll slink out of her hidey-hole.

"I never found out. So much happened that week. Da was out of town, and I never got the chance to tell him. The king died, there were riots, and we ten never connected again. I saw Amy once, when Thomas and I joined a death squad intending to put down Margoty, the Academy headmaster. We lured the others outside, ostensibly to pursue the escaping man, then killed them all to ensure he got away safely. No one ever knew but us."

Wow. If the current king ever found out...

"We got our RA assignments on Amy's birthday, and I'd hoped to tell her about us and Jesus as a present, but after Felim's and Dermot's Das seized power, Maynard Park got wind of arrest warrants for Felim and me, so they shipped us out to Europe not long after midnight, and we missed the others at the office the next morning. The whole time we were there, and even on trips to Portugal, we were closely watched by politicals appointed by Felim's Da, even after we became co-commanders. I devoured the RANC dispatches, followed Amy's career as much as I could, even read those silly books about her because it was obvious they'd been written by someone close to her, and I wanted every scrap of information I could get. I tried sending her coded messages, but never got a reply, so doubt any of them ever reached her. Now she's dead, her last book acted out, if not yet published, and I never had the chance to reconcile.

"I was watched day and night, never allowed near the communications shack, and until this week only once before escaped surveillance, and that for a mere few days when Felim and I helped Beatrix regain control of Holland. I gave her a letter for Amy, but of course Trafalgar came only a few months later, and Bea wasn't sure it ever got to her.

"There's an actor playing Thomas Rourke in Holland as we speak. General Tighen spent a small fortune and engaged nearly a dozen operatives to spirit me here for a face-to-face conference with the other generals about how to pursue the war. The talks were useful and productive, though I must soon return to a virtual prison back in Europe, but it was worth far more, Joane O'Donnell, my Amy-lookalike friend, to help someone who was also Amy's friend, and who can't help looking so like her she makes my heart ache. I hope and pray you'll beat all the odds, survive this surgery, even recover. Perhaps I can see you after the war and we can exchange stories."

He was quiet then for a while, and I thought I heard weeping inside me, but eventually he resumed.

"Meanwhile, I have a side trip to Armaugh, then I return here, and back to Holland, then south to where we must fight later this year. We need to catch Philip out in a grand battle that will put paid to either Ireland or France once and for all. Felim and I think I now know the how of it, and the approximate where and when of it as well. Join us if you recover in time, and I'll give you a cavalry command, as much for your own sake as Amy's."

He bent over, and I heard him kiss me, on the cheek I think, though I felt nothing. Moments later, I heard the room door open and close, the sentry's challenge, and he was gone. I felt powerful surges of emotion from my other self for some time after that, but nothing came through clearly, and eventually she subsided back into her drugged stupor.

A couple of days later brought a far less welcome visitor. Jim Kennedy was sitting on my bed reading the Psalms when there came a sudden commotion in the hall, sharp words were shouted, and the door clattered open. Jim leaped to his feet and I heard his sword sing from its sheath.

The sentry announced, "Albert Carty to see the ladies, Sir."

"That's Colonel Carty of the RA Palace Guard to you, Son," a sharp voice rejoindered, then, "Put that thing away, Kennedy, I'm not here to challenge you or interfere with your woman. With that witch Rea gone, Palace interest in her childhood double has ended."

"What do you want, Carty?"

"You've got one of ours here, Colonel, and I want the King's own people looking after her."

"Maria O'Hare, or should I say Marnie McCan, or Marcia Caine, the King's niece?"

He snorted. "I should have known Tighen's sources would be as good as ours."

So the palace knows that Kennedy is MIS. But wait. How do I know? Oh, yeah. I'm his lady. I think.

"Back to what you want."

"Patience, Kennedy, patience. For today, one of our guards on the door. Tomorrow, one of our physicians assigned to her case, one of our med assistants here in the room at all times. Once she's awake, and out of intensive care, we move her to a private hospital, and you boys are out of her picture."

"Fine. We'll put someone in here too, and MIS will bill you for Caine's care so far."

"No interrogation, hear."

"She's out of her mind anyway, so you have nothing to worry about."

"Just making sure you understand. By the way, it being the new year, the King plans to use his annual override of the General Staff to nominate Caine as general."

"Then he cannot use it to deny such a nomination for O'Donnell."

"Assuming she recovers."

"You're assuming Caine will."

The visitor snorted derisively. Moments later, the door opened, then closed again, rather loudly.

Silence clothed the room for a few minutes, then Kennedy also left, muttering "We'll see about that."

Then I heard another voice, from one I hadn't known was in the room. "Not on my life is that insect taking Patty off." Harry the Hustler had taken to napping on the floor between Patty's bed and the wall the last couple of days, and apparently neither Kennedy nor Carty had realized he was there the whole time, listening.

"Physician said he'd bring you out of it soon, so here goes the tap on yer drip. When we's got yer around, yer can make up yer own mind where yer goin, but I'm taking off to fetch reinforcements."

Mine too, mine too. Turn my drip off as well. I couldn't tell then whether he came near my bed, but I soon heard him leave me to the quiet. With little control over the situation, I drifted off to sleep.

 

 

Janet Meathe, The RA wing of Belfast General Hospital, late at night, January 10, 1440

I came back to consciousness more clear-headed than I'd been to date, to being shaken by the arm.

"Wake up, Janet. We got to get out of this place. Wake up."

Dull grey light greets my eyes. I can see, but it was my other self that opened them, not I. The ceiling of the hospital room is a pale institutional green. Other me turns my head and gazes emptily at Patty, who's kneeling beside the bed, supporting herself by her elbows.

"I can't stand up properly," she says, "but if I can get into a wheel chair, can you push it?"

What about the guards?

But other me is already struggling upright, pulling out the venous feed. There's determination. I try to listen in mentally, but get only more dull grey. She's here, but not here, and I, who am present, must content myself with being a passenger. "Hey, other self," I shout internally, "let me run the show for a while till you get your part of our head straight."

Startlement, puzzlement, then blackness, as I'm cut off and isolated in my own company once more. Then, light, and life. I will a hand to move, and it does. Now I'm conscious in quick order of an itch on the back of my head, the catheter between my legs, and the feel of the coarse hospital sheets under my naked back. A brief pause to vilify hospital gowns, and I joy in being able to run our body.

I finish her action of sitting up.

"You look almost lucid. Do you know your name?"

Patty is looking at me hopefully, concernedly. Perhaps she sees some light behind my eyes for a change.

"Janet," I croak out, and tears of joy run down her cheeks. Don't get too excited, Sis. There ain't much of me in here--yet. Nor do I know what that Carty fellow is to you, though it can't be good--for either of us.

Patty, or Marcie, or whoever, I should say, is quite the sight--her head completely covered in bandages, excepting a hole provided for her left eye. I raise a hand to my own head, and discover I'm comparable, except the bandaging is only on the back of my head.

I pull out my tubes and get my legs over the side of the bed, but for the next several minutes, we make no more progress. I can't stand, and neither can she.

Well, I won't bore you with the epic struggle that followed--how she crawled to the corner, fetched a wheeled chair, pulled herself into it, turned it, brought it back to me, and I forced myself to my feet to take hold of the handles and try to push.

We had just started for the door when it suddenly opened, and a whole crowd rushed in--our street gypsies, and the two ladies from the ship who my selves had seen at the warehouse come to our rescue.

"I told yer she wouldn't sit still for it," exulted Harry. "Get some blankets on them, and her into the other chair." He points at me. "Then we get out of here before them guards wake up."

I'll tell you it was a relief to sit, and let them handle the escape logistics. They had us down the hall past two "sleeping" guards and into a waiting freight elevator being held by Pretty Patrick leaning on his crutch. A few minutes and we were down and out, into the cold January night.

"Where to Al?" asks Harry of the older girl who seems to be running the show. "We can't take them to their old place, 'cause Carty would find them there sure, and we'd never get them into ours."

"The ship," she answers. "Maybe if we put Officer O'Donnell in the Admiral's old cabin she'll remember."

Sounded reasonable to me, and I surrendered to their ministrations, only barely aware of our progress through the streets, up a long wooden ramp, into a strange machine that hoisted us upwards some fifteen feet, and then into a series of rooms, where the two of us were gently laid in a fantastic bed hanging from enormous wooden beams overhead. I heard one last bit of conversation before fatigue claimed me.

"Yer want Kennedy told, Al?" Harry asked.

"No. Only we seven plus the five from Victory knew Maria O'Hare was in that hospital room. Not even the hospital people had that name. Yet, Carty found out. So, we've got a traitor among our crew, and until I find out who it is, no one knows but us. I'll post marine guards on the door, and several of us can move into the great cabin. We'll take meals there, say we're doing restoration work, which is true, though this area is almost finished, and the Admiral's sleeping cabin is exactly as it was when she was alive, complete with the best bed afloat."

 

 

Janet Meathe, aboard Victory, January 10-15, 1440

Only two crazy fools (three if self counts double) would have tried what we did to get away from that Carty fellow, and we paid for our efforts by being even more out of it for the next few days, if that's possible. Al and Sam took us to the head, fed us, and kept us clean. We could swallow--most of the time--but not do much more. Silent Sally brought us water and stayed in the room every minute, watching us like a hawk on behalf of the others. Nights, she slept sitting, her head on the edge of our bed. It was strange sharing a bed with two others. Yes, I said two. Patty was slow to return to consciousness, and when she did, her progress to alertness was glacial. She'd taken a bad hit to the head with that rock, and had been failing even before. Meanwhile, the other me scurried about at the back of my own head, mostly staying out of the way, but leaking consciousness from time to time just enough so's I knew she was around. I couldn't tell what she was up to--not then, anyhow.

At first I felt like her mom, observing a little girl who was out of control. Occasionally I caught flashes of her memories--mostly people being killed by black knives (her own?), blown apart by shot, being crushed by debris.

The way I figure it, she was busy trying to cope with the memories, and left me to run the body we shared--I a kind of artificed gatekeeper to our conjoined souls. Eventually, we'd both have to pay the piper, for she'd need to come to terms with her fears, and once she did, she wouldn't need me. On the fifth day, when it seemed Patty was out of immediate danger, I noticed Alice Maguire left the cabin for several hours. She seemed apprehensive when she departed, extremely unsettled when she returned.

