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Grantville

August 1635




"Grantville."

It was a strange name to Mohamed Amine Radi's ear, and as outlandish as the stories told of these foreigners. Yet at the moment, Radi struggled more to fathom the order and cleanliness of the mysterious Americans' incredible city. Even the roads were impossibly smooth, almost as if the entire city was paved with slabs of cut granite.

Beth Van Haarlem, his translator, pulled him from his bemused reverie. "I am sorry, Vizier. What did you say?"

She enunciated her Arabic well despite a heavy Dutch accent, addressing him as she always did by his Diwan honorific. Radi hadn't realized he'd spoken loud enough for her to hear him.

"This town," Radi gestured inclusively at the long, straight lines and crisp angles of the streets and buildings. "It is a wonder. I hope it might become a model for Sallee."

[image: ]Van Haarlem's pale blue eyes were more rounded than usual, and her head turned constantly to take in the peculiar sights of Grantville and its people. In that one regard, he supposed that the woman looked much as he did. Yet at his mention of Sallee and the republic he helped govern, her eyes narrowed and she turned her attention away from the oddly dressed people around them.

"Sallee," she said, "is a port town. She will always turn her face to the sea."

"Even so. But given time, the Diwan—under the guidance of the Qaid—can create such marvels as these. Finally, we will visit the libraries of Grantville, and you will read for me what the future holds for Sallee."

"What future do you hope to find here, Vizier?"

She had asked him this. Many times in fact, on the ship north from Sallee and during the trip from Hamburg. Radi didn't dare tell her that fear drove him to seek the nearly mystical knowledge rumored to live in Grantville. Neither he, nor the other Andalusian viziers, would give voice to those fears, lest word get back to their Moriscos counterparts in the Diwan. To speak openly of fear would reveal weakness, possibly inviting a return to open bloodshed in Sallee.

No, Radi chose to keep that concern to himself. He replied instead with generalities that had grown comfortable as an answer to her recurring question. "If these Americans truly possess a book that contains the future of all countries, I want that I should know the path of Sallee."

"So that you might rise from the Diwan to rule as Qaid?"

An impertinent question from an employee, and a woman at that. Far more bold than any asked during their travels. She surprised him at the oddest times with small insights into the machinations of the corsair republic. It endeared her to him, but perhaps he indulged her too much.

"The Diwan will endure." Radi was cross, and he let it show in his voice. "A year has passed with no word of the tyrant Janszoon, nearly two since he set foot in Sallee. His Rovers are the tool of the Diwan now."

"How quickly you forget that you and your fellow Diwan were also pirates before turning politician."

[image: ]She dared to compare him to the barbarous Dutchman, Janszoon. Radi opened his mouth to spit something venomous, when a sputtering roar like a hundred rigging lines snapped in rapid succession sounded from behind him. He spun, pulling a thin and wickedly curved knife from his belt. He had an arm out, moving his translator to safety behind him when a nightmare machine rounded a corner of the strangely smooth streets.

A man sat astride the machine. His arms were brown from the sun, and his legs were bare below the knee. Upon his head, slick and black like the carapace of some enormous beetle, was a helmet. Where Radi expected to see a face was instead an eyeless, mirror-like visor.

Noise from the thing slapped at his ears. It was like cannon fire, but ceaseless with each blast coming more quickly than the last. The machine screamed toward him, and Radi stood transfixed in the center of the road. He stared, unable to pull his eyes away from the faceless rider on the wheeled machine.

Then Radi was moving, pulled from behind and nearly lifted from his feet. He tore his eyes from the man on the thundering machine and stumbled into Van Haarlem. She was a sturdy woman, but even still her strength surprised him. He dropped the knife lest one of them get cut, grabbing hold of her waist to keep them from tumbling to the ground in a heap.

By the time they had righted themselves the machine was gone. A lean woman with close-fitting pants and a man's work shirt hurried toward them. She was speaking quickly and extended a hand to steady them.

"What is she saying?" Radi asked.

Van Haarlem's blonde brows drew down in a concentrated furrow as she listened to a torrent of foreign words from the Grantville woman.

"She is speaking in English, but very quickly. She says she has told the boy once. She has told the boy a thousand times. Not to ride," she hesitated, "the thing so fast in the town."

Van Haarlem's blue-eyed gaze drifted downward and his eyes followed their path to where his arm still encircled her waist. He straightened then, quickly pulling away from her. He rubbed his palms against his camir and suddenly it seemed much warmer near the buildings than it had been out in the street.

[image: ]The Grantville woman stooped to retrieve Radi's fallen knife. She offered it to him hilt first with a wide, reassuring grin and a series of encouraging nods. Radi returned the weapon to the sheath at his waist and composed himself.

"Thank you, Dame van Haarlem." She acknowledged his gratitude with a quick nod but did not speak. "Ask this woman if she can lead us to the library. I fear we'll never find it if left to ourselves."

While the two women spoke, Radi listened for familiar words. His Dutch was poor and his English was contextually constrained to the taking of slaves and ships. Still, he gathered that the woman's name was Samantha Collins, and she appeared willing to help them.

"We are in luck," Van Haarlem said turning back to him. "This is Miss Collins and she can guide us through the city. She knows the books you wish to see."

Collins escorted them to the library while concern for the fate of Sallee vied with Radi's examination of the city. Once inside, the Grantville woman led them to a small table burdened with books.

The stacks were under the serious scrutiny of a slight young woman, chewing the tortured end of an equally slender pencil. Miss Collins introduced her as Christine Onofrio, and Radi waited as Van Haarlem proclaimed his name and titles.

"Miss Onofrio is a researcher," Van Haarlem said. "Miss Collins will show you to a place where we might work at our leisure. I will gather the books and bring them to you, yes?"

He agreed, although it was discomforting that he should now rely so completely on Dame van Haarlem's support. He wished to thank the Collins woman before dismissing her, but the Grantville women made him uncomfortable with the quickness of their speech.

To misspeak would be an embarrassment and so he took a seat. In a moment, Collins was gone.

It was cool despite the summer heat, and the table where he waited was sturdy and smooth to the touch. The chairs, while precariously lightweight, supported him quite comfortably. He could hear the two women talking softly beyond his sight. He'd never had much need for books, and they stood on shelves with their backs to him.

Radi shifted in his chair, wondering if Janszoon's son Cornelius might have waited in the very same room. With luck and the blessing of Allah, the boy had not survived his journey to Grantville. His father had been kind enough to disappear at sea; perhaps the boy would follow suit.

The moments stretched long and he wondered what kept the women so deeply engaged in conversation. He was gathering himself to fetch Van Haarlem when she approached and joined him at the table. She was alone and carried several red-bound tomes under a stack of loose papers.

"That woman is a treasure of information." Her eyes were once again wide with wonder, and they sparkled with something else—anticipation, perhaps, or excitement.

Radi remembered where his hand had rested and the feel of her hip under her kaftan. Perhaps his quest to learn the future of Sallee was infectious, or maybe Dame van Haarlem believed that he might one day soon rule the republic as Qaid.

"This is an encyclopedia." She set the books on the table, and he rose while she seated herself. The books were embossed in gold with familiar letters in undecipherable arrangements. "They're actually part of a larger set, and the pages are copies from other books. Where should we begin?"

It was now her excitement that infected him. Radi felt his face stretch in a grin, and together they dove into the story of the Republic of Sallee. Van Haarlem would read silently for long stretches before sharing bits of information with him. He watched over her shoulder, looking at drawings of unknown men and, curiously, maps of Malta and Algiers.

Most Barbary sailors spoke several languages, but it was a curiosity that Van Haarlem, a Dutchwoman so recently arrived to Sallee, could also read in English. He took notes when she spoke and questioned her about her skill with language when she grew too quiet while reading.

"I have a wealthy brother in New Amsterdam," she said. "I lived with him for a time before coming to Sallee."

"Why did you not return home?" he asked. "Or stay with your family in the Americas?" Why Sallee, Radi wondered. And would she wish to stay should he rise to rule the republic?

Van Haarlem turned from her reading to consider him. He didn't know why she hesitated to answer, but she gave the matter a long moment of thought before responding.

"I was in the Americas much longer than I intended to stay," she said, her eyes returning to the tiny letters in the encyclopedia. "I was there to meet my brother Anthony, but I was looking for my father."

"To 'meet' your brother?" It was curious that she should have a sibling and yet not know him. Perhaps there was a significant age difference between them.

"I was there to  see  him," she said quickly. "I am sorry, it is difficult to translate English to Dutch in my head while speaking to you in Arabic."

Radi imagined that must be true. He quieted himself, allowing her to read. The room smelled dry; he'd have thought that a room full of books should smell thick and musty. Perhaps it was because they were so far from the coast. He poked at one of the red-covered volumes with his finger.

"Did you find him?"

Van Haarlem started, sitting up and away from the book. She looked concerned or even guilty.

"I am sorry," he said. "I was asking about your father. Did you find him?"

"Oh." She turned to the book once again. "Not yet. I will, though. I am a patient woman."

"Did he leave you?"

She answered the question with a wry grin. "Constantly. He is a sailing man."

Then her grin faded.

"What is it?" He leaned forward to peer at her book, the words as unintelligible as ever. "What have you found?"

"The Republic." She paused. "I have to consider how best to tell you this. Sallee may outlive you, Vizier, but it will not survive the century."

Radi's stomach tightened and he swallowed hard before speaking. "What happens? Do the Moriscos rebel against the Diwan? Does Janszoon return?"

"Janszoon is dead. He was taken near Tunisia and tortured to death by the Knights of Malta at Fort Saint Angelo."

"What then?"

"I can't make sense of it," she said, "Some names and factions sound familiar but—"

It vexed him to need her assistance deciphering the language. However, a woman's interpretation of the political forces at work in the Republic was both unnecessary and unwelcome.

"Just read it to me," he snapped.

"The 'Alawites who rule Morocco came to power with the help of Arab tribes during the Almohad period. The founder of the dynasty, Mawlay ar-Rashid, mobilized these tribes against the powerful Dila'iyya that had dominated northern Morocco since the 1640s.

"Mawlay succeeded in reunifying Morocco with the help of a professional army recruited from the descendants of the many slaves."

She was quiet for a moment. He felt her eyes on him as what she'd said sank in. He regretted his abrupt and judgmental dismissal. The passage was indeed confusing.

"The Dila'iyya," he mused aloud. "I wonder. Could it refer to Dila?"

"Neither mean anything to me," she said. "Do you think they pose a threat to Sallee?"

"Dila is not a who," he explained, "but a where. It lies south of Fez and through Khenifra. Perhaps my concerns regarding Janszoon's return are misplaced. Should this Mawlay raise an army capable of subduing the Atlas and north to the sea . . ."

Internal politicking he could handle. Even the dreaded return of Janszoon might be managed, but the Americans' books spoke of powers that dominated the whole of North Africa. How would Sallee stand against such forces?

Anger flared, a spike of heat that seared his throat. Radi shoved with both hands, sweeping his notes from the table in front of him. Unsated, he grabbed at the books with clawed fingers ready to tear Sallee's doom from the pages.

His fingers didn't reach their mark. Van Haarlem's hand shot out to stop him. Her fingers were hard on his wrist. He jerked, pulling his hand away from her, and she held him there for a moment before releasing her grip.

Her voice was quiet, pitched low and soft. "I think we should leave this place, Vizier."

He rubbed at his wrist where she had held him. He swallowed again and then looked around him to see if Christine Onofrio or another resident from this strange city had seen him. Thankfully, they were still alone.

"Wait here a moment while I return the books." She said it like a question, and he nodded, not meeting her gaze.

He heard her moving around the library and wondered what he would do. Could he rally the Moriscos to support him? Even if all of Sallee and their corsairs along the Barbary Coast rallied against a common enemy, could they fend off an army fated to dominate all of Morocco?

Perhaps better to join the winning side now.

Van Haarlem returned, and he heard her gathering the writing supplies that he'd thrown to the floor. When he felt her presence at his shoulder, he rose and together they left the library. The peculiar city and its foreign townsfolk weren't the inspiring distraction they had been just a few short hours ago. He'd dreamed of elevating Sallee from the riverbank muck of the Bou Regreg to emulate the pristine wonder of Grantville. Now . . . now he had to find a way to subvert the republic's doom.

He was silent when they left the town. Their coachmen, surprised by an early return, were unprepared. Radi left them to Van Haarlem and sat for a time until they boarded to rattle their way back toward Hamburg and a slow ship south to home.

They set camp some hours later at a tributary flowing south to the Rottenbach. Radi did not join Van Haarlem and the men as he normally would.

Their mood was jovial, a general sense of completion and excitement for returning home. It was a mood that did not suit Radi's thoughts. Though she concealed it when she noticed him watching her, and despite sharing his knowledge of what would befall his beloved republic, Dame van Haarlem seemed to share in the men's high spirits.

Later, when the camp chores were complete, and the men retired to their tents to share lies or throw dice, she approached him where he sat.

"Walk with me?" As was her way, she said it like a question.

Radi rose, and together they moved away from the camp. She led him to a place where the river bent and followed along the shore until they were well out of sight from the camp.

A large stone was there. Grass grew soft and thick around the base and dark lichen climbed the sides. He watched her gather the fabric of her kaftan and sit upon the stone. After a moment, she patted the empty space beside her. Radi sat. He left a small space between them, hoping it large enough to be proper. His breath was coming faster, and it wasn't from the walk.