 

 

Al Maguire, Belfast and environs, January 16

Alice felt uneasy, even a little sleazy about what she was doing. Indeed, both she and Sam felt bad about deceiving Kennedy, for they knew too well knew he spent every minute General Tighen could spare him combing the streets for Officer O'Donnell. Surely he couldn't have betrayed them. Harry himself said that Kennedy was shocked when Carty showed up at the hospital.

She had to start eliminating suspects. The traitor wasn't her, and couldn't be Sam. Her lifelong companion was as loyal as she herself, was just as outraged, and, well, simply wouldn't, couldn't. Besides, Carty was checking the streets himself and hadn't showed up at Victory yet, so the traitor presumably wasn't one of the seven child rescuers. Surely Kilbane could have harmed the Admiral any time by poisoning her soup, so he seemed unlikely. Jones she knew little about, except that he was a gifted artificer and mediocre gun captain who still had time to go before he could muster out. Kennedy had him designing and supervising repairs on several other ships at the naval yards, so he hadn't been aboard Victory in some time. The once grand lady was entirely her middies' project.

Kennedy was still busy with General Tighen and his precious secret meetings, and had told her and Sam they could stay aboard Victory for the day to supervise the work there, as he had plenty of messengers. But Savage and Baxter had left the previous day for a trip to Tara--"on business" the former had said, not specifying, which sounded suspicious. Thus there was no one at the farm where they'd all lived when first in the area.

She ensured their two patients were well fed and taken care of, gave strict instructions to the marine sentry to let no one through to the great cabin area without her or Sam's authorization, then caught the commuter stage out of town to the farm. She had to see inside the workroom where Savage and Baxter spent so much time, and could be presumed to contain any secrets they'd hidden. She'd already noted the lock on the room door, and was confident she could pick it in a matter of moments.

She dawdled on the driveway up to the house, imagining someone might see her, worrying. What I'm doing is wrong, Lord of Heaven, yet I must learn who can be trusted, or that wicked Albert Carty will be back hounding my friends. Well, one of the women is a friend, but the other has been pleasant, too, and I can hardly call her an enemy at the moment, even though...

A wave at the caretaker who was just leaving the barn, and she keyed her way into the house. It was a rambling old pile of a mansion, once a rich man's estate, but fallen on neglectful times since. It had housed a large extended family for some twenty years, then been a rental before Savage and Baxter bought it at an estate auction. They'd had some work done on it, partly in the kitchen at Kilbane's insistence, but mainly to what had been a nanny suite off the main floor, which they kept as a private workroom, locked away from the others.

Today the sometimes bustling house was silent. She took a couple of deep breaths, strode to the rear of the house and the door in question, then pulled a few instruments from a small bag and began manipulating the lock's inner parts. She knew the rough shape of the key, and it didn't take long to turn the cylinders. Barely a minute into the project, she heard a satisfying "click" as the latch snapped back. Taking another calming breath, she reached for the handle, swung the door open and stepped into the room.

"Well done," said the voice behind her. "I'd have taken twice as long at least to open it."

She spun, reaching for her sword, then stopped in utter shock and confusion.

"General Tighen?"

"It would seem, Maguire, that we two devious people think alike about more things than how to preserve fleet morale after the admiral is cut down on her quarterdeck."

She flushed. "Sir, I can explain."

"Certainly you can. You are here for the exactly same reason I am--to find out if either or both of Baxter or Savage betrayed the Victorys to Albert Carty, and you must do it before that person learns you have the women hidden away aboard ship."

"You know? General Tighen, I didn't want to deceive Jim Kennedy, but..."

"...but you need to know if he is the traitor. He isn't. He's been with me since he was a boy, and he's rock solid. Besides, he told me where they were the morning after you seven spirited them out of the hospital."

"He did?"

"Certainly. He watched you do it, followed you to Victory. Fact is, he planned the same trick himself, and you beat him to the room by mere minutes. He felt it was safer to leave them with you once it was done."

"So why does he search the city...ah, I see. He distracts Carty's attention. So he cannot be the traitor."

"Exactly. Shall we get on with it? The two of us should be able to learn what we need to know in half the time it would take one of us alone."

They entered and closed the door. This far out of town there was no electricity, so Tighen lit the coal oil lamps. She looked around, heart still in mouth over being taken by surprise, but calmer to have an accomplice, especially since he happened to be the head of MIS and chair of the RA general staff--her superior by as many levels as existed in the RA, for as a mere middie, her rank was a lowly ensign.

The room featured a substantial library of several hundred volumes, including many reference texts, and two stuffed chairs surrounded by trash canisters where the two men apparently sat to talk. Much of the trash consisted of empty bottles--not beer or wine, but the new carbonated juice drinks Tara Traders had recently been marketing. The rest appeared to be discarded paper.

A large double desk drew them to the far wall. Its purpose became immediately clear, for above it were neatly shelved two sets of tenpenny novels. Tighen sat heavily in one of the desk chairs.

Alice let out a long slow breath, then scanned titles: "Amy Rea and the Spanish Grandee", "Amy Rea and the Battle of Muscape", "Amy Rea and the Pirates", "Amy Rea and the Slavers", "Amy Rea at Malta," "Amy Rea and the Sultan of Egypt", "Amy Rea and..."

"Ah," she breathed. "So that's the big secret. Brian Baxter and John Savage together are Brian the Barbarian, authors of the Amy Rea books. Savage does the initial plots no doubt, and Baxter polishes the MS for publication."

"Good thing you're here and know them," Tighen observed, "I'd have had to check on their relationship to Amy. Baxter was her clerk, but what about Chief Petty Officer Savage? I thought he was just her gig cox."

"And her poop gun captain, scientific assistant, gofer to Kennedy, fleet chief petty officer, and self-appointed bodyguard."

"Hmm." He handed her a ledger, neatly written out in a meticulously fine hand. "What do you make of this?"

She sat in the other chair, scanned a few leaves, then checked the title page. "It's a list of facts as they used in their books, with notations beside some."

"Yes, but the notations mean what?"

She scanned several pages looking at the various annotated items. In each case, a statement had been entered, then a modified one beside it. "They've deliberately changed certain facts from what really happened to what they say in the book, some for security reasons, others to protect people's honour."

"Examples?"

"The name of the poison she was given at Srilanka, the names of traitors and those who made errors or were cowards in battle, the whole matter of Captain Mulcahy..." She paused.

"Yes, who betrayed her. She wrote me all about it."

Pardon me? The dispatches to Maynard Park contained the official version of that incident. I saw them and read about it in the gazette after learning the truth. Why would the admiral have sent General Tighen a private communication? Alice suddenly looked up sharply, and stared at him carefully. Play "Know the Walk", Alley girl.

He grinned knowingly. "You are seeing, what?"

"A certain Vice-Admiral Maximilian McAuley, for one thing."

"And for another?"

"A set to the jaw, a turn of phrase, the dark skin, the shape of the ears... You're her..., but Carlan Rea vanished in the riots after the King died."

Tighen fished in his belt pouch, then handed her a card. "Take this. I was going to offer it eventually, but you've earned it prematurely."

"Level five security clearance, and my name already on it?"

"I made it out after Trafalgar, but this is the first time I've seen you in private since. You are now an MIS operative, as is Kennedy. He is level six and your superior officer. Later, I'll find an excuse to have you around my office long enough to teach you a message encoding technique you can use for reports."

"Why not use a one-pad keyed to some reference book?"

"You know that already?"

"Admiral Rea taught all us middies coding techniques."

"Finger tapping, too?"

"For close-in work when you want to pass a message and you can put a hand on your ally? Yes, of course."

"Very well, use the 1438 edition of the Blue Book and start at page one hundred thirty-one, and every fourth page thereafter, alternating with me. And, be careful how, when, and even if you use that card. It may get you killed. I'll have assignments for you later."

"I am correct, then."

"Yes, but her adoptive father."

She stared again. "No, no, I can see you're related. And so must be Colonel O'Donnell and that Maria O'Hare. They're too alike the Admiral, except O'Hare's shorter. And, O'Hare's related to King Frederick according to what Harry heard that Carty fellow say. Come to think of it, if you had different colour hair and were about four stone heavier, you and the King would..."

He sighed. "Mistress Maguire, you are altogether too perceptive. Yes, there is some blood relationship among us all, including the King, but even Amy didn't know that, not anyone else but me until now."

She would have spoken again but he held up a hand. "No more, now. You'll have to be content with that many secrets until I know how well you keep them. And you'd better keep them. If the King learned... In fact, you begin to make me think you're related to Amy as well, though you look nothing like her. But you think like her."

She fingered the card. "I don't keep secrets from Sam."

"Samantha O'Doule?"

When she nodded, he produced a second card, made out like the first. "You were enlisted the same day, so ranked alphabetically, making you her superior officer. You decide when and where to give it to her. Now, let's see what else we have here."

In short order, they turned up galley proofs of a new novel "Amy Rea and the battle of the Nile", a letter from the Tara publisher concerning their current visit there to discuss the apparently complete "Amy Rea and the French Gentleman", plus partly finished manuscripts for "Amy Rea at Brest", "Amy Ray at Lisbon", and "Amy Rea and the Battle of Trafalgar". The latter had been shelved in an untidy heap with a note by Savage that read, "We can't write any more of this nonsense until we figure out what really happened."

She showed it to the general. "I don't know what he means by this."

"Does anyone besides we two know you took Amy's place after she died?"

"Only Sam." She thought a moment. "No, Savage likely knows, or at least guesses. He waved me down to the quarterdeck after the sharpshooters killed the senior officers. He was also the one who found Jim Kennedy outside the room where O'Hare had been locked, who found O'Hare later in the Admiral's day cabin, and who helped Kennedy rescue O'Donnell from Jane. And, I'm almost certain he saw through her uniform to me when we boarded City of Paris. He looked shocked enough."

"And if even he is uncertain about events... Interesting." Tighen picked up the ledger again. "Can you scribe a copy of all these fact changes while I search yon wastebaskets for any additional clues?"

"Certainly. Looks like about thirty minutes' work. There's only eight to twelve for each book." And I don't need a copy for myself. I can memorize them. Admiral Rea taught us techniques for that.

When they finished, Tighen motioned her to a chair. "Right, Midshipman Maguire, what are your conclusions?

"The traitor is neither Savage nor Baxter. They took exacting pains with security and confidentiality. You say it isn't Kennedy, and I say it isn't Sam. The street kids worship the ground Patty Meathe walks on. Kilbane could have poisoned her food any time to kill her, so he seems unlikely, but apart from one of the local medical staff, it's either him or Lew Jones, her artificer. No one else knew the two Meathes were in that room."

"I'll search their duffel. Meanwhile, what do you think it would take to bring our two mentally wandering ladies back to sanity? I wouldn't mind questioning Marcie Caine, and I need Joane O'Donnell back on duty, especially if I can get her to the Lowlands in time to assist young Rourke and Monde. They desperately need a couple of crack cavalry officers, and I've no one to give them."

"When they're physically well enough, perhaps a shock, or a hard choice that forces them to think. They both seem to have made progress the last couple of days, and are much improved."

"Yes, I've seen that work in the past. I'll think on it. Run along back to the ship and help get their bodies well. I'll be in Belfast a while yet, and will be in touch."

"You and I won't leave here together." I didn't mind being seen with the top boss, but he shouldn't be seen here with me.

"Since that wasn't a question, my 'of course not' isn't really an answer."

 

 

Janet Meathe, aboard Victory, January 17ff, 1440

Like I said, young Maguire was very quiet, and somewhat conspiratorial with her friend Sam after she returned. I saw her giving Sam a card that looked like a credential, following a long whispered session. I, meanwhile, was revising my views on the relationship between the two Janet Meathes occupying our mind. No, I wasn't mother to my other self's child. Rather, I was a stripped-down dummy, a construct of hers, lacking the memories that made her run and hide, yet having sufficient savvy to operate our body. How did I come to this conclusion? By the fact that she's been gradually leaking me access to that memory. So far, it's all general knowledge--administration, the culmanic, languages, fighting skills, and the like, plus more of the highly edited battle scenes--no context, mostly close-ups of people getting killed. Question. Does she have unfettered access to that memory? Answer. Given what she's doing, and the probability of why, she can't. She just controls the taps, and is filtering it through me to see what happens, to see if I can be sane with the knowledge of how I've lived my life. Apparently I was quite the ruthless killer. Those black knives I often handled seem to suggest I was an Assassin. But what do I know of this Joane O'Donnell whose body we uncomfortably inhabit?

 

 

January 20

Today, a big breakthrough. I provoked her into coming out to talk.

"Hey you in there," I say to my other self. "Tell me who we are. Just that much. C'mon, give us an existence instead of this grey fog of not knowing."

"Not yet. We're not ready." It was as clear as if Patty or one of the kids had spoken in my ear. I turned our body over, but Patty was asleep. She did a lot of that--her physical recovery was painfully slow. She'd abused her body far too much before the operation, and her surgery had been a very close thing. I'd heard the girls talking. Apparently her breathing stopped twice and her heart once during the operation. She must have an iron constitution. So must I.

"Why not? Are you afraid I'll find out our deepest secrets?"

"Perhaps I'm afraid I will."

"You mean there's a third 'us' in here?"

"No, but I stacked things up in some semblance of order, then sealed myself off from everything except what you experience. You are the gatekeeper to me, not I to you."

As I suspected. "Then you don't control my access to our memories?"

"Not exactly. I blow wind into the sails from time to time, and that pushes stuff your way, moving you along. I watch how it gets integrated, then unlock another batch. As long as you stay sane, I keep doing it. You lose it and I have to erase you and start over."

"So I'm the child, and you're the parent."

"I'm my own grandmother, more like."

"The goal is to restart us."

"Me, us. In the end it will all be the same, but perhaps with the damage cauterized."

"Or learned around. So there is damage. Are you in love with Jim Kennedy?"

I'd hoped to catch her off guard, but all I got was the mental equivalent of a shrug. "I dunno. You haven't got to those memories yet so I can't tell."

"Meanwhile I can sorta do most things with our body except talk."

"Can't have you blabbing prematurely, so the mouth stays turned off. Don't try to write anything either, or I grab control of our hands."

"So you don't know either why we're insane."

"No. But I suspect us of something very bad indeed, and don't know if knowing what it was will make us sane or kill us."

"We killed a lot of people in a lot of places."

"Some of them not very nicely."

 

 

January 21

"So, tell me this, Oh reticent self. What is a Christian, and are we one?" It seemed important to our caregivers, but it was a blank to me.

"That's one of the things you'll have to find out."

"Thanks for the useful information."

At that I felt a mental nudge, and suddenly had a boatload of information dumped into my brain, this lot not religious, but medical. As I start picking it over, she comments, "Interesting stuff. Kinda gory, but apparently we spent time around a physician."

"But is that all?"

"Integrate it. Then call me."

She must have lined up the file cabinets of memory, somehow catalogued them before sealing herself off from their contents.

 

 

January 24

The memory dumps are coming faster now, and we've talked things over in more detail. At the very edge of consciousness I know who I am. I think she goofed on one of the batches. It included a conversation conducted in a room very like this one, perhaps not long ago. The scene features me, that is, Joane O'Donnell, as I now sorta accept I am from others' talk, telling a second person all about my upbringing as a shepherdess, and, get this, as her secret double. The other I don't see clearly, but the scene evokes powerful emotions, and other current self finally says, "Maybe we better call it a day." But what else was I? A traitor?

After she goes away to her private corner of our brain, things happen real time in the room. Those nice sailor girls and Harry manage to get Patty on her feet and walking around under her own sails for the first time. I watch with interest from a nearby chair. My body made it to that stage a week ago. Too bad I've only got half a mind to go with it. Or have I/we one too many minds? What kind of crazy is it when you talk to yourself and yourself talks back? What kind of crazy is it when neither self even knows who I/we are?

After a piece, Sam sits in another chair.

"Do you remember this place, Colonel O'Hare? You were in this room once."

"Almost," Patty says. "Yes I remember it. But someone else lived in this room. I was nearby."

"Yes, next door in the office."

Ah, that scene from my memory. I was there too.

Sam turned to me. "What about you, Officer O'Donnell? Do you remember this room? You were in and about it often enough."

But I couldn't respond except to wave a hand in an indecisive way, and at that, Harry took over.

"What about Jesus?" he demanded, kneeling before me and putting his face up to mine. "Do you remember him?"

What I did recall was some excitement among Patty, Sam, and Al over two of the street gypsies becoming Christians about a week ago. I flicked my eyes in the hopes of telling him to go on.

He didn't disappoint. "Yer see, we is all sinners, ever last one of us. We'd all go to Hell forever, 'cause God can't stand sin, see, so nobody what's a sinner kin ever end up in his heaven. But Jesus died 'stead of us on the cross, so if we believes in him, see, gives our whole self to him proper like, hit applies to us, and we get saved, see, and then he looks at us and sees Jesus' goodness, nor our sin, so lets us in. An' it's true, 'cause I trusted in him, and I'm saved, so I am. An' I'll tell yer, it makes a powerful difference, it do."

I heard and I believed. That simple. I simply knew it was true. Whether I had known before or if this was something new I could not say. "Yes, Lord of Heaven, I accept. Whatever there is of me is yours."

Other self must have been waiting with her hand on a lever for this moment, because the mental nudge that followed delivered the Holy Books entire into my brain, and I soon had chapter and verse for what he was saying, and what I'd done. "You must be born again." "Faith, not works." "The way, the truth, and the light." Dozens more.

I chided my hidden self. "You knew all this and didn't tell me."

"We once knew it, but life got complicated."

"You did keep some memories."

"Some," she admitted. "I had...reservations...and needed to see what it was like starting with a clean slate."

"And, are you as convinced as I?"

"I'll think upon it. But if you're going to take us on this route, it had better be more than intellectual assent. This time around, it can't be a little girl saying 'yes' to Jesus, then going off and living her own life in her own way."

I pondered that. Was that where I'd been before? She'd been pretty specific about that "little girl". Had I trusted Christ as a child, then lived a life of evil? Or had I never really believed and been as wicked as possible? She was hiding some powerfully bad stuff from me, I reasoned. Then I had a bad thought. What if we were Marcie Caine, and Patty was Joane? Nah. Couldn't be. But what did I know of either?

Back to the Book. The words of Christ were plain enough. Lots of people would think at the judgement that they'd done enough to be among the sheep, but still be told "I never knew you." So, religion, that is, observances of rituals, duties, and good works was insufficient. One either put one's whole heart and life unreservedly into the hands of Christ and gave everything over to him, or it wasn't enough. Since I'd become his, I'd have the Holy Spirit and be guided to do the right things, but no amount of mere doing would ever save me--only faith and grace. Had I known that before or not? Had I followed, but only half-heartedly, or had I been God's enemy until now?

Moreover, I had to presume God had a purpose for my life--now. After all, he'd gone to some trouble to ensure my body survived...whatever, and for...whatever. What about my mind? After all, I might need it.

Other me grunted noncommittally at my logic and left me to make up--or maybe clean up--our own mind.

I suppose I smiled.

"Hey, she believed. She did!" shouted Harry to the others.

"More like," Al commented, "she remembered having done so."

Maybe old, maybe something new. I'm still sitting here with half a functioning brain or less, but I'm born again. I'm sure of it. I'd jump up and dance around the ship if I could move any more than by a well-assisted shuffle.

 

 

January 25

Other self fed me a steady diet of death and destruction last night, with me/us as in the foreground as the one dealing it out, and all the background context edited out, then demanded, "Well?"

"It was us kill them, or they kill others in even greater numbers. It had to be the will of the Lord of Heaven. If we hadn't wielded the sword, he'd have had to get someone else to silence the oppressor."

"Perhaps." She sounded unconvinced.

"Are you going to give me the rest, and make us a whole person?" It was a dangerous question. When she did, and we/I recovered full identity, would the me that is I be gone? Would she? Would both? We'd presumably be this Joane O'Donnell, someone else than either of us now, but who was she, really? I had snatches of conversation from the others that indicated she'd been a deliberate double for Amy Rea for a while, but who was Joane herself? On that score, I had no data, and other self was mum. She had slipped in enough to know I'd trained on horseback, but also fought aboard a ship. That agreed with what the others said.