The river was shallow there, churned to white froth by nearly submerged rocks. The water tumbled loud enough that they would need to put their heads together to speak. The men from the camp would not hear them. Should nature call, they would not find them.

Radi sat beside Beth van Haarlem and watched the sky darken while the river played with smooth, round stones. He pulled his gaze down to the woman beside him, her hands resting in her lap. Her fingers trembled, although if the motion was a reaction to the cool evening air or from anticipation or excitement, he could not be sure.

"What will you do?" she asked.

He leaned closer to her to respond and their shoulders touched. "I had thought to wait until morning before announcing my intention, but my mind is set. You may as well know now.

"I will travel to Dila to see for myself if there is a Berber tribe with expansionist designs on the north. I will seek out this Mawlay to attest with my own eyes the foretelling of his conquering army.

"Then, should the Diwan support me, I will ally Sallee with whatever force is stronger. If Sallee may not be free, I would at least spare her from the coming conflict."

Her pale hands trembled again. He covered one of hers with his own. "You could come with me," he offered.

"That won't be possible," she said.

"You are frightened."

"No."

"Why then do you tremble?"

"Because, Mohamed Amine Radi," she said, and he met her eyes when she said his name. She turned her hand underneath his. Her fingers parted slightly and, with a gentle pressure, he twined his fingers through hers. She curled her fingers around his hand as she continued. "I lied to you in the library."

"Lied?"

Pulling his mind back from the warmth of her hand, Radi struggled to focus on the republic and the doom she had revealed to him. "Does Sallee not fall to the unification of Morocco?"

"Oh no," she said, "that was all true. Or at least, it is what I found in the Americans' books."

"What then?"

"It was not my brother that I visited in New Amsterdam," she said.

Radi sighed inwardly. She had taken a lover in the Americas. Now, as they grew close, she felt ashamed. His wish for her was to feel no regret for past passions. He thought to tell her as much, but she continued before he could speak.

[image: ]"Anthony van Sallee is my  half-brother. His mother is a Moorish woman from Cartagena."

Radi loosed his fingers as if her hand would sear the flesh from him. She held him fast. He met her eyes. They shone like the brilliant blue of sea ice in the gathering gloom.

"I think you know which parent Anthony and I share."

"Janszoon," he whispered.

"You were not the first to ask the Americans for books about Sallee," she said. "Another came before you."

Janszoon's brat. So Cornelius reached Grantville after all. Van Haarlem must have read in his face that he knew of whom she spoke.

"Word arrived while Cornelius stayed in Grantville. Jan Janszoon is yet alive and in the clutches of the Maltese and their dungeons. And finally I know where my father is."

"Sallee is free of Janszoon."

"You and your Diwan did not liberate Sallee from my father's corsairs," she said. "You have but been keeping her safe for us."

He struck her then.

It was an awkward blow, seated as they were and with her holding one hand captive. She hunched, turning into the blow and taking it on her shoulder. He surged back, hoping to catch her off guard and pull free, but her damnable grip was like leather, wrapped wet and left to dry around his hand.

Beth spun toward him. She scissored her legs up and around him despite her kaftan. Together they toppled to the damp grass.

Radi lay on his back atop her with one arm pinned tightly across his chest. He swung his legs, attempting to roll free and saw her heels cross, locking around his waist in a crushing embrace.

"There has always been a Janszoon in Sallee," she whispered into his ear. He felt her tugging at his belt with her free hand. "Should armies come, they will find Sallee ready."

"Beth," Radi struggled to squeeze words from his chest. She was crushing the life from him. "Please . . ."

"I am Lysbeth Janszoon van Haarlem, and I will see my father freed from those bastard knights in Malta. If I must raze Fort Saint Angelo to its foundation with every corsair on the sea, I swear it will be done."

Radi felt a sharp pinch in his left side. He pulled in a breath to call for the men in the camp. No sound came when he tried to scream, and he looked down to where her free hand moved at his waist. It took a moment for his mind to piece together what he was seeing.

Only when he realized the blade of his knife was halfway into him did he feel any pain. Then Mohamed Amine Radi felt a firm pressure against his ribs. The blade disappeared from view, and Lysbeth Janszoon twisted the handle.







[image: Sergeant Whatsisname by Nick Lorance]

It was not a Duke nor Earl, nor yet a Viscount—




It was not a big brass General that came;




But a man in khaki kit who could handle men a bit,




With his bedding labelled Sergeant Whatsisname.




Magdeburg, May 20, 1631




The lieutenant had decided to rape the woman first; his ensign was pinning the woman's arms, the sergeant holding the horses by the open door watching. The woman screamed prayers as her abuser fumbled with his clothing, her children wailing.

The sergeant started to turn just as a blade punched through his throat and withdrew. As the body fell, the ensign looked up, but before he could scream, the attacker stepped forward, the weapon reversing, and the butt of an arquebus slammed into his face, shattering his skull.

The lieutenant rolled off the woman, and for a moment all she could see was a figure in the sunlight through the open door like an angel sent to answer her prayers. The huge weapon came down like the hammer of God, and the man beside her was clutching his throat, gasping. Then the musket reversed again, and a reddened blade flashed down. The gasping stopped abruptly.

The killer dragged the three bodies further back into the dark room, then returned. He looked down at the woman who had curled into a protective ball, still screaming. The weapon that had done so much damage was set aside, and he reached down, clamping his hand over her mouth, then rolled her on her back. She struggled, hands beating at the arm.

“Do you want to die?” he hissed. She looked up at him, hands pulling in vain at the arm. “Do you want your girls to die?” She tried to shake her head, and the minor amount of movement she could make against that grip must have been felt. “If you want to live, if you want them to live, be still, and be silent!” She went limp, then whimpered when the knife appeared in her sight again. But the man released her, took two steps, and began sawing at the ropes that held the twin girls.

“Stay where you are!” someone shouted from outside. The man finished cutting the ropes, then stood, moving between the girls and the entrance. Another soldier stood there, aiming his musket into the room.

“What did you say, Müller?”

“Oh, sergeant.” The weapon lifted away. “Getting a little of your own?”

“What I do is no concern of yours. Go find somewhere else to be.” The man looked at the woman. “No, I am not sharing. Now piss off.” The soldier shrugged, wandering away. The sergeant made a motion as if to say stay, pried the blade out of the muzzle of his weapon, then cleaned and sheathed it. He went back to where the bodies lay. A few moments later he came back. The wheel-locks belonging to the lieutenant and aide were thrust into his belt, and he held a bag about the size of his fist. He motioned for them to follow.

The cavalry mounts were standing near the door, and he walked over. When the women reached him, he set the weapon down, then lifted the woman astride one, and both girls onto another. Taking the reins, he lay the musket across his arm, and led the entourage away.

[image: ]The otherwise beautiful day was filled with screaming and shouting. Smoke rose from so many places, it looked like the entire city was already ablaze. Men stumbled past him, staggering from drink or groaning under loot they had collected. Some looked at the sergeant and his charges, but the look on his face convinced them to seek elsewhere.

He had intended to take them to the cathedral, but that was before the wind had kicked the flames into a holocaust. Instead he moved toward one of the gates that had been opened after Count Tilly's army had come over the wall.

The air outside was cleaner, but there was still wailing as women were dragged from that hell to be raped yet again. He passed them by, moving through the sprawling camp, past the fires where the camp followers tended the wounded soldiers. One of the camp followers was watching him, nursing her child. He had seen her before. Always there when one of the camp followers needed care. No matter. Finally he reached the outside of the camp, past the sentries, into the fields beyond.

He looked up at the woman, then held out the bag. “Ride slowly unless you are spotted. Everyone is too busy with the sack to pay attention. But if you are seen, ride as if the devil himself were on your heels.”

“Why did you save us?” She looked at the bag, at her children.

He handed her the reins so she could ride and lead the second horse. “Maybe I am just a good Samaritan.” He slapped the rump of the horse, and they rode into the drifting smoke. The sergeant turned to return to the camp.




Magdeburg, January, 1634




Sergeant Richard Hartmann strode down the street through a gentle snow. It had been a long trip from the town of Grantville. By train, by sleigh, now on foot. He was cold, tired, and honestly could use a drink. A sign came into view ahead, a gloved hand holding a bulging purse with the name  Zum Barmherzigen Samariter.

[image: ]He opened the door, stamping his feet to clear snow from his boots, then used the scraper to clear the mud from them. Magdeburg might be the new capital of the United States of Europe, but it was still a city that two years before had been sacked and burned. He ought to know; he'd been here when it happened. Last he took off his cap, slapping it against his sleeve before stuffing it in a pocket. His short hair was blonde, and the left side of his head had what might have been a part, but was actually a scar. His beard and mustache was neatly trimmed, and above them blue, almost white, eyes looked at the world like a wolf.

The common room was sparsely occupied, just half a dozen men busy at eating, and a pair of young girls moving the beer and food to the customers. The innkeeper, a large man bustled over. “Good evening,  mein Herr! How may I help you tonight?”

“What do you have for dinner?”

“We have stew, or slices from a freshly roasted boar with vegetables.”

“The stew sounds good. Though a slice of the boar would not go amiss. Both, please.” He set down his duffel, opening his greatcoat. “Do you have mulled ale or cider?”

“Both.”

“Then mulled cider with it. And do you have rooms for rent?”

“Yes.” The innkeeper looked at the coat, then his eyes widened at the clothing below it. His uniform was odd to most who saw it, because it wasn't the  feldgrau  of the army of the newly renamed USE. Rather it was the Union blue uniform of the NUS. “You have business in town—” He looked at the sleeve. “—Sergeant?”

“Reassignment. I have been assigned to one of the new regiments forming. My wife will be joining me in a few days. The room is for her.”

“I am not sure. I will have to check with my wife.”

“Please do.” The sergeant hung the coat by the door, then took a seat at a table near the fire, stretched out his legs, leaning back. A girl came over, setting down a mug, and he nodded, sipping it. After the weather outside, it was heaven. He hadn't eaten yet today, so when the meal arrived, he patiently sliced the bread, spreading butter over the slices, then alternating bites of the stew and bread. He devoured his meal, occasionally diverting to bites of roast pork and the vegetables. Finally he was wiping the bowl, then the trencher. Sipping a second mug. Now just to relax—

The door slammed open, and four men in Army gray came in like a flood. “Beer!” one shouted. The innkeeper waved and began drawing them. The man who had shouted reached out, dragging one of the serving girls onto his lap. She screamed. The plates she had been carrying shattered on the floor as she began to struggle. He just laughed, pawing at her.

As he leaned in to nuzzle her neck, she clawed his face, her screams redoubling. He stood, spilling her to the floor, then bent, one hand catching at her hair, the other pulled back to slap her.

The blow never fell. A hand reached out, catching the arm, then another closed with crushing force on his other hand. Hartmann stood there, smiling gently. “Let her go.”

“Who the—” The assailant gasped as the hand clamping his wrist closed like a vise.

“Let. Her. Go.” Now the hand moved slightly, his forearm screaming in pain. The soldier let her go. Then the hand came up, joining the other still pinned between their faces. “Enough people have been brutalized by soldiers in this place. There will be no more here.” The sergeant pushed and released at the same time, tumbling the soldier over his chair. The man scrambled to his feet, and judging from the flush of his face, was ready to make some trouble.

The sergeant's hand shot out catching him by his tunic, and drove his face down into the table twice. His buddies started to stand, but froze as the sergeant's head turned. While he still had that smile, his eyes asked,  You want some of this?  They decided not to intervene. The injured man slumped into unconsciousness. The girl had scurried toward the bar, the other girl holding her and glaring at the men. They looked like twins of around fourteen years old, but the sergeant merely noted it.

“Unit,” he snapped. The soldiers looked at him confused. He sighed. Too much time around the up-timers in the NUS army. “What unit do you belong to?”



“Uh, Third Regiment?” one replied.

Hartmann leaned down, face inches from the soldier. “You did not just wake up. Think before you speak. You have to know this—it is where you will go to bed later! Battalion?”

“Second, Sergeant!”

“Now the hard one. Company?”

“First!”

The sergeant stood back up. “Your answers will always be crisp, clean, and as short as possible. Is that clear?”

“Yes, Sergeant.”

He looked at the other two men. “Do you think you are exempted? Is that clear?”

“Yes, Sergeant!” they chorused.

The sergeant looked down at the man on the floor. “Have your drinks and leave. Do not upset anyone else here tonight or we will not have such a polite discussion the next time. Good evening.”

The two girls moved past the bar into the kitchen, and Hartmann returned to his table. Another mug had arrived, and he took a seat and sipped.

The curtain to the kitchen twitched, and he saw one of the girls looking at him oddly. Then the head popped back. Again it twitched, and it was either the same girl or her twin. Then a moment later, another face, an older woman. Then she pushed through, and strode across the room. She was a few years older than he was and looked vaguely familiar.

“It is you,” she whispered.

“Pardon?”

She smiled softly. “You save our lives and do not even remember us? Almost three years ago, during the sack,” she chided him.

He looked closely. The last time he had seen her, she was bruised, terrified, and being raped. The woman standing before him now was well-dressed, clean, and looked capable. He stood and bowed gently. “You look better.”