"More whole? Not sure. Soon, maybe. Let me watch you a while for signs of instability."

I got the fleeting impression that she wanted most of all to see if my newfound faith was for real, a passing fad that would fade, or mere intellectual agreement to an idea, that would eventually turn to cold indifference, or even hostility. "It's the real thing this time, kiddo," I mentally shouted. But I think she'd hung up our internal teletalkie, for there was no reply. Wait. "This time"? What exactly did I/me mean by that?

 

 

Alice and Sam

They were nervous about both being away from Victory at the same time, but Tighen had ordered them to his office. When they arrived, Jim Kennedy was nervously hanging about the door. Sam wasted no time. "She's fine. Getting stronger."

"Any sign of her return?"

"No, still absent."

He grimaced slightly. "Well you better go in. Himself is waiting."

"Maguire, O'Doule." Tighen exchanged salutes and had them sit.

"Sir."

"I owe you heavily for the information you brought me the other day. It's not often a weary old spy like me is upstaged by two young girls, especially to this extent."

They both sat a little stiffer. They had done themselves proud with a little sleuthing, and managed to surprise their boss.

He pulled two sets of papers from his drawers.

"Do you trust me?"

"An odd question," Sam ventured, "coming from the Ireland's top general. Do you trust us?"

"Fair enough. You are both orphans. That means your prize money and pay is tied up in trust accounts you cannot access until you come of age."

"True," Alice replied. "What have you in mind?"

"Suppose you were adopted by someone who delegated his financial guardianship back to you? You would then have a free hand."

They looked at each other, and Sam nodded, so Alice answered for them both. "We do have some ideas for investments, Sir."

"As does everyone from the Amy Rea ship schools. I have a friend who is willing to make such an arrangement on my recommendation--one Commerceman Sean O'Donovan."

"One of the partners in Tara Traders. We know of him. He sent a lot of money for the ship renovation through his local agent. Would he be willing to allow us to invest in one of his ships?

"See O'Hanrahan, but there is a risk."

"Not much any more."

"All right, sign here."

And, when they finished, he handed them authorizations for their bank accounts.

"That's it?" Sam asked. "We're his children now?"

"I neglected to mention that he has none of his own, so you two will inherit at least some of his fortune."

Sam laughed. "We'd hope to be wealthy enough to make it on our own long before there was an issue on that account, Sir."

"A good sentiment. Now get along back to Victory."

On the way back, Alice suddenly started laughing.

"What's up Al?" Sam asked.

"I've seen a picture of O'Donovan. I just realized that he's also Tighen."

"The general adopted us himself?"

"Well, he could scarcely trust anyone else, or muddy the lines of command by telling us the truth."

"What a hoot."

"Sardis is due to sail back to Dublin, convoy up, then to Muscape, the Cape, and on to the Orient day after tomorrow. By the time she returns it'll be via the canal."

"Think O'Hanrahan will allow us to buy a share?"

"Let's ask on the way. We've enough between us for two hundred per mille. According to Admiral Amy, we could at least double our money."
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Janet Meathe, aboard Victory, Belfast harbour, January 26

It seemed fitting that I would spend an entire Lord's Day arguing theology and practicality with myself.

First, other self demanded, "Does everyone who doesn't believe go to Hell?"

"It's what Jesus said, yes. But it couldn't be otherwise."

"Why not?"

"Because if we could avoid eternal punishment any way other than by God's grace received through faith in Christ's work on the cross, his death was pointless. Besides, the necessity of his death shows how implacable is God's wrath and how deep is his anger against sin."

"What of infants?"

"No data. His call. But if you want an opinion I would say there's a difference between a sinner by nature only and one by choice also."

"Saved mere days, and an instant apologist?"

"We, more like. It is all in the memories you let me have, and I might add, in the Holy Books, plain as a piper's call to quarters." Wait. Move evidence I've been aboard a ship? Yes, that fits with other things people have said about Joane.

"How do you know the Holy Books are true?"

"The Holy Spirit interprets them to his people."

"Do you really believe the Gospel accounts of a shadow world where Jesus was crucified for our sin, while the people on our version of earth watched their own other selves do the deed?"

"I do. Besides, you said the important part. He died for our sin, once for all--that world and this. Other Earths too, if there are any."

"Even if that world is real and one this just some novelist's figment of imagination?"

"Even if. Besides there are plenty of stories of people crossing over from another version of earth into this one."

"None more recent than 1014."

"Perhaps something happened then to stop crossovers. The battle. Maybe Brian Boru died in another world's version of the Battle of Clontarf."

"Far fetched. But answer this: If you give the order to your infantry or ship to kill the enemy, are you responsible for them going to Hell?"

"No."

"But you killed them."

"They died when God decided that their time to live was over. Some may be believers fighting on the other side through no fault but choosing the wrong birth country. They wouldn't go to Hell. The unbelievers among them had their time to accept Christ, and didn't. God takes life when he wishes. He is sovereign. If I was his agent in their deaths, the proximate cause, then as long as I acted righteously, I can plead guilty necessity."

"There is some guilt, then."

"Yes, but the extent of my guilt depends on my attitude and spiritual condition. The important issue is whether my guilt is covered by the blood of Christ, whether I am forgiven."

"Then the other side of your argument is that even though God is sovereign in the matter of death, a wicked person who kills wickedly is entirely responsible and answerable to God, even though he allowed it."

"Yes."

"Even if the death is incidental, such as when a person has a stress-related heart attack after a verbal assault?"

"Still yes."

"What if, as described by the prophets Isaias and Jeremias, you have been their Babylon?"

"God's instrument to punish, but who would in turn be judged for excess cruelty?"

"Exactly."

"I would hope I would not be found cruel even in war."

"But war is cruel, and those who die are not necessarily better or worse than those who live."

"Christ's argument exactly when discussing the tower that fell and killed a number of Galileans. He added, 'unless you repent you will all likewise perish'. We always need to take death as a reminder that we live on the edge of eternity, and prepare accordingly."

"And have no responsibility for others' deaths when we wield the sword or pull the trigger on the musket?"

"If we cannot obey the orders to pull the trigger when the battle for our country is engaged, we should never have joined the army in the first place, or we should leave it now."

"What if it's not army orders, but you kill because you believe in something?"

"Then if it is consistent with being a soldier in God's army, the guilt is less, but if it is for selfish reasons, it is greater."

I thought I was on the verge of eliciting information on what role I/we had played in the army, but she either didn't know or wouldn't take the bait.

"How do we decide if the war we fight is really God's war, that is, if we're on the right side?"

"If the enemy is an oppressor or a tyrant, that is good evidence. Is such the case for the current war?"

"So I hear, but is Ireland's King any better?"

"I don't know, you tell me."

"I don't know either. I left that memory for later, I suppose. What about someone who betrays her country, consorts with the enemy, acts as a spy?"

Perhaps she thought to fluster me with this change of topic, but I thought I had an answer. "Such behaviour is dishonourable, a breach of faith and trust, especially in an officer. Loyalty must always be undivided."

Again she avoided my sally, would neither confirm nor deny the implied speculation, even though it seemed clear to me from what that fellow Rourke had said that O'Donnell had indeed been an officer of Ireland's army. Had she also been a traitor?

The girls brought in a tray then and I fed us. I noted with pleasure that Patty managed without help, and was starting to look like... I was going to think "herself" but what would that mean? I had a go at asking how the grub compared to what we were used to, but other self wouldn't bite. (That's a joke, I think.)

We listened to Sam and Al trying to chivvy some memories from Patty for a while, but eventually drifted back into our own internal debate, she changing topics again.

"What about sickness, like we are now? Is it true that if we have enough faith, pray and ask for healing, we'll get it?"

I was having none of that. "That both turns faith into works, and lessens the sovereignty of God. The purpose of prayer isn't to get God to change his mind, it's to get us to align with his will."

"Perhaps all sickness is caused by demons and they merely need exorcism."

"That's 'the devil made me do it' dressed up with pseudo logic--an evasion of responsibility for the sin condition that allows sickness to exist."

"What do you say to the argument that only the weak need God, and the strong or the rich do not."

"What relevance has wealth? Surely we are among the weak, and we therefore need God even by that argument."

"A well-put evasion, Sis. Leave us out of it and try again."

"Everyone is weak and helpless in our sin. Wealth and power have nothing to do with spiritual need. If anything, they hide need that ought to be obvious to everyone."

"Harder for a camel to go through the eye of the needle, blah, blah, and so on. Why does he allow treachery?"

Another abrupt change of topic to throw me off my guard? "Why does he allow any sin? I answered that already. We need to be his witnesses by how we live--and if that means turning the other cheek even when a friend betrays us, then that action becomes our witness."

There was a pause. Had I hit a nerve?

"What if we are the betrayers?"

"Did we repent?"

"Hmmm. Getting back to war."

Yes, that's a critical issue for other me, apparently, though it seemed she touched on another, then backed away. But when I/she was silent for a while, I/me asked, "What about war?"

"Is a God who allows war cruel?"

"Not 'a God'. There is only one, can be only one. But that's the same as asking whether God is cruel for allowing sin and rebellion against him to exist."

"Well?"

"If sin couldn't exist, we'd have no more independent will than one of Amy Rea's electric motors. What kind of servants of his would we be if we couldn't disobey? Sin might not exist, but neither would salvation, or willing service. Heaven would be irrelevant."

"You believe in free will then?"

That one I had to think about. "An unbeliever cannot serve God out of the only right motive--love for him and thanks for his salvation--therefore cannot be said to have free will. A believer can do this. I therefore conclude that free will is part of the gift of salvation and cannot fully exist in a person until then."

"But isn't he unfair for not allowing everyone into heaven?"

"Same answer as before, with the addition that 'fair' is a human concept. If God were fair by our standards, we would all be in Hell--no second chance, no salvation because no need, thus no cross, no mercy, just eternal damnation for all."

"Is that how you define justice, then?"

"Biblically, justice demands payment for sin. Christ paid for the believer, so God is just. Leave him out of it and look at justice from a strictly human point of view, and all are justly lost to eternity in Hell. God acted out of his mercy and justice, not by human standards."

"His salvation is regardless of whether one's offences are on the order of 'white lies' or serial murder?"

"Yes, but I would assert there are no 'white' lies."

Then she delivered a whopper. "Can a person who has openly served Satan get forgiveness?" That bad? Who were we?

"The only unforgivable sin is against the Holy Spirit. Since his role is to explicate Christ to our hearts, said sin is going to death resisting him, so not knowing Christ. After that, it's too late."

She abruptly changed the subject. "Why doesn't God answer prayer?"

"But he does. He just doesn't necessarily give us what we want."

"Why not?"

"Because it isn't best."

"Best for whom?"

"Him, his kingdom, his people generally, for our knowing him, for our wellbeing in his eyes. He made us to take joy in him, and redeemed us to fulfill that plan in a born again people. He's the one who decides how best that plays out in our lives and in eternity, not us."

"Do we soldiers take joy in killing, then?"

Aha, she finally admits we are a soldier. "We don't have to be happy to be content that we belong to God, and we are his servants, even if that means fighting grim battles for our country."

"Is there no guilt then, in the death of an 'enemy' soldier or spy who is someone's son, brother, husband?"

Back to that topic. She's kept some information about our past--enough to know how to direct this conversation, but not enough to go insane.

"Guilt yes, but as long as it is not intentional and high-handed sin by way of deliberate murder without warrant of war, our guilt is ameliorated by necessity, and covered by the blood of Christ. If that's what's been bothering you, I'd say our problem was we didn't spend enough time on our knees. We allowed our focus to be here on earth, not on Jesus. That said, our spiritual obstacle could have been almost anything. The savagery of war was just a convenient excuse for neglecting to worship God."

"But what if he allowed me to be injured by someone I should have been able to trust?"

"What if? Perhaps it was so we would trust him more, depend on him more, worship him more fervently, serve him more closely. Perhaps it was to gain comfort from his Holy Spirit so as to be the agent of giving that comfort to another. He knows, we don't--at least not in this life. We could ask in the next."

"What if a parent or guardian sexually exploits their child?"

Is that what's got her breeches in a knot? "Same answer, but I admit it would be harder to trust and follow God after something like that."

"Suppose the abused child grew up to be just like the first abuser. Is she then not responsible?"

"She is, but can repent."

"What if a person trusts in Christ as a child, then lives a life hostile to him, becomes a murderer, a spy, a traitor?"

Is she describing us, or someone else? "Then, so long as she doesn't die in that state, she likewise can still repent and be right with God."

"And in between?"

"Only God knows if she was backslidden or never yet saved."

Wait. I/me am a Christian. Is I/she? Was I/we before? What did we do that has us in such a state? Suppose she's not a Christian, and we merge, with my identity gone. Are we then lost and destined for Hell? Or is my decision binding on us both? This isn't theological hairsplitting, this is serious stuff. Eternity is at stake, not merely sanity.

I suspect other self heard that question, for she was quiet for a long time. My clean-slate version of us had done well in the discussion, I thought, but then I hadn't had, or didn't remember, our mind-destroying experiences. Would I change my mind when I had? Would I have a mind to change when I knew it all, or would I go permanently mad? What was my mind, and what was hers?

 

 

January 27 AM

Inner me is cheating. She does have access to memories I do not. I'm getting glimpses of things from her that are definitely not in the memory dumps I'm supposed to gatekeep. Moreover, the experience of hearing same means the lines between us are thinning, possibly soon breaking. I'm frightened.

 

 

PM

Inner me is testing my faith, and it's not easy defending. We had a knock 'em down and drag 'em out argument when she revisited the issue of free will. Inner self began by claiming that the sovereignists' argument that salvation is entirely the work of God with we humans having no real choice amounts to choosing "volunteers" for swabbing the deck at random out of the morning muster. "If we have no will of our own on the matter of choosing whether to be saved by Christ, then we're no better than automatons, electric engines switched on and off by the master engineer in the control room."

"The Holy Books," I/me partly agreed with her implied criticism, "are full of calls to choose whom we are to serve, how we are to live and behave. If we had no ability to choose, the Lord of Heaven wouldn't bother to ask. He'd just reach down his finger, and 'zap' we'd be his. Moreover, he might as well take us up to heaven right then, because if he did everything himself, he'd have no need of us being here any longer."

"So you think the sovereignists are wrong, then."

"No, in the end, God's sovereignty must still trump man's choice, or else he would not be God."

"Then there is no free will."

"No, not until he gives it to us at the very moment his Holy Spirit prompts us to accept his free gift of grace and salvation. Before that, we don't have free will, because we cannot choose to do the right thing for the right reason--service to Him." I was repeating myself, but I didn't think she listened the first time.

"After a person is a Christian, can he or she then choose not to be?"

"What, turn our back on the Saviour? I should say not. God cannot know one day that we are saved, and know equally the next that we are not. It must be one or the other." I wanted this personal; I didn't want her able to undo my decision. But, what have we done that was so evil?

"Aha! If we cannot before that choose to serve him, and cannot thereafter choose not to, then we have no free will at any time."

"A Christian is chosen by God, and cannot unchoose herself and not be saved, but can choose not to serve, even to do the wrong thing. Choosing to be no longer a Christian would be like day choosing to be night, black choosing to become yellow, or a toaster choosing to be a rabbit--it cannot, not because of a free will issue, but because it's nature is fixed, unalterable."

"Because God decrees it to be so."

"Because in his foreknowledge he knew it to be so."

"And thus determined it would be."

"Yes." My answer was a little forced.

"But how can he then blame those who choose not to follow him, but Satan instead?"

"John's gospel says that those who do not believe are condemned already. That is, they simply continue in their lost state."

"For all eternity."

"Yes. Apart from Christ in life, their choice confirmed for eternity--the definition of hell."

"Whether they just say 'no' to being a Christian, or actively choose to worship Satan."

"That's so." I hesitate, not because I'm not sure of my answer, but because I wonder where this stuff about worshipping Satan came from. Is she hiding some horrible secret of our past? What would a Satan worshipper do? Who was this Joane O'Donnell we are supposed to be? Or are we not her?

"But if God chooses some to be saved, then he chooses the others to be lost. Thus they have no choice. That isn't fair."

"Who are we to tell God what is fair?" I recalled a thought then. Was it a sermon I'd once heard? "Consider salvation as a gate. On one side, before you enter are emblazoned the words 'Come unto me all you who are weary, and I will give you rest'. When, by the grace of God, you pass through the gate and look back, you find engraved on the other side in letters just as large 'Chosen in Christ before the foundation of the world'."

"Seems to me you want both sides of the argument to be true at the same time."

"Perhaps they are. We can scarcely know how or why we think some of the things we do, or us two selves wouldn't be having this argument with ourself. How can we say we know what God thinks about this matter? Does he not say in his word that his thoughts are higher than ours?"

"You could use that argument to justify any action."

"Not on the part of God you couldn't. He defines holy, so cannot do wrong."

I/she was silent for a while, then put in, "So would you say that one must be a theoretical sovereignist but a practical free-choicer?"

I thought about that for a minute or so before responding. "I would. If all a church teaches is God's sovereignty, why would it preach the Gospel? Aren't those who are going to be saved entirely predestined? So why tell anyone about grace and salvation? It wouldn't matter. Yet Paul says, 'Woe is me if I do not preach the Gospel.' Like it or no, God's people are his chosen instruments to bring others into his kingdom, and the fact that he knows the outcome and is the one who saves does not reduce our responsibility to be his messengers or theirs for accepting or rejecting the message. Let God sort out the paradox, if indeed there is one."

I was on a roll now. "There's another problem with an over-emphasis on God's actions with no mention of man's responsibilities."

"I'm all virtual ears." Is she a cynic?

"While it's true that grace, not works saves, the corollary some people derive," Who and where have I heard this? No matter, press on, "namely that our actions are irrelevant and there are no behavioural rules, is false--part of the Gnostic heresy. Good works certainly do not buy us salvation, but they are just as certainly the inevitable result of it." How did I know about corollaries others derived? Why would I even use that language? Were we a mathematician?

"So the professed 'Christian' who is any of a betrayer, a slanderer, a purveyor of falsehoods, a philanderer, an adulterer, self-righteous and self-absorbed, a divider of churches, greedy, an oppressor, who lacks empathy and so lacks love, whose life isn't actually changed by being a Christian--that person isn't actually saved and is really on the way to Hell despite any verbal claim to be a believer."

She said it derisively--of us, of someone else, or both? I couldn't tell but pressed on regardless. Truth is truth, even if it hurts. "You left out the despiser of authority, and perhaps a few others. If they don't repent of such things, yes they are lost, lying to others and perhaps themselves about salvation. They're just fooling around with a façade of religion; they don't know the Christ who motivates true religion."

She obviously has someone in mind? Us, or someone else? Maybe we had been like that. But if I/she picked up my thought, she ignored it. So, I drove my point home. "The person who does those things is unacquainted with the Spirit of the Church, the Spirit of Truth, the Spirit of Love, the Spirit of Comfort, the Spirit of Repentance--the Holy Spirit of God who points us to Christ, whom to know is life eternal."

"And whom not to know is therefore death eternal. I begin to see your point about real choices, but you're not subtle in your newfound zeal, Oh eloquent pulpit-pounding other self. Expand on that 'despiser of authority' for me."

"From second Petros, such are reserved for ongoing punishment. One can despise, or show contempt for authority either by criticizing, undermining, and rebelling against it when someone else has it, or by abusing it when she thinks she has it herself."

"Thinks?"

"Everyone is under authority. If on the board or an officer of an organization or company, under the authority of the members or shareholders, if an officer, under that of a superior or the King, if a deacon of a church, a servant taking orders by very definition, if a pastor, merely an overseer of fellow servants, always under the authority of God and his word. Disdain for any of the first usually comes with contempt for the latter two, even in an ostensible believer. She may believe passionately in some doctrines, but want to be first, to do as she pleases, not be under anyone's but her own authority-a telltale sign of more general rebellion against God. A soldier has to prove her ability to take orders well for a long time before being allowed to give them."