She walked slowly forward and then was suddenly hugging him. Behind her the two girls had come out, hand in hand, looking at him in wonder. She moved back, clasping his hand in both of hers, nodding at the girls. “My daughters, Maria and Anna, and my new husband Frederic.” She motioned for the innkeeper to come over. “You did not let us thank you then. Let us thank you now.”

“It was nothing.”

“It was everything to us.” She let go, clasping her arms around Frederic's left arm. “My dear, this is the good Samaritan that saved us that night. The one we named the inn after.”

****




Magdeburg training camp




Hartmann marched in following the orderly to stand before the desk of Colonel Marcus Ludendorf, commander of the Third Regiment. “Hartmann! Of all I might have wanted, you are the best.” He came around the desk, shaking his hand. “I asked for someone who could deal with my First Company.” He snorted. “Actually we need help with every one of the CoC regiments. Grantville said they were sending you to me instead of an up-timer. The telegram said you have a charm for making riflemen from mud.”

“A quote from an up-time poem by a man named Kipling. The Pharaoh and the Sergeant.” The sergeant shrugged. “I am good at training, Sir.”

“As I know! How are you when dealing with the CoC?”

“I have dealt with them, Sir. Half of the NUS Army are CoC.”

Ludendorf sat. “This is all an experiment, Sergeant. The CoC have volunteered in droves to man nine regiments so far and another nine that formed around Grantville. But we have too many here who think talk is going to do the job. They are undisciplined and tend to talk back or question instead of obeying orders. They think they know more of war than we veterans so they challenge every step in training, and the worst of them are in First Company of my Second Battalion. If they get into line, so will the others.” The colonel stood. “Think you can handle it?”

“I can, Sir.”

Ludendorf leaned back, looking up at the man. “We are short of officers, Hartmann. I intend to promote you to second lieutenant and put you over the one the company has. He is too new for me to trust him.”

“I'd rather you not do that, Sir.” Hartmann's tone was calm, but his face adamant. “Officers only oversee training. The pay would be nice, but no.” He shrugged. “Besides, part of an officer's education is learning from his sergeant, Sir. Where are my men?”

“They are at breakfast at the moment. If you wait?”

“Actually sir, I think I would like to see the men before that. Permission to get some breakfast?”

Ludendorf motioned and went back to his work.




Magdeburg training camp, Second Battalion Mess Line




“I am going to kill him the next time I see him,” Dietrich snarled. His buddies merely shook their heads. They were sitting cross-legged in front of the tent at the end of the company street.

“He was right, Fritz.” Luftman sipped his milk before taking a spoon of porridge. “You should not have grabbed that girl. That is what we of the CoC are supposed to stop!”

“Right or not, how dare he strike me! Me! The elected leader of First Squad!”

“Being squad leader doesn't make you right,” Dorfman commented.

“I do not care. He is no doubt one of those mercenaries who fell all over themselves surrendering to the up-timers at Jena or the Crapper. It does not make him better than us!”

“Fritz, I think you will have your chance,” Becker said. The others followed his gaze across the battalion mess area. A recognizable figure now in gray had joined the company and moved down the mess line past the women camp followers serving the food. He took a bowl of porridge, a mug of broth, and a slab of buttered bread. He turned, scanning, and his eyes locked on the three where they sat. Then he walked across the clearing, chose an empty space, and sat.

“That seat is taken,” Dietrich snarled.

Hartmann, sipped his broth. “Yes, it is. By me.”

“Move, or we will move you.” Dietrich's snarl became a growl.

As the man stood, Hartmann looked up. “After I finish my meal.”

Dietrich looked him over. “We saw you in NUS blue last night. Now you are in  feldgrau? How many other uniforms do you have in that bag of yours?” Then he gave him a smirk. “Maybe you just wear them to get free meals.”

Hartmann merely ignored him, eating. He finished, polishing the bowl with his last bite of bread, and stood. “Now, if you really want to push this, let us take it somewhere else.”

“Why? Feeling outnumbered?”

Hartmann turned, carrying his dishes.

“Hey, pig! I'm talking to you!”

Hartmann handed the implements to the woman at the cleaning area with a gentle thank you and kept walking. Dietrich roared and ran after him. He stumbled to a halt as Hartmann stopped beside a tree, arms crossed. Dietrich started to move forward, but the others, about two hundred, were forming a crescent.

Hartmann looked at the crowd. “Good. Class is now in session.” He pointed at Dietrich, crooking his finger, and as the man approached, began to unbutton his tunic.

“Enough waiting!” Dietrich charged toward him, arms spread to grapple. Hartmann took two steps away from the tree, ducked under the arms, catching the man's belt and spinning so that his attacker slammed back into the trunk. Then he punched him twice, once in the stomach, then again on his chin. Dietrich sagged down, stunned.

Hartmann turned, surveying the crowd. “I would have preferred a calmer introduction, but those of you from First Company, I am your new training sergeant, Richard Hartmann. You have your own way of doing things, but this is not the CoC, it is the army, and the army has only two ways of doing things, your way and my way.” He looked down at Dietrich, who was starting to move, and set his foot on the man's chest. “I will let you guess which way it will be from this point on.

“You have been slacking through your first months of training, and in my experience, that makes you cattle for us to drive ahead of the real soldiers. Too stubborn to learn what you must to survive. So things will change. You will learn to drill, you will learn to shoot, you will learn it MY way, or you will not survive to face your first battle.

“Those of the other companies, you will learn from their example. If I see you slacking, I will not talk to your sergeants, or your officers, I will deal with YOU just as I have done with this one.” He leaned forward, and Dietrich started gasping at the weight on his chest. “One last thing. I have been a soldier since I was fourteen years old. I have been a pikeman, a file leader, an arquebusier, and a sergeant of arquebusiers. I have killed more men than stand before me now, and have had them try to kill me. Some of those were men like this one—” He pressed down harder. “—who thought they were better or faster than me. But I am still here, and they are dead. So if you really want to kill me, remember one thing: Don't miss.”

He stepped back, scanned the crowd, and looked down at Dietrich. “Get up and stand there.” Dietrich rolled onto his stomach and stood. As he did, he mumbled.

“Say it loud enough for everyone to hear, Recruit.”

Dietrich moved to where he had been told. “We never elected you!”

Hartmann smiled gently. “I know you have been electing your non-commissioned officers in recruit training. That does not bother me in the slightest. We used to choose our sergeants from our own ranks when I was a mercenary.

“But being in charge is not a popularity contest. Once you raised your hand and swore an oath to be a soldier, you gave up the right to pick and choose which orders you will obey, or which men you will follow. I will not replace your choices wholesale, First Company. There might be good men in charge, and they should remain there. But you squad leaders are responsible for the men you command. When they fail, you fail. When they break the rules, you break the rules. If they do, I will not only punish them, I will punish the squad leaders as well.”

“What is going on here?” Everyone turned, and some went to attention. The man walking toward them was young. Hartmann estimated maybe nineteen years old. His uniform was neat and looked tailored, and his boots were not issue. He stopped, glaring around. “Well?”

“Just a lesson in decorum, Lieutenant,” Hartmann replied.

The man looked at Hartmann coolly. “I do not know you, Sergeant. Why are you giving my men this lesson?”

“Richard Hartmann, Sir. Seconded from the NUS Army for training,” Hartmann replied, “and assigned by Regiment to the First Company.”

“Ah, one of the miracle workers.” The officer looked them over, sneering slightly. “Perhaps you can train this gutter scum. I think we should send them back to this CoC after flogging the lot of them! Continue.” He spun on his heel and stalked away.

“What a  dummkopf,” someone grumbled. Hartmann walked over and punched the man in the stomach.

“You will not make negative comments about your superiors in public. You may think whatever you wish of him or of me, but if I hear another man say such a thing aloud, I will personally make him wish he had never been born.”

He stepped back, then looked them over pointing to his right. “First Company, form ranks right over there! MOVE!”

The men scrambled over, taking their positions. Hartmann looked at the others. “The rest of you, breakfast is over! Go to your areas, now!” Within less than a minute, there were only the ranks of men. Hartmann looked them over. “There are a hundred men in this company. I count eighty-three. Where are the others?” He was answered by silence. “I expect a reply.” He motioned to Becker. “Where are they, Recruit?”

“Probably still in bed, Sergeant.”

“Oh dear, oh dear.” Then Hartman roared, “Find the missing files. Get them in line. NOW!”

There was a lot of shouting, and if they hadn't been the target, the men of the company would have enjoyed it. Ten minutes later, everyone was in line.

“Now listen up,” Hartmann said calmly, pacing along the line. While he was still smiling, everyone was starting to understand that the smile wasn't amusement. “You have sworn an oath to serve in the army for three years. You leave the rights of a citizen behind you when you do. You give yourselves to the country and are bound by honor and duty.

“I am told you question orders, want to discuss them, even argue them. That is all well and good at the proper time. This regiment is behind in training because you want to talk, rather than do. There will be questions only if I ask for questions. There will be no discussion unless I ask for it. If there is an argument, I will do what I have always done when some green recruit argues with me. I will punch him in the mouth. Your duty is to learn, mine to teach.

“There is no regulation that says I must be nice. My job is not about nice. It is about taking civilians and turning them into soldiers who might survive. If you don't want to learn about being a soldier, you will learn about pain instead. It is how I was trained, it is how you will be, unless you learn very, very fast.” He stopped pacing, standing in the center facing the scowling men. “Now, any questions?”

“Hell, yes!” shouted a soldier. “Brothers, what say you? Shall we vote this dictator out?”

Murmurs of agreement died as Hartmann began clapping ironically. “Oh well done, Recruit. You have gone in your first day with me from a recruit to a mutineer!”

“What?” The soldier sounded confused.

Hartmann began speaking in a pedantic tone. “Any person subject to military discipline who with intent to usurp or override lawful military authority, who alone, or in concert with any other person refuses to obey orders, otherwise do his duty, or creates any violence or disturbance is guilty of mutiny. Any person who fails to do his utmost to prevent and suppress a mutiny being committed in his presence, or fails to take all reasonable means to inform his superior commissioned officer or commanding officer of a mutiny which he knows or has reason to believe is taking place, is guilty of a failure to suppress or report a mutiny.” The silence had spread until everyone was staring at the sergeant in horror.

“A person who is found guilty of mutiny, attempted mutiny, or failure to suppress or report a mutiny shall be punished by death or any lesser punishment a court martial may direct.” Hartmann finished with relish. “Name, Recruit?”

“Michel Hamner.” The voice came out softly, as if afraid of attention.

“You are all recruits, and obviously do not know the cesspit he has led you into. Now let us take the hypothetical case of our good recruit Hamner calling for a vote to remove me. He would be instigating a mutiny. Those who have made comments agreeing with him are guilty of mutiny. Everyone who did not speak against his call is guilty of failing to suppress a mutiny.

“If I reported his statement, and your actions to the General, you could all hang. As you are recruits, he may be merciful, and let you off with ten lashes each. But he can use the old Roman form of decimation in addition to those lashes. Every tenth man can be executed to show you the error of your ways. One of them will definitely be our good Hamner as the one who instigated it.”

He crossed his arms. “So if you are going to go to hell together, this is as good a place to start as any. Hamner, call for your vote, so I can get on with my day.”

Hamner looked around, but everyone was avoiding his eyes. “No, Sergeant.”

“I am sorry, that was not quite clear, Recruit Hamner. No what?”

“I will not call for a vote,” Hamner rasped.

“Good. What squad are you in?”

“Elected Feldwebel, Second Squad, First Platoon.”

“Who is the chosen man for that squad?”

“Me, Sergeant.” A man a couple down raised his hand.

“Does 'me' have a name?”

“Jäger, Sergeant.”

“Good. As of now  Jäger  is  feldwebel  for the squad. Hamner, remove those stripes.” Hartmann stood for a long moment. “First Company, right, face! Forward at the quickstep, march!”

****

It was brutal. Hartmann drilled them, screaming when they didn't do it right, giving them no praise when they finally began to do it right in self-defense. On Thursday of that first week, he finally halted them beside the row of tents. “Tomorrow, you will be issued your rifles, and this is where you begin to be real soldiers. Fall out for dinner. Dismissed!”

Luftman walked over, then collapsed on his face before the first squad tent. “I am dying,” he moaned.

“You are not dead yet, Johann.” Becker eased himself down to pull off his boots.

“Only because the bastard told us we needed his permission to die, Linus.”

“Where did he go?” Dietrich asked. No one needed to ask who he meant.

“To report to the lieutenant then to that inn he stays in, as he does every day, Fritz,” Luftman mumbled from where his face lay in the mud.

Dietrich looked in that direction, and slowly began to smile. Becker shook his boot to get some dirt out of it. “That smile is worrying me, Fritz.”

“Remember how he acted when they caught the sneak thief?”

While most of the corporal punishment done in the regiment was carried out by the men of the units, Hartmann had stopped some men of Third Company who were beating a sneak thief caught in the act. Instead, he formed their company into a gauntlet. With his own squad leader in front with a drawn blade, and the junior man of his squad following with another, they had walked the man down the line, each man striking him with a birch branch as he passed. It was a savage punishment, but every man in the company had been able to strike him, rather than the four that had been administering the beating. By the time he reached the end, he was staggering in pain, and bloody. The man had been dropped from the regiment without a word.

“Well picture our dear training sergeant going through that.”

The others looked at each other. Becker shook his head. “Fritz, while it sounds lovely, how are you going to arrange that?”