She was silent, so emboldened by the success of my arguments, drawn from who-knows-what well of knowledge and/or experience, and by her lack of protest, I continued, "The Holy Spirit instantiates a copy in growing fidelity of the character of Christ in his people, if we want it, which we must if we're saved. If the evidence of that work is lacking, so is the reality. God says 'be holy, for I am holy'. For the unbeliever, this is one side of the double-edged sword, the edge that judges us all as unworthy to enter his presence. But the believer, who has the Holy Spirit and is declared a saint to God, also has his power to live a holy life, and the other edge is for her, because she can indeed be holy and be seen to be so as a witness to others, not for herself, but for God's glory."

"Which witness you would define as..."

"Well, the word speaks of martyrdom, but more generally a life of obedience to his word, of avoidance of the actions associated with this world's ways of thinking and entertainment, of service to him and to others, so that the character of Christ is becoming paramount, per Johannes' declaration 'He must increase, I must decrease' and Paulus' 'think of others more highly than yourself'. She doesn't serve Satan, directly or indirectly, if I may pick up on one of your themes. These aren't grey areas, Oh partner in this body of ours. They're pretty well laid out in the Holy Books. You can't be a Christian and an assassin, any more than you can be both a Christian and a pagan." Assassin? Where did that one come from? Was that what I/we was? I have this picture in my mind of black knives bearing a death's head.

"Some people equate holy living with the avoidance of certain foods, alcohol, and drugs. Your Holy Books say not to judge those who use or abstain. What's wrong with a little...pleasure?"

This was advanced with such mental caution that I knew it had to be a major issue, so I was equally guarded in my reply. "Both the users and the abstainers regard themselves in Paul's category of 'the strong' and the others as 'the weak'. So, it seems to me that when deciding whether something should be indulged or avoided, we ought not to ask 'what's wrong with it?'. Rather the criteria ought to be a combination of 'does it glorify the Lord of Heaven and advance the cause of his kingdom?', 'does it edify and assist others to know Christ and serve him?', and 'does it promote the well-being of one's own body as the temple of the Holy Spirit?', or in short, 'what's all-around right with it?'"

I/she was silent much longer this time. Hey, I'm confident that I/me is a Christian, but who knows about her/me? Well, what the conjoined I will eventually be when we merge is in the hands of the Lord of Heaven. I must trust him. To whom else could I go? Moreover, what I'd said/thought seemed to make more sense with the saying. Was this thinking new to me, had I never known this stuff before, or had I known but not really believed and so practised it? Or had I given it nominal assent and acted to oppose it. If so, how badly? Other self wasn't telling me much. What kind of person had I been, anyway? What evil had I done that I'd ended up like this? But then, perhaps, like the man born blind in the Gospel of John, my being here was for the glory of God. On the other hand, that was a dangerous thought. Didn't someone tell me once "the time to be really scared is when more than one person quotes Mordecai in the book of Esther 'For if you remain silent at this time, relief and deliverance for the Jews will arise from another place, but you and your father's family will perish. And who knows but that you have come to royal position for such a time as this?'" But again, other self cut off the data flow so I would not recall.

And when I/she came out of her funk, she was on a familiar tack. "So, if we are responsible for our actions, what about if we kill someone?"

This was a familiar theme. "Depends on how and why. If for our own benefit or gratification, it's murder, and the Holy Books tell us that murderers won't enter the kingdom of heaven."

"Nor slanderers, for that matter. I'm beginning to regret giving you access to that material."

Hmm. Why did she mention slanderers again? Has that been a theme in our life? Has someone been out to get us? Or have we been out to get someone else? Is that why we're here? Down, paranoia.

Aloud (if thoughts can be loud), I persisted. "But as an act of war or justice, to protect others, even to defend ourselves, yes, killing may be necessary. If there is indeed guilt in that case, Christ has taken care of it for the believer at the cross."

"A predictable answer. But suppose you take away, then employ a killer's own weapons against h...him, or others later. Are they transformed from instruments of evil to instruments of righteousness by their use?"

She almost said "her". There's a data point. Did we kill or try to kill another woman? Who?

"What are a hammer, a saw, a screwdriver, a toaster, a teletalkie?"

"Tools." She sounded suspicious of my change of subject. Am I getting more like her? Dangerous thought.

But it wasn't a change. "Tools that could be used for good, evil, or neither. There is no moral implication until use, and often not then."

"But a sword, a knife, a musket, a cannon and its shells..."

More reluctantly yielded evidence I/we was a soldier, as Rourke said. Had she not heard him? I answered consistently. "Are also tools. How they are used answers the question you left hanging."

"Well, Oh righteous self, they are tools that can only be used for one thing, unless you employ your sword as a bottle opener, and your knife to pick your teeth or comb your hair. But more to the point, are they tools whose use is our choice, or does God, in his prior knowledge, make us use them to kill people."

I took the horse by the halter. "Were we under orders?"

"What does that matter? Being under orders doesn't allow us to evade responsibility for our actions."

"But the Holy Books say we cannot be contemptuous of authority, and that all authority flows from God." Back to that again.

"Still, what if those who wield it are evil, ourselves included. What if the abusive parent orders us to abuse our friends? Where does God's sovereignty and knowledge fit then?"

This was suddenly very disturbing, but I pressed on. "I cannot slight his prior knowledge, but our choices are real ones."

"Then we are responsible for any deaths we cause, not him."

"We are, but that doesn't mean we have sinned in so doing. We may have served God's larger purpose for our nation. If there is guilt for killing in service, we have to deal with it and go on, trusting God. I repeat. If their use in a good cause results in guilt, it is covered."

"Who defines a good cause? In particular, what is a just war?"

"A war can be justly undertaken to rescue a people from an oppressor, to dethrone a king who has violated his duty, or to stop injustice."

I caught a mental sneer coming back. "And if one's own government is no better, how then is justice defined, much less executed?"

"Against the standard of the Holy Books." My answer sounds weak, even to me.

I/she let me off. "Let the Christian God take care of cleaning up our mess in the end, eh?"

"Yes." But my voice seemed small in my inner ear, my answers somewhat glib, even though I was confident there were no others. Moreover, I was despondent, for her wording was further indication she was a cynic, or an unbeliever. Had she set me up as gatekeeper to memories so foul that the Christian version of mental me was doomed to extinction? No, I could not believe that. God is in charge, and if I co-operate with him, he will preserve me. Maybe she would dominate for a while after we were integrated, but I/me--the saved one--had to come out on top in the end, for God's knowledge of me as his child cannot be forgotten--by him. Perhaps this was yet another case where one had to be a sovereignist in theory but not in practice. What was it my aunt used to say? "The practice of theory doesn't match the theory of practice."

Wait. Aunt who? I reached into our joint recollection, but the memory suddenly snapped off and I couldn't get a clear picture of her, so ended up grumping at other self over her cutting off the data flow at what seemed a crucial point.

"We're not ready for you to know some things yet," she replied, and fell silent for the rest of that day, leaving me to my own thoughts. But try as I might, I could come up with neither better answers than I had given already nor another shred of memory concerning who I'd been. Contradicting my last recorded resolve, I worried. We must have been a sorry piece of work indeed to end up the way we had--spiritually, mentally, and physically. What was our true heart? And what was it about Aunt Whoever that would have loosed the floodgates? Was she evil? Had she led me into evil? Or would just knowing her name cause too many other memories to come to the fore and make other self lose control of me? But I had resolved one thing. Contrary to her initial claim, she had more control over memories than I.

 

 

January 23 AM

"What's more important," other me suddenly broke in while I was slowly feeding us breakfast, "what we know intellectually, or the sum of our experiences?"

"They both matter," I equivocated, hoping for some context before being more specific, and continuing to spoon in what I considered an inadequate porridge. How about a couple of steaks?

She knew my dodge. "The priests quote the Holy Books to say Christians should be happy, not worry, live day-to-day, trust God for getting through stuff and making it to tomorrow, then to eternity."

"God preserves his people," I hesitatingly replied only to the last part. After all, the 'joy' the Holy Books speak of isn't really the same thing as 'happiness'.

She was single-minded, an irony if you think about it. "But what if life stinks? What if God deals you a bad hand, and everything goes against you, people around you die, you're injured, sick, or both, you have no family, you lose your money, your friends betray you, and life is a latrine pit."

"Then you stand firm in the knowledge you are still God's."

She jumped on that. "Then is it preservation, or perseverance?"

We were back to yesterday. "Christ said once that no one could snatch his people out of his hands. His Holy Spirit gives the power to persevere. So, it's both."

"I'll allow you a rabbit trail for a while. What is our responsibility when God turns against us?"

"He doesn't, but it is to do our duty to him, to our troops, to the throne, and to other people." Troops? Had I been a sergeant? Wait. Rourke had said I'd been sent on a scouting mission. That suggested cavalry. An officer then? What rank?

"Duty." She said it angrily, but that anger seemed subdued, as if I was beginning to reach past her cynicism. "The only reward for doing your duty in harsh circumstances is to get an even tougher assignment in even harsher conditions the next time."

It sounded like a mangled quote. But from whom? Still, I could sense her moods now, and her attitude had softened, despite the words. Encouraged, I brightened. "And, like Job, in the Old Testament, we eventually realize the trial is not to prove our courage and worth, but to glorify God to whom we belong, and in whose service we work. So of course if we prove ourselves by his grace and strength in one task, we become fit for a harder one, and larger resources of that same grace and strength--in the end giving him more glory, not taking it for ourselves." Is it a sin to feel smug when you give a pert answer you know is right?

Her next question suggested she'd changed the subject after all. "But what I really want to know is whether the Holy Books are the sum total of God's revelation to us, or whether life's experiences add to that revelation."

That latter is the conviction that fuels the "Holy Spirit" churches.

"I have to go with the completeness of the Scriptures on that one. We get no more revelation, just enlightenment on its specific meaning to us and our lives."

"Weasel words." She sounded angry at what I'd thought a clever answer. "What good does it do me if God dumps all over me, sifts me like sand, if I cannot even rebel and get away with it?" OK, we hadn't changed the topic after all. She's still ticked at something she thinks God did to her. Or, was it her parents, and she's transferring the responsibility for their evil to God? Or someone else she was blaming?