“You will see.”

****

“They are beginning to shape up, Sir,” Hartmann reported. Lieutenant Reicher's furniture included a small traveling writing desk sitting on a folding table, and the silver inkstand he had brought from home. Where his men slept rolled up in blankets on the ground, and sometimes in pairs when it got cold, the lieutenant had a cot that had been built in the city, and had a small clay stove he had bought. Where his men shivered on guard, the lieutenant had a pot with strong hot broth to sip in the chill. The lieutenant was ignoring him, writing yet another letter.

“Good, Sergeant, good.” The lieutenant finished the letter, putting the pen he'd bought in the stand, then sanded the letter. “As long as they do their bit, I am satisfied. Is there anything else?”

“They will be getting their rifles tomorrow morning. With your permission, I will take them to the butts to learn how to fire them.”

“Whatever you think wise, Sergeant.” The letter was folded. “Post this for me, please.”

Hartmann took the letter. “Yes, Sir.” He saluted and strode across the camp. Behind him, Dietrich watched.

****

The men were finishing their breakfast when the lieutenant along with a dozen men from the MP company stalked into the area. “Hartmann!”

The sergeant handed his bowl to the woman who washed and walked over to stand before the lieutenant. “Sir?”

“One of your men was seen in my tent this last evening. And my inkstand is missing!” He motioned. “Search their baggage!”

“Sir, it is against regulations to merely have men searching their gear without them witnessing it. We can handle this.”

“And what will you do if he is caught?” the lieutenant snarled. “Use harsh language?”

“They have seen the gauntlet in action, Sir. Whoever has done this will face it.” Hartmann turned. “First Company! Bring out your footlockers for inspection!”

Everyone except for the squad leaders leaped to obey. “You are not exempt!” Hartmann shouted. He put his words into action, walking into the barracks and bringing out his own footlocker. Once they were all out, Hartmann saluted. “Inspection can begin, Sir!” He stopped the first man who walked forward. “Start with my gear, Sergeant.”

Becker looked down the rank to Dietrich, who had a wicked gleam in his eyes.

The MP shrugged, went to the solo footlocker, and began removing all of the contents. His associates went to First Squad's footlockers.

“We have you now, you bastard,” Dietrich whispered.

A few moments later, the MP motioned to the luggage, then walked toward Second Squad's gear. Dietrich's grin slipped. The uncomfortable silence lasted for over an hour. But nothing was found. The lieutenant snarled, then stalked off followed by the MPs.

Hartmann turned to the company. “Put your gear back in order. We will march over to collect our rifles once that is done. Oh, and to the one who tried to hide the lieutenant's inkstand in my locker, when he finds it under his cot, he can always ask the police in Grantville to use their fingerprint powder to find out who to blame. Fall out.”

Hartmann filled his pipe, lighting it as he watched the men replacing their gear. Maybe he should mention he had wiped the item down when he returned it to the lieutenant's tent?  No. Let them sweat.




Magdeburg training camp, Monday, Week Two




While they had been issued their rifles the previous Friday, Hartmann had his men learning how to march with them, mastering the manual at arms, and learning to load, aim, and fire without flint, punctuated by the occasional scream when a bare serpentine pinched a thumb instead of a flint slicing it.

Now led by a young drummer boy, they slow-marched to the butts. After stacking their arms, Hartmann had them fall out and sit on the ground.

“This is the SRG rifle.” As Hartmann explained, he drew out one of his cartridges. “Watch carefully. First you fill the pan. Do not overfill, because the powder will sometimes flash into the face of the man beside you when it fires.” He bit out the bullet, half-cocked the weapon, laid the powder in, then closed the frizzen. He set the butt on the ground, spitting the ball into his hand. “Now, pour the charge down the barrel, then the wadding.” He stuffed the paper tube into the barrel, setting the Minié ball on top. “Then ram it home.” As he finished, he looked at them. “Always return the ramrod to its sleeve. If you do not, in battle I will send you out with a white flag to get it back.”

He turned, aiming down range. “You will see there are straw targets at one hundred yards. But there are others at two hundred and three hundred. Watch the center one at three hundred carefully.” He shouldered the weapon. For a long moment, nothing happened, then there was a spurt of flame, and the rifle fired, the ball hitting the man-sized target in the chest. He lowered the rifle, turning back to them.

[image: ]“If for whatever reason your weapon does not fire, keep it pointed downrange. You men have a big advantage over how it was when I first learned about rifles. When you load and fire an arquebus, it is just point and hope, with a much larger flash. It is not rifled, meaning we fired in volleys hoping that maybe we would hit something. But watching Julie Sims with her rifle at Jena, I swore I would learn how to fire one correctly, and you will learn as I did, by doing.

“First Platoon, on the line.” The men stood where he showed them to. Hartmann watched them as he gave them commands. When every rifle was loaded, he walked along behind them. He had them present the weapons, then walked down the line the opposite direction, correcting their grips, assuring their weapons were pressed snug into their shoulders, and giving advice on how to aim.

“At the volley, take aim, fire!” The weapons went off not in a mass, but in a series with several single shots going off before or after. “Do not worry about doing it correctly yet. Reload, slow fire.” He began to troop the line yet again. The men reloaded, weapons aimed down range. On the command, they fired again, closer together. Ahead of Hartmann, Hamner looked at his weapon. The frizzen was up, but the rifle had not fired, though the powder in the pan was smoking. He started to turn, then suddenly found his arms shoved upward the hang fire going off into the air. He gasped as the butt slammed into his shoulder from almost eight inches away.

“What did I say?” Hartmann hissed into his face. “Keep a weapon that has not fired pointing downrange!” He stepped back. “Jäger, Blum, your packs.” The men shrugged out of their field packs, and Hartmann hung one on either side of Hamner's grip on the rifle. “High port!” Hamner raised his arms until they were fully extended. “Now stand that way until I tell you otherwise! Everyone gather in close.”

The sergeant stripped off his tunic, then rolled up his left sleeve, raising his arm above his head. There was what looked like a line of flesh scooped out of the forearm about halfway up. “Can you all see this scar? It was my first battle with an arquebus. All they taught us before we were in the line was how to load and fire! So when the weapon on my right hung fire, which is what happened to Hamner, he turned as Hamner did. When it fired, the bullet broke my arm. The man to my left was struck in the head and killed!”

He glared at them all. “There will be enough of the enemy trying to kill you without killing each other by accident. Now, First Platoon, stand down. Second Platoon, assume the line!”

Except for Hamner, who stood straining, every man fired ten rounds.




Magdeburg training camp, Thursday, Week Two




Dietrich came out of his tent and froze at the sight in the battalion mess area. Hamner was spread-eagled, his hands and feet tied to knives stuck in the ground and gagged.

By Hamner's head, Sergeant Hartmann was sitting on a stool eating his breakfast as more men gathered to see it. Hartmann looked around then back at his bowl. “Dietrich, get the rest of the company out here in formation.”

Behind him on the edge of the mess area, officers sat on their horses. Hartmann walked over and talked to them while the men were gathering. The men recognized the three company officers, who up until now had merely ridden up, watched, maybe talked to Hartmann, and departed. The Captain said, “Carry on, Sergeant.” Then they all rode away.

Once they were standing in their ranks, Hartmann walked across the mess area to deliver his utensils, then walked back over to stand over Hamner, pulling out his pipe and filling it. Once it was drawing properly, he looked to his men. “Up until now, we have left the discipline to you. There have been no real complaints except for some who think you have been either too harsh or lenient.

“However this man decided to attack me last night. Under regulations, he would be hung; waste of my time after I beat some sense into him. As you see, I did discuss it with our officers, and they approved. But he must learn the same lesson you will all need to learn. If you try to do what the up-timers call 'fragging' me, don't fail.” He motioned. “Untie him.” As Hamner stood, Hartmann pointed, and he joined the ranks.

He looked across the silent lines. “The next time someone tries, I will merely kill him. Now, have your breakfast and let's get back to work.” Hartmann turned and strode away.




Magdeburg training camp, February, Week Three




“I do not like the look of that,” Luftman whispered.

“There is no reason you should.”

The recruit jumped. Hartmann walked around the front of the company, motioning across a hundred yards of frozen ground to where one of the pike battalions stood with their weapons presented. While the sharpened steel heads were not attached, the bare poles themselves looked ominous. Hartmann had his men break formation, walk around the pike formation, and return.

As Hartmann paced down the ranks, he watched his men. “The main threat we face is other infantry, and the standard infantry formation for all of the armies has been the tercio.” He waved behind him. “While it has been the queen of battle for almost a century and a half, the tercio has its flaws. The first is the speed of advance. Pikes! Advance at the half-step!” he shouted.

The pikes began marching forward, moving at about one mile per hour. But as they advanced, the pikes thrust in unison with a shout at each step. “Pikes, halt!” He turned to face his men again. “The second is maneuvering. As one of the up-timers commented, they maneuver like a spider on rollerskates, though I had to watch one of their movies to understand what they meant. Last, if that pike line is penetrated, most of those men are unable to defend themselves. That is why they have this formation.” He turned.

“Pikes! Skirmisher front!” The first rank dropped the pikes to waist level, the second to just above stomach, the third to shoulder height. But the fourth and fifth dropped the points while lifting, creating a curtain of points below the first rank's leveled weapons.

“That is where we come in. If it comes to it, we are going to break that line. We have an advantage over arquebusiers. When we needed to defend ourselves, we would jam our knives into the barrel. But until we have time to remove it, we were not shooting, were we? But you can use your bayonets and still shoot. So this is what we do.”

He took one of the rifles, then fixed the bayonet with its sheath tied down. He looked at the pikes. “Now you men aren't going to try to hurt me, are you?”

“We will kill you if you don't move fast enough!” someone in the third row shouted, and the pikemen laughed.

“A budding sergeant if I have ever heard one.” Hartmann shouted “Charge!” as he took off at a run toward the pike line. Just as the leveled ones started to thrust, he dropped suddenly to his hands and knees, and scuttled forward fast, dodging the lowered points as they tried to pin him to the ground. A moment later the man in front of him dropped his pike and was shoved aside as the sergeant stood. “That's the way to do it.”

“That's suicide!”

“Suicide?” Hartmann pushed his way to walk back to stand in front of his company. “It is suicide to stand here and let them kill you. It is dangerous, yes. You can be killed breaking the pikes. But if anyone told you that being a soldier was safe, he was lying. Now, by platoons, fix bayonets! With the damned sheaths on them! Now, charge!”




Magdeburg training camp, March, Week Nine




“This will be five rounds slow fire, aiming every shot. Anyone who does not meet my standards will end up assigned to pikes. Since the army is going to phase pikes out within the year, it means you will end up with every grunt work job until you learn, or go to the artillery, poor bastards. First Platoon! Take the line!”

****

The bullet sliced neatly into the target's chest, and Hamner began reloading smoothly. He'd learned his lessons, even lambasting Krause who stood beside him when the idiot almost duplicated his own mistake from that first day. Reloaded, he lifted the weapon, took aim, and the next ball hit within an inch of the first.

“You are doing well, Hamner.”

He looked back at the sergeant. He still didn't like the son of a bitch, but that didn't mean he didn't know how to shoot.

“Now, try the further target.”

“Yes, sergeant.” Hamner reloaded, then aimed carefully. He had never realized how small a human being would be at a hundred yards, and at two hundred, they were barely the size of his thumbnail. He took a breath, and released it slowly as he squeezed the trigger. The shot was a surprise as it should be. The helmet on the target jumped up and away.

“Don't aim for the head.” He felt the sergeant standing closer. “Aim at center of mass. If you miss high, the ball will probably miss everyone else in the enemy formation, but if you aim lower, even if you miss him, someone else in the tercio will be hit. Again.”

As he reloaded, he heard the sergeant moving further down the line, giving each man instructions. The sergeant had taken more interest in his men than before. He was always there when they were practicing, and he had gone from a brute beating it into their heads to a gentler taskmaster. He even sat with them and discussed politics and the CoC's purposes. He understood them far too well to be just some ogre as they had originally thought.

What he had done with Lieutenant Reicher had been even more amazing. The young man had spent most of his time drinking and playing cards badly in the officer's mess until Hartmann arrived. But soon he had buckled down, learning to lead, rather than languidly pointing and saying, “Do it”.

As the platoon on the line fired their fifth round, Hartmann signaled a pair from the second platoon forward. They walked down the line of targets, touching where the bullets had hit, and made a note on the paper they had been given. Then they ran back to the firing line. Hartmann looked at the notes, then looked at the men. “Becker, Lofton, and Hamner. Fall out over there.” He motioned to the side. Then he read a shorter list, only two names. “Second Platoon, assume the line.”

“Why did he single us out?” Becker hissed as the second platoon took their shots.

“You are asking me?” Hamner hissed. “Perhaps they are sending us to Third Battalion to be pikemen.”

Finally all three platoons had fired. The number of men set aside had grown to ten, with eight standing in another place. “Now the rest of you—congratulations, you have qualified.” He turned to the smaller group. “You men have failed to qualify. You can shoot to qualify again next week. However that will be a pass-fail. If you do not, you will try with the shotgun, but if you fail again you go to the pikes.”

Finally he turned to the last dozen. “You men, I have only two things to say. Well done! All of you hit the targets where it would have killed or seriously wounded the enemy with every shot. Any of you who are not squad leaders will assume a squad leader position. Except for the first name, the following men are as of now the platoon wachtmeister. Step forward when your name is called.” He looked at the list. “Heavy weapons, Dietrich. First platoon, Becker. Second, Frakes. Third, Hamner.” The three men pushed to the front. “Now you three. About, face!”

After all this time, it was automatic. “Look at these three men. They will be marching your platoons from place to place, they have all the authority needed to punish any transgressor in this company. They are the disciples of your savior, who is me, and I sit at the right hand of Saint Sebastian, who is our lieutenant. So that is who you speak to if you wish to complain, in order. Them, me, then the lieutenant.” He saw a tentative hand raised. “Yes, Krause?”

“What about the Captain?”

“I think that is enough theology for one day, lad. We'll discuss such things when needed.”

Dietrich, who had been among the ones who had not qualified waited until they were back at the compound and dismissed before chasing after Hartmann. “Sergeant?” Hartmann stopped, turning. “I did not qualify, yet you made me a  feldwebel  and put me in charge of the heavy weapons squad?”

Hartmann linked his hands behind his back. “You are arrogant and stupid. Even after all this training, you are a liability to the company. The one thing you are good at, I am told, is you love the up-timer baseball, and can throw well. Since the heavy weapons squad is armed with 'buck and ball' arquebus and grenades, I felt that using what you are good at will help. If I am wrong, all you will get killed is those ten men.” Then he stepped close enough that Dietrich could feel his breath against his face.

“If you get them killed, I will be very upset with you. Dismissed.”




Magdeburg, March, Week Ten




“Come on.” Becker motioned, and the friends he had made in the company followed. Since he was by nature a friendly guy, it was over thirty men. Ahead of him, Sergeant Hartmann was leading the camp followers including the company drummer down the street in the fading twilight.

Some of the regiments had done away with camp followers, replacing them with men from the units now doing the cooking. But there were enough men who had once been mercenaries in the Third that the camp followers were kept for cooking and laundry. But what was the sergeant doing?

They came to an inn, and Becker motioned the men into hiding. He waited until the door of the inn closed, then motioned the men to gather around. “That was the inn where I met the sergeant the first time.”

“So what are we going to do?” Ritterman asked.

Becker cuffed the very young man absently. “I thought I made that clear before. We are off duty, yes? We are allowed to drink when off duty. Therefore we are going to wait for a couple of minutes, walk in, have a drink, and find out what the hell he is doing with our women and drummer. Now come on.”

The mob moved down the street, and Becker pushed the door open, shoving his way in, followed by his men. There was screaming by a dozen women. A minute later they all poured back out, flustered. “What the hell—” someone began.

The door opened, and Hartmann looked out. “Well, we can use some help here. Get inside. Now!”

The men shuffled back in, looking every way but at the women who had stripped to their chemises. Once the door was closed, Hartmann looked the men over, then the women. “Frau Kaufman, you were worried about how long it would take to help the women get dressed again. I am sure I have several volunteers to assist them.” He looked at the men idly. “True?”

“But Sergeant—”

“Ritterman, you should know how she puts them on before you try to get a woman out of her clothes. Though I have found kind words and a gentle manner works a lot of the time. So, two men to each woman. Help them get dressed. Becker, you help Frau Kaufman. There are packages over there with our women's names on them. Pass them out.”

“What are we doing?” Becker grumbled as he came over and took a paper-wrapped package. It had a name on it, and he passed it to that woman. The package contained a new dress in burgundy wool.

“Every regiment that continues to have camp followers are required to get them good clothing for the campaign. Your lieutenant is the son of a cloth merchant, and your sergeant suggested that your regimental camp followers could buy the cloth from his family.” Frau Kaufman told him when he came back.

“So the lieutenant paid for these?”

She handed him another package as she shook her head. “The women have to pay for it?”

“No.” She motioned to Hartmann, who was berating one of the men for paying more attention to the woman's figure than lacing her bodice. “Your sergeant paid for the ones in your battalion. After all of his years, he has saved enough to retire if he wished. So he has it to spend.” She looked at the man fondly. “He saved my daughters and I during the sack and sewing these up for him is little enough to pay him back for that.”

“But why did the sergeant have to pay?”

“Because the lieutenant's family cannot afford it after sending him money to spend.” Becker jumped as Hartmann answered the question. “He also writes his family three times a week because he is an only child and they worry about him. So I am helping them. Speed it up, Becker.” With the women gently teasing the men, the camp followers were soon arrayed in matching clothes. The drummer boy came out of the back, wearing a  feldgrau  uniform in his size.

“Giving a woman clothes is a courtship offer, is it not?” Ritterman asked. The room fell silent the women looking at each other, then at Hartmann.

He took out his pipe, looking from face to face as he filled and lit it. “My wife would not approve,” he replied mildly. He looked toward the stairs, and for the first time he had an honest gentle smile. He brushed past them, almost running to where an almost waifish blonde was slowly coming down the stairs, her other hand pressed tightly to her grossly swollen belly. He got her down to the floor, arm going around her, then looked up. Seeing all of those faces watching him, that smile was replaced by the one they all knew so well.

“Sergeant, request permission to find something else to do?” Becker asked.

“Be about it.”




Magdeburg training camp, Last Week of April, Deployment




“Attention to orders!” Hartmann held the paper he had been given by the lieutenant. “The Third Regiment will join the regiments preparing to march to Hamburg. We leave in the morning, so pack your backpacks, and transport footlockers to storage. That is all.”

The entire camp exploded into activity. The Third was not the only regiment being deployed, and everyone was running around like mad getting ready. Several wagons were brought, and after picking what they needed to carry, the footlockers were loaded on.

The next morning Hartmann rose, dressing quietly. He had just finished pulling on his boots when a hand ran up his back. He turned, looking into Marta's eyes. “I will miss you, my love,” she whispered.

“I will count the days,” he replied, leaning down and gently kissing her.

He marched into what had been the battalion area. The tents were down, and packed into wagons. The men were gathered around a cauldron, sipping broth. Hartmann pushed through, thanked the girl for his mug, and sipped it. “Finish your drinks, and in formation.”

The men formed into ranks, and Hartmann walked down the line, checking. Behind them the rest of the battalion had also formed, and soon there were men in ranks covering hundreds of yards.

“All ready, recruits?”

“But, aren't we soldiers now?” Frakes asked.

Hartmann gave him a pitying look. “When you have survived your first battle, you are a soldier. Until then, you are still recruits.”

“All ready, Sergeant?”

Hartmann turned, saluting the major.

“Men, the Third Regiment has been assigned to a new organization, the First Division. We march for Hamburg to prepare to break the siege of Lübeck. Eight other regiments are already there awaiting us. Sergeant, march them out.”

“Yes, sir.” Hartmann turned about. “First Company!” As he paused, he heard the other company sergeants bawling out the orders. “Forward at the slow march, March!”

Like a giant snake, the army marched. In the lead was the Third Regiment, followed by the others in First Division and then additional regiments that would join those at Hamburg to form the Second Division. They marched into Magdeburg and toward Hans Richter Square where the general and Princess Kristina watched from the steps of the palace. At the command, they sped up to the quick march, arms swinging, and at the next command, eyes snapped right as they paraded past. As the company passed from the city, Hartmann shouted, “Battle Hymn of the Republic!”




North of Hamburg, May, 1634




The tents went up quickly, and Hartmann watched the men. They had come together as a unit, but there was still that final test, when the iron he had forged met the fire of war. “Sergeant?” A runner saluted him. “The lieutenant wants to see you.”

The very young man Heinrich Reicher had been had changed in the last months. He had found his sergeant knew more about war than he had even read about, and when he had made mistakes as any young officer would, the sergeant had spoken to him later, and helped him. Always there for advice. But right now, he was that young man out of his depth again. “Sergeant, I . . .” He fell silent, then held out a radio message slip.

Hartmann took it and read silently. Then he gently folded it, and stuck it in his pocket. “Anything else, sir?”

“I can arrange for you to go home?”

“Nothing I can do there, Sir. The men need me before their first battle.”

“Oh, of course. Is there anything I can do?”

Hartmann considered. “There is one thing I didn't pack sir.”

****

“Will you look at that?” Dietrich commented. The recruit sergeants were gathered to check that everything was done, and the  feldwebel  pointed at Hartmann, who was marching back to the company area with what looked like a bottle of brandy in his hand.

“Everything correct, gentlemen?” They snapped to and gave their reports. Hartmann seemed bemused. “Very good. Second Platoon has first watch. Rotate them every two hours. If you need anything, handle it. I'm going to be in my tent until morning.”

“Sergeant—” Hamner began.

“What part of handle it do you have a problem with, Recruit?” He glared at them, then turned on his heel, heading for the tent line.

“Maybe that is what he is. A man who has been in so many battles he has to drink himself into a stupor at the thought of another.” Dietrich said, grinning.

“Shut your mouth,” Becker snapped.

****

Hamner snapped awake at the touch. George Frakes looked at him, then touched his lips for silence. As soon as they were far enough away, Frakes spoke in a whisper. “Dietrich told his squad the sergeant was a drunk, and offered to let them see him passed out. One of my men on guard saw them and called me.”

“I am going to break that idiot's jaw, so help me God!” Hamner snarled.

They reached the single tent at the end of their company line and saw a dozen soldiers. Becker stuck his head out of the tent, saw the other platoon leaders, and motioned.

Hartmann had stripped off his tunic, and was laying sprawled beside his sleeping bag, an empty bottle by his hand. The sergeants looked down at him. Becker held a piece of crumpled paper. “He had this clutched in his fist when the watch checked on the disturbance.”

Hamner took it, opening it so all could see.




From: Magdeburg Training Camp

To: Third Regiment Command

Re: Hartmann, Richard, Sergeant. First Company, Second Battalion




IT IS WITH DEEPEST REGRET THAT WE INFORM YOU THAT MARTA KARCHER DIED THIS EVENING DURING PREMATURE LABOR X BOTH MOTHER AND CHILD DEAD X LEAVE CAN BE AUTHORIZED UPON REQUEST TO BATTALION AND COMPANY






Hamner folded it neatly, and stuck it in the pocket of the discarded tunic. He motioned, and after dousing the lantern, stepped outside. He crooked his finger, and the men with the two guards walked far enough away that it wouldn't disturb the drunken man. “Well, I hope you are all proud of yourselves. Especially you, Dietrich. The man's wife died last night, and he acted as any man might when he hears it from afar.

“So all of you hear me. If I hear a word about this from anyone who is not standing here with us right this minute, I will know someone here decided his pain—” He motioned toward the tent. “—was too good a story not to tell. If any of you ever treat the sergeant as a God-be-damned sideshow attraction, I will see to it you are found with stolen property. And then I will see you whipped half to death and left on the side of the road to finish the job. Do I make myself clear? Then I will find you, Dietrich, and I will beat you until you have to sit down to piss blood.” The men mumbled their agreement. “So all of you, to bed.”

As the men wandered off, Dietrich looked for a sympathetic face and saw none. “Linus?”

Becker stopped, looking at him coldly, then walked away leaving him alone in his misery.




Ahrensbök, May 1634




Only a day after their arrival the word was passed. The USE Navy had smashed the League blockade of Lübeck. The army besieging the town had shattered like a crystal goblet, the Danes fleeing for their own borders, while the token forces of the English and Spanish had broken east, hoping to avoid the army between the French and safety.

The USE forces had marched literally at first light, the cavalry had scouted ahead, and General Torstensson had already chosen his ground. The enemy had sighted them forming and began to form up as well.

[image: ]Through the march, Hartmann had snapped orders, but beyond that he was silent. Today he had hung four wheel-locks from his belt, and as they stood ready, idly drew his  Katzbalger, testing the edge before drawing out a stone to whet it.

Gone was the smile. He looked as if he were death, waiting to reap a few more souls, and the men who knew what had happened watched him with worry.

Reicher rode up, motioning. “A fine day for a battle, is it not?” the lieutenant asked with false cheer.

Hartmann looked up, sheathing the blade. “May I have a word, Lieutenant?”

“Of course.” The lieutenant climbed down. There was at least six hundred yards between the lines, and pacing a few away from the company would not put them in danger.

Facing away from the men, Hartmann spoke. “Sir, this is your first battle. I know what you are feeling here.” Hartmann tapped his own stomach. “You are frightened, and nervous.

“If you would, send someone for some coffee. Sit on your horse, better yet, get down and rest by the tree.” He motioned behind the lines at a small tree. “Sip your coffee, maybe look at a map, or read a book. Hell, if you can do it, lean back and have a snack or a nap while we wait. Because if you are nervous, the men worry.”

Reicher nodded. “I see what you mean.” He looked back toward the line. “Who should I send?”

“Luftman!” Hartmann shouted, turning. “Put your rifle down, run back to the camp, and bring some coffee for the lieutenant. And some sausage!” As the man turned and ran back, Hartmann looked to the lieutenant. “I know how you like your sausages, Sir.”

As the sun rose higher, Hartmann paced the lines, looking over the men. The company was in the first line of the battalion, and they stood watching the enemy across the way. There were pikes to either side of them and cannon just past the pikes to his left. The army spread to the right as far as a small river, with the cavalry massed on that end of the line. He walked to the end of the block, looking back where the lieutenant sat, sipping his coffee, picking up, but he could tell, not eating the sausage. First Lieutenant Brinkman, Captain Nudelmann, and Major Manstein had merely come down, checked the formation, and were now all sitting with Reicher, chatting as if it were just a spring picnic.