"Perhaps he is preparing us for an even bigger trial, one we could not have survived otherwise."

Both of us were discomfited by the implications of that answer, and so ended our discussion for the morning.

 

 

PM

In the midst of our arguments, as these last few days have passed, our physical health has improved, mine much more rapidly than Patty's, though she is obviously getting better, too. Internally, though I have not recorded them all here, I/we conduct our several-times-daily marathon discussions around predictable themes. I continue, I think, to get the best of the debates. It is as if I am a foil, constructed to try out her arguments on both sides. But if so, she is the sparring partner set up to lose, which puzzles me immensely, for she certainly controls our memories, and more finely than she claims, though there must be many things she has denied herself, else the exercise is senseless.

But, am I the means of examining beliefs we already had, ones needing to be confirmed by an I/self that lacks the distractions of having lived a bad life? Whose beliefs will win out? Mine, I trust, for they are backed by the Holy Books, while she is the cynic, attacking those foundations, though ever less successfully it seems. Still, I/other has the ultimate balance of power in this war of words. Moreover, she's working up to something, a topic she's been evading. Got a feeling it has to do with treachery, something she's brought up, then dropped--four times at least. Perhaps more, if she is capable of erasing my memories as well as adding to them. There's a paranoid thought for you. And what am I to say about a woman who not only hears voices in her head but carries on extensive debates with them and is afraid of them to boot? Wait. Haven't I heard that lithium is sometimes a cure for that? If that's true, how do I know it? Had I taken Lithium for this in the past? What if I could get some now? Would it kill off one of us? Both of us? I tried to give a medical name to my disorder, but other self clamped down and wouldn't let me. Why not? Is she out to get me? Yikes.

 

 

January 29

Meanwhile around us, Sam and Al live in the great cabin area, just around the corner from our comfy bed, controlling the work done on the ship, but also performing regular messenger runs among Victory, Kennedy's procurement office, and a General Tighen, whose name rings a bell, but whose face evades me. Since this is a source of information about the world we do not see, I shamelessly eavesdrop on our behalf.

This morning we heard them whispering in the area outside our cabin, though we couldn't tell which girl spoke first. I say "we" now, because it's clear I/she listens to and sees everything I/me do, though I continue to hope I can keep some thoughts from her. Or, did she hear that? Am I becoming paranoid against myself?

"Tighen is certain the traitor is Kilbane?"

"He found some of the gold coins in his duffel, along with a note from Carty. He's arrested him on some pretext and hidden him away."

"Seems odd, when he could have poisoned the admiral's food a thousand times. Will Lew Jones be let in on the secret now?"

"Tomorrow, when Savage and Baxter return, all three will meet with Kennedy and be briefed."

"It'll be a relief not to have to keep secrets anymore."

"Kennedy doesn't want any of the four coming here, though. He's afraid it would tip Carty."
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Patty was quite mobile throughout the day, strolling in and out of the sleeping cabin and looking around as if trying to find something, or recall her memories. She is now physically much better, perhaps ahead of us, though other self won't let me do much, so I don't know. I think it obvious that Patty is on the verge of recovering her memories, and I am worried about what that means for us, for supposedly we were mortal enemies. She was good to us for a long time when we were on the streets, but yesterday she was looking at us strangely, speculatively. Perhaps she suspects that we could easily be up and around, even though we keep our body in passive mode except for eating, and the occasional turn around the cabin with the help of Sam and Al.

At the end of the day, Patty nervously asked to have a hammock strung out in the great cabin where the two younger girls sleep, and left us on our own in the bed for the first time aboard this ship. Well and good in one sense. She can obviously think, reason, care about her own needs, even if not remember. But, she seems afraid of me/us, or is recovering her hostility toward us. Perhaps when I find out why, I won't blame her. I might applaud her caution. What is in my past? Our past?

I thought being alone would help, but we didn't get much rest. The crisis is coming.

 

 

January 30

Toward morning, inner me suddenly re-entered the dialogue she'd been dancing around for days. "What about treachery? Why would a good God betray his people?"

"Why indeed?" I responded, not understanding what she was getting at.

"I mean," she went on, "sometimes his people pray for guidance, for help through a very harsh trial, and he doesn't provide it. Isn't that a betrayal of his promise to be with his people?"

I didn't know the specifics of what had happened, so could only answer in generalities. "It doesn't seem to me that he ever promised that we would be free of trials, only that we would have strength to meet them, and so glorify him by coming through them still faithful to him. Indeed, if anything, the Holy Books promise trial, persecution, and difficulties."

"What do you know about trial?"

"As much as you do, I suppose."

"What if you're very close friends with someone and you betray her?"

The abrupt change of subject came in a little-girl voice filled with anguish, and I knew we'd come to the heart of our dialogue. "Why would you do that?"

She ignored the question. "If you then tried to kill her, would she have the right to kill you, say by shooting you down with a musket?"

"In self-defense, yes, I suppose, though it would be a hard thing." Does that explain how we got here, or is that what we did to another?

"And if God is sovereign, doesn't that mean such hard things are his fault for arranging the script of life to play out on his stage in such a manner?"

That tape was getting old. "No, evil deeds are because of sin, not because God makes them happen."

"The Holy Books say God hardened Pharaoh's heart so he could be exalted over Egypt's gods."

"True, but Pharaoh hardened his own heart three times first. There has to be a point of no return beyond which God gives up on a person. In fact Paulus explicitly says so in the first part of the letter to the Romas."

"And after that, are they good for nothing but a bad example and fodder for Hell?" A few days before the words would have been bitter, now they seem only resigned.

"I suppose." My conclusion was logical, though uncomfortable.

"Suppose I betrayed my country and my former friend saw me do it. Would she be justified in shooting me dead to stop me?"

That was pretty specific, but no actual memory leaked through. She's clamped down tight. "She would if she were in a position of authority to do so, such as a Brehon."

"Or an officer of the crown."

"Yes, such is their sworn duty." Had we indeed been more than a sergeant, then? But if Rourke was right about cavalry, what about all the naval references I'd heard to my former life?

"But what if the whole experience filled you with so much pain you couldn't stand to live?"

"Then you commit it to Jesus and let him take the burden."

"You know what your problem is?" She was intense now, a brightly spinning wheel shooting sparks in all directions.

"What?"

"I made you with all the answers, and left myself with all the questions."

She sulked for some time following, then, seeming suddenly to make up her mind about something, so demanded, "Get up and dressed. We have things to do."

"You sure?" I was frightened. I could tell she was going to try something new and dangerous.

"Don't you trust me?"

I thought that one over for a while before responding. "No I don't. You can annihilate me at any time."

"I don't think I can, not any more. You own part of us, and so do I. Indeed, you are now the stronger, as I originally hoped and planned. Neither of us can throw pieces away, no matter how much we might want to. It's more a matter of putting them back together in a better way. It's time to subsume my weakness in your strength. Besides, I've a gut feeling the game is about to get out of control, and we need to deal ourselves in. Now, get out of bed and dress or I'll take over and do it for us."

I looked around for Silent Sally, then realized it was Friday, the day the Herald published its weekend edition. All the children would be down at the newspaper office stocking up, re-investing the princely combined sum of a crown a week supplied by Al and Sam for light duties aboard ship so they could turn it into two by selling papers, then bank nearly the whole amount, as their food and lodgings were also supplied here.

So, I obeyed, fetching clothes from a closet, donning them without help. I'd done it before, but always at someone's direction, lacking any will of my own. This was the first time without detailed instructions, and it was easy. Well, I guess I've done it all my life. It tired me though. Too much inactivity. "All right, now what?"

"See that fiddle hanging in the sling on the side wall?"

"The one to the left of the harp?"

"No, the one between it and the rebec."

I focused on an instrument I didn't remember noticing before. Had she blocked my vision or something? "Yes, I see it now. It's a Harris violin, worth a fortune." She must have leaked me more memory, but in a very controlled way. I'm sure she has access to some or all the critical parts now, or at least knows exactly where the levers are.

"Fetch it from the wall, and turn over our hands to me." What's this? Has her threat to take control been empty?

But again I obeyed, taking the violin from the wall sling where the late admiral had kept it when not at battle stations, and eventually seating us in the chair where we customarily whiled away our day, staring emptily at the outside world while all the while fighting inwardly like cats in a sack. Then I surrendered some control, finding it easy to yield our hands and arms. She spent perhaps five minutes tightening the bow and strings, then carefully tuning it. I found myself approving. Evidently we had perfect pitch.

We were facing away from the door, but I wasn't doing anything, and I could easily hear voices in the area outside.

 

"What's happening, Al?"

"O'Donnell is tuning the admiral's prize violin."

"What? But..."

"I know. Call Kennedy and get him over here immediately. Tell him it's beyond urgent."

"That's why I came looking for you, Al. He and the general are already on the way here with someone else. Tighen thinks they've located someone who can shake up O'Donnell in an effort to recover her sanity. He's also bringing a complete file on Marcie Caine's life."

"He wants to yank her back from the shades, too? Isn't that dangerous?"

Sam shrugged. "He may think she has information he would find useful."

"Call him on his portable radio, and tell him to hurry. She's starting to play."

 

My other drew a long, low, plaintive note from each string. Then she did nothing for a couple of minutes, long enough so I thought she was about to abandon the project. Then I felt her mental sigh of resolution and resignation. One more adjustment, and she started to play--a child's lullaby, low, sweet, haunting. I knew the tune at once, had heard it sung to me by... The memories poured in with each bar, though they were disjointed, hard to sort out. When she finished one time through, she started a second verse. Deciding this should have an audience, I got to our feet that I apparently still controlled, unnoticed or at least unremarked by her, and walked us easily to the great cabin, trailing Alice. There I installed us in a corner easy chair, and watched detachedly as Sam and Al gathered round on the floor, and Patty took a seat a few feet away. They looked terrified. Why? What sort of monster was Joane O'Donnell?