The artillery began firing, and one of the first shots went skipping through the ranks less than an arm's length from where Hartmann stood. Some of the men flinched back screaming—the men beside them had been turned into paste and body parts in an instant.

“Stand fast, you bastards! It is like rain. You cannot dodge every drop!” He cursed his luck—mere feet, and he would already be dead. He took out the locket, opening it to look at that beloved face. What was it that had been said in that old movie he had watched at the Christmas party that first year? “Always a delicate creature, whom a breath might have withered, but she had a large heart!”  Soon enough my love.  He put it away again.

There was a flurry of drum rolls and fifes from the French, and Hartmann looked up. “Not yet, lads. That's the enemy cavalry getting ready for a charge.” He motioned at the tercio facing them. “We are going to be fighting them today.”

There was screaming and firing from the right, then the remnants of the enemy cavalry fled back to their own lines, followed by the USE's cavalry smashing into and through them to hit the pikes on that end.

“Bit of a dust-up over there. Pay attention to your front, lads.”

For almost another hour, the armies just stood facing each other as the artillery dueled. Then again the drums and fifes. The French began marching toward them, tercios forming into blocks as they did, the enemy line compressing.

Reicher came up on his horse. “Here they come, Sergeant.” He leaned down, whispering. “What should I do now?”

“Just shout for me to deal with it, Sir. Flourishing your sword would not be amiss.”

“You know what to do, Sergeant!”

Hartmann saluted him, winking.

Behind the young man Major Manstein grinned, drawing his own sword.   “Battalion, on the command, fix bayonets!” he  shouted. “Fix bayonets!”

First Company did it as if it were a drill field. Someone back in Third dropped his, and his sergeant screamed at him.

“Sergeant Hartmann!”

“Yes, Major?”

“I hear some of your men are very good with a rifle. Want to make a wager?”

“On what, Sir?”

[image: ]“Pick your best. Every man who gets one of them at 300 yards I pay you an Imperial Reichsthaler. Every one who misses, you pay me one.”

Hartmann bent, picked up some dirt, and dropped it. The wind was blowing from the enemy toward them. “First Company  feldwebeln, form a line!” The men came forward. The major rode forward even with them.

“Single fire, wait for the command. I want to know who has been paying attention, after all.” Hartmann shouted. “Now, number one, fire!” Ten shots later, Hartmann had won eight Reichsthaler with nine of his men hitting one of the men in the approaching formation.

Except for the artillery that was still firing, nothing much was happening here. The tercio in front of them took a pair of balls skipping through the ranks, and as they watched, the men moved like water filling a hole, and they faced a solid rank yet again.

“I think they should see what our heavy weapons can do,” Manstein said. “Hartmann, take the heavy weapons squads forward and give them a volley from one hundred yards.”

“Battalion heavy weapons! Form a line!” Hartmann shouted. The forty men moved to the front, and snapped to attention. “At the quick step, forward!” The men who followed Hartmann were armed with arquebuses with bayonets attached to the muzzle off to the side to replace the shotguns too few in numbers to supply them. “At the command, you will volley fire one round. Take your aim!”

There were almost three hundred yards between the formations, with the thin line of heavy weapons closer. As the enemy reached one hundred yards from the closer line, Hartmann drew his sword. “Heavy weapons! Fire!”

The enemy probably thought they knew what would happen. Forty men firing at extreme range, maybe half a dozen dead or wounded. But the up-timers had showed them how to convert the inaccurate weapons into man-killers by loading not one large ball, but nine smaller thirty-two caliber balls with that same three-quarter inch ball on top, which at this range had a spread of several feet. Four hundred balls smashed into the enemy, and a dozen fell. It was long range for an arquebus.

The men fell back as instructed, reloading rapidly.

“Sling arms! Prepare grenades! I know your man Dietrich has been training them.” The men plucked their slow matches from the weapons then slung them, and fished out one of the round fist-sized balls. “Wait for it, lads. . .” As the enemy reached forty yards he shouted, “Light, throw!”

The grenadiers threw like Dietrich had shown them, gripping the ball like a baseball. The grenades hit the ground, rolling forward.

Now they could hear men screaming over the crump of the grenades. “Run!” They fell back at the  command, slotting back in with their companies. As the pikes began coming through the smoke that was blowing from the grenades, they could see ragged holes in the formation, the pikemen trying to dress their ranks.

“At one hundred yards, the battalion will present and give them two volleys!” Major  Manstein shouted.

“You heard him!” Hartmann shouted.

“Battalion! Present!” Manstein raised his sword, watching the enemy, then it slashed down. “Fire!”

Three hundred sixty rifles and forty arquebuses fired, seven hundred and sixty balls ripping into the enemy. The pikemen went down in windrows. “Reload!” Hartmann shouted. He took one of his wheel-locks, cocking the hammer.

“Aim! Fire!” This volley tore into the enemy, and the men stood, still aimed. “Low port, bayonet stance! Give them steel!” The points of the bayonets dropped to waist level with a roar from the battalion.

“First Company! Prepare to charge!” Hartmann heard someone in the French ranks shouting and the tercio stopped. They had heard the command, and while marching in skirmisher formation was possible, they wouldn’t do it if they had a choice.

“First Company, charge!” Hartmann took off in a run, moving across the line following him to aim at the center of the enemy formation, pistol in one hand, sword in the other. Here is when it would happen, when he would die. Even if he would not go willingly.

At twenty yards he aimed and fired. A man went down with his face a mass of blood. He dropped the gun, no time to hang it where it had been, instead snatching out another.

[image: ]Then he was there, dropping before the first pikes, scuttling frantically forward. He heard someone scream behind him, but he didn't pay attention. He was too busy avoiding the pikes that tried to pin him to the ground. Then he slashed, the man in front of him screaming as he folded, and Hartmann was suddenly in his place, the pistol blowing a man from his feet as he slashed into the men to either side. “Kill me, you bastards!”

He smashed forward, more and more men joining him, ripping through the enemy formation like a dull saw. Then it was too confusing, the enemy dropping pikes to grab their own swords, a bayonet passing inches from his face to punch another man off his feet. Somehow Hartmann reached back to who and what he was. “Second Platoon, straight forward! Third, push right! First, push left!”

He came out into the open. Most of the rear five ranks had broken, the enemy running toward the rear having thrown their weapons aside. This tercio was shattered, but others still stood firm to either side. His madness had somehow passed. Hartmann looked around for someone familiar. “Becker, have your men reload and fire into the pikes on the left! Hamner, the same on the right! Keep pushing them! We can roll the line up from here with support!” He looked at the wheel-lock, dropping the bloodied weapon to the ground. He drew his third, cocking it, looking at the men around him who seemed to be confused. “Come on you, men! We have work to do!”




Ahrensbök, The Aftermath




Hartmann bent, picking up the last of the wheel-locks, wiping dirt from it before hanging it on his belt and turning to go back. His men were scattered around, guarding prisoners or gathering abandoned or surrendered weapons.

“Sergeant.”

He looked up at Colonel Ludendorf.

“That was a reckless stunt you pulled today.”

“I know, Sir. Sorry, Sir.”

The officer climbed down. “I did not get a chance to meet your wife. I share your pain.” He looked across the battlefield, at the enemy camp which was being systematically loaded to return to Magdeburg. “My wife died when I was a lieutenant, not much older than your Herr Reicher. Before this bloody war began.” He looked at his subordinate. “I was just as reckless at White Mountain. I wanted so much to die, to merely join her in heaven. I made a name for myself there and enough loot to buy my first command.”

“I remember, Sir.”

“One day, Sergeant—Richard. One day you will hold her in your arms again.”

Hartmann shook his head. “Not much chance of that. She will be in heaven, and I will be like Gunga Din. Squatting on the coals, giving drink to poor damned souls—”

“—And I'll get a swig in Hell from Gunga Din,” Ludendorf finished. “We have no children of our bodies, Richard. But you have some brave lads there who are as much your sons.”

“That I do.” Hartmann looked across the field. “Even if almost thirty of them died or were wounded today.”

“Sergeant, you showed we can break their pikes, either the old way, or standing off and hammering them with volleys.”

Hartmann hadn't even considered doing it that way. Old dogs . . . His back stiffened. “I had best get back to it, Sir.”

****

As the sun set, Hartmann went to his tent, set the wheel-locks in his kit, and went across the camp to the field hospital. He walked down the aisle, taking a moment with each of his men, his boys. Then he went to a smaller tent, where those who were not expected to live had been placed. He walked down to the third bed, sat cross-legged beside it and took the limp hand.

“You could have let me die there, Fritz.” He spoke to Dietrich. “As much as I wanted to die, it would have been a blessing. But you just had to throw yourself in the way.”

Hours later, he quit the tent.

“Angels ride his shoulders” was the whisper in the camp that night. “He made a deal with the Devil” was the opposing argument. No one believed he had done it unaided.

And no one—no one—so much as thought either statement anywhere near his presence.

****









[image: The Grantville Two-Step by David Dove]

April 1635




Louis Garrison shot up in bed, his eyes wide in terror and his breath coming in rapid gasps.   He looked around the dark room in confusion.   “Where am I?   This isn’t my room.”

There was no one in the bed next to him and he searched the darkness in a panic.   “Where’s Tina?”

Slowly, his conscious mind began to make sense of his surroundings.   It had been a bad dream.   This was his room.   He recognized the shapes in the darkness.

He hung his head.   Tina was gone now, four centuries away, ripped from him by the Ring of Fire, along with his children, job, and everything but what he had in his car when he was trapped in Grantville that day.

His bladder reminded him he was awake and he stumbled into the bathroom to empty it, without bothering to turn on the light, and then returned to his bed to sit down.

The nightmares had stopped after the first few months.   The struggles of keeping Grantville and its people alive had kept him, and everyone else, too busy.   Then, the task of opening the restaurant had taken all his time and attention.   But the town had made it and the restaurant was doing fine, so the dreams had returned.   This was the sixth one this month.

He found a match and lit the candle beside the bed.   Noticing the time on the simple clock, he saw there were still a few hours before the sun rose.   But, there was no way he could sleep again now, with his heart still racing from the dream.

Reaching down, he picked up his jeans, pulled out his wallet, and found the photo of Tina.   He sat for over an hour just staring at the picture, tears running down his cheeks.

****

Anna Schmidt stared open-mouthed as the aircraft circled through the sky over Grantville.   She had heard tales of the flying machines, but seeing one was amazing.   The aircraft was noisy, yet it seemed to float above her.

“It’s almost beautiful, isn’t it?” came a voice from behind her.

Anna jumped at the sudden interruption of her thoughts and spun around to see a teenage girl, probably half her own age.

[image: ]The girl seemed very apologetic.   “Oh, I’m so sorry.   I didn’t mean to startle you.   Is this the first time you’ve seen an airplane?”

Anna looked up at the aircraft and watched as it flew away from town.   “Yes, I have heard of them, but that is the first one I have seen.”

The girl also watched wistfully as the aircraft flew away.   “Well, if this is the first time you’ve seen an airplane, then you must be new to Grantville.   We see them quite a bit since the pilots are trained nearby.”   She extended her hand in greeting.   “I’m Veronika Heyder.”

Anna took the girl’s hand.   “I am Anna Schmidt.   Yes, this is my first time in Grantville.   I came to find my aunt.”

“Maybe I can help, what’s your aunt’s name?”

“Her name is Magdalena Bacher.”

The girl’s face lit up.   “You’re Magda’s niece!   She told us you were coming.”

“You know my aunt?”

“Know her?   I used to work with her.   She’s probably at the restaurant now.   Come on, I’m going there to get something to eat.   I’ll take you right to her.”

****

When Veronika led the woman into his restaurant, Louis Garrison couldn’t help but notice her.   She was stunning.   Even though she was showing the signs of aging that all German women of the time did and she had obviously just finished a trip from the condition of her plain clothes, she had a grace of movement that was unusual in the working women he knew.

[image: ]Veronika called out.   “Magda, there’s someone here to see you!”

The old woman looked up and her face beamed in recognition.   “Anna, you are here!”   She rushed over and embraced the newcomer in a fierce hug.

After chatting for several minutes, Magda led her over to him.   “Herr Garrison, this is my niece, Anna Schmidt.   I told you she was coming to stay with me.”

“Of course,” Louis answered.   “Frau Schmidt, it’s a pleasure to meet you.   Welcome to Grantville.”   He extended his hand in greeting.

Anna was hesitant, but grasped his hand firmly.   “Thank you, Herr Garrison.   Tante Magda has told me of you in her letters.”

“Has she now?   I hope I was described kindly.”

“She said you were very kind to give her work and that you were a fair employer.”

Louis looked at Magda.   “That’s high praise from you, Magda.”

The old woman scowled.   “Do not let it go to your head.   You could not run this place without me.”

Louis couldn’t help but laugh.   “Don’t I know it!   Frau Schmidt, you must have had a long trip.   Would you like a drink or something to eat?”

“No thank you, I am fine.”

“Are you sure?   It’s on me.”

Anna looked over at Magda in confusion.

“He means that you do not have to pay,” Magda explained.   “Go ahead.   Have a drink.”

Anna looked back at him.   “Thank you, Herr Garrison.   Perhaps I will have a small beer.”

Louis smiled.   “One beer for the lady, coming right up.”

He quickly poured the beer and brought it back to the table.   “Here you go, Frau Schmidt.”

“Thank you, Herr Garrison.”

“Please, you’re Magda’s niece.   That means you’re almost family.   Call me Louis.   I’ve been trying to get Magda to call me that since she started here.”

“It would not be proper,” Magda protested.

Louis shook his head.   “Yeah, yeah, I know, but I would still like you to call me Louis.   Frau Schmidt, will you call me Louis?”

Anna nodded.   “Of course, uh, Louis.   You may call me Anna.”

“Great!   Now Magda, I’m sure Anna needs to get settled.   Why don’t you take the rest of the evening off?   It’s a slow night and Andreas is here.   We can handle things for one evening.”

Magda shook her head.   “And I will have twice the work tomorrow because of it, but I would like some time with my niece.”

“Right, have a good time.   Take her out and show her the sights.”   He again extended his hand to Anna.   “Anna, it was a pleasure to meet you.”

****

Anna shot up in bed, breathing heavily and her eyes wide in terror.   “The flames!   Johann!”

She looked around the dark room in confusion.   “Where am I?   This isn’t my room.”

Her sobbing caused her aunt to wake up.   “Anna, what is it?   What is wrong?”

“A dream, Tante Magda, the fire.”

Her aunt held her close.   “Shhh, Anna, the fire was weeks ago.   It cannot hurt you now.   You are safe here with me.”

****

Louis smiled at the stubborn look on Carole Cunningham’s face.   “Carole, she needs the work.”

Carole crossed her arms in defiance.   “I will not have another woman cleaning my house like I was some pampered duchess.”

“She’s not cleaning your house, just my apartment.   You know I don’t do much cleaning.”

“Well, I wouldn’t exactly call it a pig sty, but you could use a little help.”

“Right, plus you and Bonnie are having a harder time with the stairs every day.   Let me hire Anna and you won’t have to worry about it anymore.”

Carole thought for a while.   “She won’t be in the main house trying to change things?”

“Just my apartment.”

“Well, I guess it won’t hurt anything.   Okay.”

****

Anna listened as her aunt lectured to her.

“The work will not be difficult,” said the older woman.   “He only has a small place and spends most of his time at the restaurant.   But that is no excuse to neglect your duties.”

“Yes, Tante Magda, but why are you worried?   I have enjoyed this last week and you have shown me so many wonderful things, but I am ready to work now.   Besides, he seems like a nice man.”

“He is, Anna, and that is exactly why he deserves your best effort.   But he is also my employer and accepted you as his housekeeper because you are my niece. Do not embarrass me.   The work will be easy, but you will do your best.”

“Tante Magda, I will not embarrass you.   You were kind enough to take me in when Johann died.   I will make you proud.”

Magda’s expression softened.   “You are my niece, Anna.   We are family.   I could not let you live on the street, doing unthinkable things to survive.   Just do as you should and you will make me proud.”

****

Louis jerked awake as his partner walked into the restaurant’s office.

Andreas shook his head and chuckled.   “Louis, go home!   You are no good to us like this.   Magda and I will handle the restaurant.”

“I’m sorry, Andreas.   I didn’t get much sleep last night.”

“You are still having the dreams about Tina?”

Louis nodded.   “The third one this week.”

“You should not be having these dreams.   It is not good for your health and it has been four years since you lost her.”

“I know, but I didn’t have them for so long, I thought I was okay.”

“If you were okay, you would not be having the dreams again.”

“I’ll deal with it, Andreas.”

The look on his friend’s face was doubtful.   “Very well, but go home and get some rest.”

“Okay, I give up.   I’ll go home.”

****

Anna put away the cleaning supplies.   Her aunt had been right.   Louis Garrison’s apartment was very easy to clean.   It was only a bedroom with a sitting area and he didn’t have many possessions to put away.   Cleaning the tiny bathroom and some light dusting was all she had to do.

Since she had some free time, she examined the apartment.   Louis was renting the room from two older women, sisters who were spending their final days together.   It was built over what they called a garage, a building used to store the up-timers’ vehicles.   It was sparsely furnished and he obviously didn’t spend much time here.

On a shelf she found one of the machines the up-timers always had around.   The other night a woman used a machine like this one to make music.   It was called a CD player and a shiny silver disc was placed in the device to make the music play.

Sitting on the shelf was a small stack of cases.   Anna picked one up.   The woman had taken the disc from a case just like this.   Looking at the cover, she saw the smiling face of a handsome man that wore one of the wide-brimmed hats the up-timers called a cowboy hat.

She opened the case and took out the shiny disc.   Trying to remember how the woman had worked the device, she finally found the button that opened the tray.   Carefully she fit the hole in the disc over the small knob.

She pushed the cover closed and pushed the button labeled ‘play’.   Soon music began to come from the machine and she let herself sway to the tune.

****

Louis was startled when he opened the door and heard the music, but then remembered what day it was.   Anna Schmidt had started her job as his part-time housekeeper today.

He closed the door as the sounds of George Strait’s “You Look So Good in Love” came from the apartment above him.   He slowly walked up the stairs and peeked over the floor.

Anna was moving around in time to the music.   When they first met he thought she was attractive, but now he saw her in a completely different light.   Her arms and legs moved with a gentle fluidity and her skirt spun around as she twirled on her feet.

She suddenly stopped when she noticed him, her face flushed with embarrassment.   “Oh, Herr Garrison, I did not know you were here.   I saw your music machine when I was finished cleaning and I could not resist.   I am so sorry.”   She quickly moved to turn off the player.

“No, it’s okay.   You dance wonderfully, and remember, it’s Louis.”

Her blush deepened.   “Thank you, Louis. I remember the people dancing in the movie I saw.   When I hear your music, I want to dance the same way.”

[image: ]“It’s called a waltz.   You were able to dance like that after seeing it in a movie?”

“Yes, the dance was beautiful but I do not remember all the steps.”

“Anna, you were doing fine.   You move beautifully and kept time with the music very well.   I haven’t seen anyone move that naturally since…”   He realized he was about to say that she moved like his wife.   Sorrow filled him and he turned away, rushing back down the stairs, leaving Anna in shocked silence.

****

Louis jumped when Magda stormed into his office the next morning.

“What did you do?” she demanded.

“What do you mean?”

“Do not play innocent with me.   Anna feels that she has upset you for some reason.   Whatever you did yesterday has her very upset.”

Louis hung his head in shame.   “When I went home, she was still there.   She was dancing.”

“She was dancing when she should have been working?”

“No, that’s not it at all.   She was done working.”

“Then what was it?”

Louis could hardly say the words.   “She reminded me of Tina.”

Magda stood and stared at him for a few moments.   “Louis Garrison, your wife was taken from you four years ago.   It is time to stop mourning and continue your life.”

“You’re right, Magda.   Andreas said the same thing.”

“Well, good, sometimes he says something intelligent.”   She started to leave the office but turned back to him.   “And you will apologize to Anna!”

****

That afternoon, Louis sat at the desk, deep in thought.

“Are you feeling okay?” Andreas asked from the doorway.

Louis looked up to see his partner holding two mugs.

“I got us some beer,” Andreas said.   “Well?”

Louis pulled up the second chair in the office and invited Andreas to sit.   “I could be better.   I know I’m having these dreams because I still haven’t come to terms with losing Tina.”

Andreas nodded sagely.   “When I lost my Johanna, I did not feel better until I let myself mourn.   We are men, Louis.   Sometimes it is hard for us to grieve.”   He took a sip of his beer.   “Magda told me what happened last night.”

“Do you two always discuss my life?”

“We do when it affects your work.   What are you going to do about it?”

“I’m going to apologize tonight.”

Andreas took another drink.   “Was Tina a good dancer?”

Louis also took a drink.   “She was the best, Andreas, so graceful.   When I danced with her, it felt like we were floating on clouds.”

Andreas’s eyebrows rose.   “You danced?   You have not danced since I have known you.”

Louis felt the tears forming.   “I just wouldn’t feel right without her, Andreas.”

****

Louis knocked on the door of Magda’s small apartment.

Magda opened the door.   “Good, you are here.   Go into the living room.   Anna is waiting for you there.”

“Thank you, Magda.”

Louis found Anna sitting in the living room.   When she looked up he could see the apprehension in her expression.

“Hello, Anna.”

Her words came blurting out.   “Herr Garrison, I am so sorry, I will never listen to your music and dance in your home again.   I did not know it would displease you.”

“Please, I’m the one who’s sorry.   I shouldn’t have acted that way.   You can listen to my music anytime.”   He paused.   “You dance beautifully.   Don’t ever stop.”

“But Louis, I do not want to upset you.”

“Anna, you’re a natural dancer.   You have talent and should use it.   Don’t ever let something I say or do stop you.”

She paused.   “I like to dance, Louis.   Before my husband died, we would dance at the village gatherings.   But I have never seen dancing like in the movies.   I try to remember it so I may do it too.   I want to take the adult class in the evening, but I do not have enough money.”

Louis smiled wistfully.   “I’d forgotten they have that.   That would be the place to go to learn more.   It’s a shame you can’t.”

“Do you dance?” she asked timidly.

“Not anymore, I haven’t danced since I lost my wife.”

Anna nodded.   “Was she a good dancer?”

“She was the best, Anna.   It was pure joy to dance with her.”

“You danced well?”

He chuckled.   “I guess I’m okay.”

A faint glimmer of hope showed in her eyes.   “Could you teach me?”

The glimmer was quickly doused when he answered abruptly.   “No, I can’t do that.”

Magda entered the living room.   “Herr Garrison, may I speak with you a moment in the kitchen.   Anna, would you excuse us please?”

“Of course, Tante Magda.”

When they reached the kitchen, Magda turned angrily.   “Louis Garrison, what is wrong with you?   How could you behave like that?   Anna wants to learn how to dance and you refused, why?”

“I can’t do it, Magda, not without Tina.”

“Why not?   Did you never dance with anyone else?”

“Sure, when we went to dances.”

“Then why can you not dance with Anna?”

“I just can’t!”

Magda stared at him for a moment.   “I know you miss your wife, but you are not being fair to Anna and she has had enough sadness recently.”

Louis nodded.   “I know Magda.   I’m sorry.”

“Very well, thank you for coming tonight.   But this is not finished.   We will talk more at another time.”

****

When Louis arrived at the restaurant in the morning, Magda and Andreas were waiting for him.   “Why are you two here already?”

“We wish to speak with you,” Magda answered.

“About what?”

“We think you should teach Anna how to dance.”

“Magda, I told you I can’t do that.”

“Why not?” Andreas asked.   “Do you not want to be alone with her?   If that is the problem, Magda and I have decided you can teach us as well.”

Louis looked from one friend to the other.   “Why is this so important?”

“Because,” Andreas answered, “We are your friends.   We know this is hard for you, but you have to do it, for your own good.”

Magda nodded.   “And Anna deserves it.   I told you what happened, how she has suffered.   She deserves some happiness.   If dancing brings that happiness, then she should be taught.”

Louis knew he was losing the battle.   “I’m not a dance teacher.   I only learned enough to dance with Tina.”

Andreas smiled.   “That is still more than any of us know, Louis.   Teach what you can.”

Louis felt himself deflate.   “I’m being unreasonable, right?”

“Yes, you are,” Magda quickly answered.

“Where should we do it?   My apartment isn’t big enough.”

“We will do it here after we close.   The tables can be pushed to the side.   If any of the others wish to stay and learn, they may.”

Louis shook his head.   “It sounds like you two have this all figured out.   Okay, I give up.   I’ll teach her what I know.   But it’s been a while, I may not remember much.”

“Do not be silly,” Magda said with an encouraging smile.   “You will do fine.”

****

It was only the first class and Louis was trying hard not to laugh at his students.   Andreas could manage to put his feet in the right places, but he was far from graceful.   Magda, befitting her personality, was a notorious back-leader.

But Anna proved to be just as good a dancer as he thought she would be.   She was a natural and absorbed every bit of instruction as if she were a sponge.   She made mistakes, but quickly adjusted when he corrected her.

“Okay,” he said.   “That’s enough two-step for now.   Let’s try something different.”

He went to the CD player and looked through his short stack of CDs.   He found the one he wanted, placed it in the player, and selected a song.   The upbeat sounds of “Baby Likes to Rock It” by The Tractors began to come from the speakers.

His students listened in bewilderment.   “What kind of music is this?” Andreas asked.   “It is nothing like the other.”

[image: ]Louis laughed.   “No, it’s not a two-step.   You dance the swing to this music.   Let me show you.”

He grabbed Magda and began to turn her around the floor.   The older woman desperately tried to keep up and looked as though she couldn’t decide whether to be shocked or delighted.

After a minute, Anna was caught up in the dance.   “Dance with me now!” she demanded happily.

Louis quickly pulled her in and began to dance.   After only a few missteps, she quickly matched his steps and they twirled about the floor.

When the music ended, he twirled her out to arm’s length and posed.   The two of them were laughing and he hugged her in delight.

He suddenly realized what he was doing and stepped away from her.   “I think that’s enough for tonight.   I need some air.”   He turned and quickly went outside.

Sitting on the steps outside, he rested his forehead on his hands.   He heard the door open and then Andreas sat beside him.

They sat in silence for a moment before Andreas spoke.   “What is wrong, Louis?”