On the third pass through the piece, the shrinking part of my external awareness heard a sentry challenge, the outer door to the suite open, and footsteps sounding past the guns in the hall to the great cabin. Three men entered the area, took chairs, and arranged themselves behind Patty. She didn't turn to look, but I recognized two--Kennedy and Tighen. How did I know the general? The latter dropped a thick file folder on a table near the chairs before sitting. The third man was a handsome young naval officer with the sleeve stripes of a captain, and a white beret in his belt, whom I thought I ought to know, but...

Inner self then switched to simple hymns--pieces about Joshua and the Battle of Jericho, Zacchaeus the little man, David and Goliath, the children that Jesus gathered and loved--the kind they teach kids at Lord's Day School to cement their historical knowledge of the Holy Books through music. All were more than familiar. Is this all from the time in my life when I thought I was a Christian, before I did...whatever?

As she played, fragments of memories flooded in, though I could not yet integrate them, make sense of it all. Just as I began to feel overwhelmed, she suddenly stopped, lowered the violin to her lap and held the bow pointing at the others, almost as if it were a sword. While I strove to make sense of what I/we now "knew", silence descended like a blanket thrown over the room. Inwardly, we were in turmoil. A dam was about to burst, and my fear was scarcely less than hers. We walked a precipice with a sea of madness awaiting below if we lost our mental footing. I was afraid she would effectively erase me, and we'd emerge a cynic and enemy of Christ. She was afraid the full memories of our hard experiences would unhinge me, and the new us would emerge utterly and incurably mad. I had most of it now, but one thing, one group of memories, one person was missing.

Then, a commotion at the suite door, angry shouts, a snarl, a slap, and the door to the hall into the great cabin banged open. In strode the man Patty had feared, the one called Albert Carty.

"So this is where you've hidden her."

Alice Maguire sprang to her feet and confronted him. "How dare you board this ship, give orders to and strike my sentry, and enter this cabin without authorization?"

Behind Carty, the marine sentry picked himself up from where he'd been knocked to the floor and kicked. He was looking scared, apologetic and angry in equal parts. He took aim at Carty with his musket. Alice waved him off with, "reinforce the post, Higgins. I'll deal with this cretin."

Carty paid no attention to the exchange. "Out of my way, child." He made to brush her aside, but she dodged, then stood her ground while he recovered his own balance from missing her. Sam O'Doule then took station beside her, blocking his way.

"Those so-called children," Tighen mildly observed, "are the senior active charge officers assigned to this RANC ship, and therefore her acting co-captains. Aboard Victory their word is law that even I as chair of the General staff must obey, their commands even the King cannot overrule. I suggest you abjectly apologize, then respectfully and fulsomely request their permission to come aboard, or they will surely have you brigged and court-martialled. The likely punishment if you persist in your insolence is twenty lashes with the cat and a reduction of two ranks."

"Ensigns brig and flog a Colonel?" Carty turned purple with rage and appeared about to hyperventilate.

Mind you, only a portion of my brain tracked him. The rest was trying to keep above water. I knew we had to re-weave the strands of being, but something in both of us halted in suspense, resisting losing our current partial identities. The soup of memories boiled, awaiting one final spice to complete the mental meal. Good or evil? Sane or insane. Saved or lost? Saint or sinner? What are we? What will we be?

"The general staff will back the captains, Carty. I suggest you review article nineteen." Tighen didn't even stand.

Carty turned red, then back to purple, seemed on the verge of losing it. Then he took in the music recital scene, seemed to think it over, and relaxed slightly. After nearly another minute, he clicked his heels, saluted, and said, "Colonel John Albert Carty of Palace Security respectfully requests permission to come aboard Victory, Captains." It looked like he paid a hard price in fake humility for each syllable.

"Our sentry?"

"I apologize for my hasty actions and will do so to him personally as well."

Al glanced at Sam, and the latter answered. "Permission granted. We will not report the matter. Won't you have a seat and join us, Colonel. We were just enjoying Janet Meathe's violin."

Meanwhile, I/we were peripherally engaged in what was happening, staring vacantly into space, as we struggled with whether to keep the pieces of self and inner self separate or risk stirring them together. I was me, she was me, then I was her, now we seemed to merge, then to fly apart in a fearsome cloud of shrapnel. On the edge of something resembling reality and identity, we were nearly overwhelmed with fear, but both knew we'd gone too far to stop now, that it was a matter of moments.

Kennedy must have seen. "Joane," he shouted, "Come back to us. It's all right. Love casts out fear."

At that the young captain spoke up for the first time. "Let me try," he insisted. "Joanie, it's me, your brother Manfred."

Wait just a minute. A memory suddenly made sense. Amaris/Joane has a damaged ear. She can't possibly play a musical instrument.

Tighen spoke into the silence, "Perhaps I should introduce Frigate Captain Manfred McAuley, on leave from Orange Squadron, whom I have requested assist us here."

"Joanie," Manfred pleaded again. The captain thrust himself forward, but the moment he entered the space between me and Patty, she turned, saw him, let out a scream, rose to her feet, held her head in both hands as though experiencing a violent headache, groaned, then lifted her head again, eyes blazing with intelligence, and finally burst into hysterical laughter. Fully three minutes later, she was holding her sides, tears running down her cheeks, gasping for breath. Eventually, she wore herself out with laughing sufficiently to require sitting to recover.

I meanwhile remained suspended between life and death, outwardly unmoving, inwardly boiling.

Patty seized Manfred with one hand and Kennedy with the other. "You two men," she finally shouted between gasping breaths. "Don't you see? She's not Joane. I am." She laughed again, and silver bells suddenly rang in my two minds. The chaos began to organize.

Right, we are not Joane O'Donnell, or any longer one or more versions of Janet Meathe then. So who are we? It's somewhere in this mass of data.

The real Joane partly recovered from her fit of laughter. "Oh, Jim, I remember it all, everything you said in the hospital. I was there for every word. You made your pitch to the wrong woman. I'll never let you forget this. I'll hold it over you forever."

"Joane?" he feebly essayed.

"The very same, back to sanity, and ready to..."

"Marry me," he said.

"Well, perhaps I might consider it," she riposted, sobering. "In any case, I'll tell your children and grandchildren about this forever. First you have to make your pitch all over again, this time to me, not her." A shadow passed behind her eyes then, and I knew something wasn't right. She loves another, one she cannot have. But, caught up in the sheer joy of the moment, she laughed again, and kissed him on both cheeks.

"Wait a minute," snarled Albert Carty "If this woman is Joane O'Donnell, or Amaris Gavin more like, then who is she?"

His pointing finger, and the others' eyes transfixed me, and with that, the final dam burst.

I/me protested, "No, no. I'll drown. What if we're not saved?"

I/she was fearful, but determined. "Too late to turn back. Don't worry, gatekeeper self. I think you're strong enough now to take it. You had better be or we're both done for. I doubt I can pull that mental trick a second time after what's about to happen."

With that, she was off with the violin again, sawing away at the instrument like a madwoman, first in a haunting, discordant, nearly tuneless manner, then lapsing into the savage strains of O'Daud's fifth and the violin solo toward the end.

I knew it of course, and with the music came critical memories--playing Queen Kat in All The King's Horses, the streets of Tara, a friendship dashed, years at the Academy, betrayal, pain, suffering, the final break between we two once-and-never-again friends on the street in front of RA BuPers. The pain of the years following was an afterthought, the wood splinter in my head merely the trigger to continue a retreat from reality into semi-madness that had already been well under way. The music was the perfect accompaniment to my life--a dramatic masterpiece of towering heights and crashing depths, all played out on a backdrop of exhilarating victory and excruciating pain.

Initially, I/me was spectator to another, but gradually was drawn in. Eventually it became my life she was playing, or rather, I merged with her and the remaining memories. I was Boudicca, Catherine the Great, Queen Kat, the woman of triumph and tragedy. I was, I was...

The piece came to an end, and I lowered the bow, then the instrument. "Not a bad fiddle," I heard myself say. Correct that. I said it. I had a moment's pang of loneliness, for there were no longer two of us, though I thought I could create a new mental debating foil again if occasion demanded. Could I undo it again if I did? My head fog had cleared, the pain was gone. Perhaps the teak sliver in my brain had been the principal cause of my funk after all. No, there had been more--much more.

Then I got down to wrestling with the business at hand. Some matters respecting how things stood with those in the room were glaringly obvious--for instance that Lew Jones, and not Martin Kilbane was their betrayer. Not my problem. Others remained mysterious. Those needed explicating, and it appeared I had just become the hinge of this history. Very well. Let the play continue to the next act.

 

 

Alice Maguire

Overjoyed at having Officer O'Donnell back, even if it wasn't the one of the two they had thought, Alice turned her attention to Janet Meathe, watching sooner and more closely than the others as a wide range of emotions played across the previously impassive countenance. Thus, she wasn't too surprised when Janet suddenly resumed playing the Admiral's violin, this time at a furious tempo. Joy, pain, doubt, triumph, sorrow--all registered clearly, and when she broke into the solo for O'Daud's fifth, Alice could picture the play for which it had been written, for she'd seen it several times as a young girl. Oh, this is playing with soul!

This riveted everyone's attention and took nearly five minutes, ending with one last long haunting victory note for the moment when the two lovers stroll between their lines and Cullin asks Kat to marry him. When Janet at last lowered the bow, then laid the instrument in her lap, Alice's emotions were as ragged as those expressed in the music.

The room filled with expectation, but no one spoke until Carty became impatient, breaking the silence after a further minute or so with a snarl, "Well then, who the rust are you?"

As she left her inner shell and became aware of the room, Janet's expression transformed rapidly from serene, to grim, to angry, then to savage.

"Fool. If she's Amaris, I'm obviously Marcie Caine. Who did you think? The lady in the moon?" She carefully set the violin and bow on a table and rose. "Come on Carty. Let's get out of here. Why consort with idiots? Besides, I've had enough of boats to last me a lifetime."

The newly awakened woman turned to go, but Joane stood and moved to intercept her. "But we..."

"Out of my way," Janet snapped, and reached out as if to manhandle the woman who had been playing her sister ever since their return to Belfast.

At that Alice and Sam sprung between the two, preventing her from reaching O'Donnell. Thwarted, Janet grabbed both girls by the shoulder, squeezing until it hurt.
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