“I feel like I’m betraying her.”

“I understand.”   He paused.   “Louis, please consider something.   When the Ring of Fire brought you from the future, you were left alone here, with no family.”

“Yeah?”

“Have you ever considered that wherever Tina is, she lost you as well?”

“I try not to think about it.”

“Well, do you want her to dwell on her loss?   Do you want her to avoid the things she loves and keep herself from being happy, just because they remind her of you?”

Louis was surprised.   “Of course not!   I want her to be happy.”

“Don’t you think she would want the same for you?   What would she say to you if she could?”

Louis smiled sadly.   “She would tell me to get up off my ass and do some dancing.”

Andreas smiled back.   “Then perhaps you should do that”

Louis sighed in acceptance.   “You’re right, but it’s hard.”

“I know, my friend.”

****

Louis put down the CD he had borrowed.   “Okay, everyone, tonight let’s try something different, a dance called the polka.”

“Is that another American dance?” Magda asked.

“Actually, I think it came from Bohemia, a peasant dance.   The basic steps are simple.   Do you all remember the triple step, from the swing?”

When everyone nodded, he continued.   “Good, the basic step is just two triple steps put together.   However, there is a small hop before each triple step, something like this.”   He demonstrated as he counted.   “And triple step, and triple step, and triple step, and triple step.”

He stopped.   “You could dance it without the hop, of course, but that’s what gives it the distinctive polka character.   And just like in other dances, the woman does the mirror of the man’s step, understand?”

More nods.   “Good, now line up behind me and we’ll practice the basic rhythm.”

An hour later, Louis was quite pleased.   “We’ll make a dancer out of you yet, Andreas.”

“Thank you, Louis.   I am finding it easier and I like this polka.”

Louis turned to the ladies.   “Magda, I’m proud of you.   You’re actually letting the men lead.”

“It is not so hard when they do what they should.”

Louis laughed.   “And you, Anna, you dance as well as I expected.”

Anna nodded sadly.   “Thank you, Louis, you are a good teacher.”   She turned and walked away.

“What’s wrong with her?” he asked Magda.

“She will not tell me.   Perhaps you should ask her.”

He walked over and sat down next to Anna.   “What’s wrong?”

“I do not wish to say,” she whispered.

“Please, Anna, I’m your friend.   You can tell me.”

“If you are my friend, why do you not give me your best!” she snapped.

“What do you mean?”

“When you dance with me, you are stiff, like you are uncomfortable.   You are not like that with Tante Magda.   Do you not like dancing with me?”

Louis sat back.   “I didn’t realize I was doing that.   I’m sorry.”

She nodded and turned away.   “So, you do not like dancing with me.”

“No, that’s not it at all!” he declared and took her hands.   “Anna, you’re a wonderful dancer.”

“Then why do you not give me your best?”

“It’s not easy to explain.”   He paused to gather his thoughts.   “I’m not doing it intentionally.   Anna, when I dance with you, it reminds me of dancing with my wife.”

“Tante Magda told me that, but I do not understand.   I thought you liked to dance with your wife.”

“I did, Anna, it’s just,” he stopped as he remembered the past.   “I met Tina at a dance.   That’s the first thing we shared.   And, to be honest, when I dance with you, I have the same feelings as when I danced with her.”

When he didn’t say anymore, Anna continued for him.   “And you feel guilty for having those feelings.”   She blushed.   “I am honored you think of me that way.”

“Anna, I don’t want to mislead you.   I’m not sure I want to think of you that way.”

She held his hands tightly.   A brief look of sadness crossed her face before she spoke.   “Louis, I understand.   We will just be friends and dance.”

Louis looked to where she held his hands and then up at her face.   “And I’ll do my best to be a better dancer for you.”

****

Louis led Anna through the waltz steps, repeating the choreographed sequence as they danced around the floor.

As the song finished, he spun her out and, with the final, fading music, he bowed.   She responded with a curtsy.

Applause erupted and they looked up in surprise.   All of his students had stopped their own dancing to watch him dance with Anna.

Louis made a big show of bowing to his audience.   Anna was hesitant, but she bowed as well.

“Was it a good dance?” she asked.

Magda smiled with pride in her niece.   “Anna, it was beautiful.”

Andreas was still clapping vigorously.   “Marvelous!”

Anna blushed.   “Thank you, Andreas, Tante Magda.   It is because Louis is a good teacher.”

“Maybe so,” Louis said, “but you’re also a very good student, Anna.”

Her blush deepened.   “Thank you, Louis.”

****

After class, Louis stopped Anna and Magda as they were leaving.   “Ladies, before you go.   Anna, I found something I would like to show you.   Someone in town had a movie that has some dancing I’d like you to see.”

“I like movies very much, Louis.   When can we see it?”

“How about tomorrow night?   We’ll go over to the Johnson’s and watch it on their big screen.”

“I would like that very much.   I will be finished cleaning houses before then.”

“Great, it’s a date then.”

****

Magda walked into his office the next morning with a frown on her face.   “Herr Garrison, we must talk.”

“Of course, what is it?”

She sat in the offered chair.   “When you asked Anna to watch the movie, is it just for her dancing or do you have other intentions?”

“What other intentions would I have?”   He stopped in understanding.   “Oh, you mean romantic intentions.”

Magda nodded.   “I have no objections if you do.   She is a grown woman and can make her own decisions.   And you are a good man.   But I want to make sure that you are honest with her and she is honest with you.   Do you understand?”

“Magda, I want to show her other types of dancing.   This movie has that.”

“But you said it was a date.   Is that not what up-timers call it when you court one another?”

“Magda, it’s just an expression.   When I said it was a date, I meant that we agreed we would meet to watch the movie, nothing more.”

“Very well, make sure she knows that.”

****

Louis couldn’t help but think of what Magda had asked him, as Anna sat with him on the couch watching the movie.   It didn’t help that the movie, Dance with Me, was really a love story.

Walking her home, he steered the conversation to the dancing.   “Well, what do you think of Latin dancing?”

“I like it, but it seemed so, the people doing the dance seemed to get so close to each other.”

Louis chuckled.   “I think the word you may be looking for is intimate.   Latin dancing can seem that way.”

She blushed.   “Do you want me to dance like that, with you?”

“Would you be comfortable with it?   It’s been a while since I’ve done it, but I think I remember the basics.”

Anna smiled shyly.   “I would like to dance that way with you, Louis.   It would be very nice dancing so close, so intimate.”

Louis felt the blood rush to his face.   He had to admit he wanted to dance close to her as well.   “Okay, but let’s talk about it later, okay?”

They reached her home and stopped at the door.   He took her hand and patted it in a friendly manner.   “I’m glad you enjoyed the movie, Anna.”

“I enjoyed it very much, Louis.   I am glad you shared it with me.   Perhaps we could watch another movie together sometime.”

Louis hesitated a moment.   “Well, I’m sure there are more movies in town that feature dance.   It would help with your own dancing.”

Anna lost part of her smile and pulled her hand away.   “Yes, my dancing.   Thank you, Louis.”

Anna went into her home and Louis watched her until the door closed.

****

Louis lay staring at the ceiling, unable to fall asleep.   Why couldn’t he stop thinking about Anna?   Was he developing feelings for her?   Did he even want to?   She was certainly attractive enough and definitely a good dancer, but what about his commitment to Tina?

Or was he just being silly?   He could never return to his wife, no matter how much he wanted to.   Even the preachers had declared that people separated by the Ring of Fire could remarry.   Many already had.   Sometimes it seemed he was the only one still clinging to the past.

And Andreas was right.   Tina would want him to be happy.   She certainly wouldn’t want him to be alone.   And he definitely wanted Tina to find someone to make her happy, wherever she still was.

When the sun rose, he was still awake, but he had made his decision.

****

Anna felt like her aunt’s eyes were burning holes right through her.   “But Tante Magda, he only wants to be friends.   He said so last night.”

Her aunt smiled knowingly.   “Anna, were you married so long you no longer recognize a man in love.   I have seen the way Herr Garrison looks at you, even if he does not admit it to himself.”

“But if he wishes to remain friends, why must I tell him?   It will make no difference.”

“Because he will one day admit his feelings.   You must tell him before then, so he is not misled.”

Anna hung her head.   “But if I tell him, he will no longer want to be near me.”

Magda embraced her in a hug.   “Anna, dear, I have worked with him for three years.   I watched him give work to children while helping them stay in school.   I saw how much it hurt him when his dog died.   And I see the way he treats you.   He is a good and kind man.   You will never lose his friendship.”

“Tante Magda, I am afraid.”

Before her aunt could answer, the phone rang and Magda picked it up.

“Yes, Herr Garrison, she is here,” Magda held out the receiver to Anna.   “He wants to speak with you.”

Anna took the receiver.   “Yes, this is Anna.”

“Anna, this is Louis.   I wanted to tell you I really enjoyed watching the movie with you.”

“I enjoyed it as well, Louis.   Thank you for inviting me.”

“I want to do it again, Anna.   But this time, I want it to be a real date, dinner and everything.   Is tomorrow night too soon?”

Fear and excitement filled her as she quickly stammered out an answer.   “Yes, Louis, tomorrow night will be fine.”

“Great, what time are you done working?”

“I should be finished by five o’clock.”

“Okay, how about I come get you at about six-thirty?”

“Yes, that will be fine.”

“Great, see you then.   Bye.”

“Goodbye, Louis.”   She hung up the phone.   “He wants to go on a real date with me.”

Magda nodded wisely.   “Then he has admitted his feelings and wishes to court you.”

“Tante Magda, what should I do?”

“You will go on the date.   But, you must tell him.”

****

Anna was nervous, even though the evening went well.   Louis took her to Castalanni Brothers, where they ordered pizza.   He explained it was a very American meal, but had originated in Naples.   He also explained that the sausage topping was traditional, but the sauerkraut was not.

She didn’t care.   She liked sauerkraut.

She barely noticed the movie.   Louis sat very close to her and even put his arm around her shoulders.   The contact was wonderful, but she feared she would never feel it again after what she had to tell him.

Louis held her hand as they walked back to her home.   She knew he was about to say something, but she interrupted.   “Louis, I must tell you something.”

He stopped walking.   “Of course, Anna, what is it?”

“Louis, I enjoy spending time with you and I care for you very much, but I must tell you something very important before we have any more dates.”

“What is it?   You sound so serious.”

“It is and after hearing it you may not wish to court me.”   She hesitated.   “You know I have been married and that I lost my husband.   What I have not told you is that we never had children, because I cannot.   I am barren.”

“I see.”

She felt the tears running down her cheeks.   “And if we continue our courtship and marry, I can never give you children.”

Louis took her into his arms as she cried.   “Anna, is that it?   That’s not a problem at all.”

“But Louis, a wife should be able to give her husband children.   I cannot.”

Louis held her tighter.   “Anna, it doesn’t matter.”   Then he began to gently laugh.

She was surprised by his laughter.   “Louis, what is funny?”

“Anna, I have something I need to tell you too.”

“What, Louis?”

“I can’t have kids either.   After my son was born, I had a vasectomy.”

“A what?”

“A vasectomy, an operation men had up-time so they didn’t have any more kids.   I was so worried how I was going to tell you.”

Anna began to snicker and they soon were laughing together as they hugged.

As their laughing subsided, she looked up at him and teased.   “So, does this mean we can still dance together?”

“Anna, for as long as we have together, you’ll always have a dance partner.”
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Copenhagen, September 1636




Michael Skov had always been called a bookworm. Even as a student, he could always be found up to his elbows in books. He liked books, always some new nugget of information, always some new poetic vision. At the age of twenty-three, Michael had been considered a man for some time. He made his living by copying papers and doing odd tasks for the lawyers that abounded in Copenhagen.

[image: ]Then everything changed. Michael had a new life. One of the lawyers, Mathias Hendriksen, had just finished an interview with Michael, in which Mathias had laid out documents and told Michael that his uncle was dead, and Michael was the heir.

Michael was very surprised, because it was not just a few coins or some old dusty books. He was heir to the whole mill.

Michael's family had owned the windmill, used for grain, for several generations. He had thought that Olaf, Uncle Ole’s own son, would inherit the mill. Now, Michael the bookworm was probably going to become Michael the Miller. It was a lot to take in. He walked out of the lawyer’s office in a daze.

Michael found himself on the street, outside. That’s where he saw his cousin Olaf. And they both came to tears again, and hugged each other. Michael and Olaf had always gotten along well. And since Michael's father had passed when Michael was only eleven, he had moved in with Uncle Ole and Aunt Thora. So, from then on, Michael and Olaf were virtually brothers. Michael was two years older, but Olaf was much stronger and taller.

So Michael pulled back from his cousin and looked Olaf in the eye. “Olaf, why did he give me the mill? Shouldn't it have gone to you?”

Olaf looked down, then firming his jaw he looked up and said, “Now Michael, the mill is yours not mine. I told my father that you would be the best one to take it over, because you are educated. You have new ideas, and modern attitudes. You understand the new type of bookkeeping. My wife and I feel that you will do the best job with the mill.”

Michael blinked like an owl. “Olaf, I don’t know what to say. You live at the mill. I don’t want to turn you out.”

Olaf shrugged. “My sisters and I all have other inheritances. It’s just Marie and me now. And without the responsibilities of the mill, I can follow my dream. I want to be a sailor, not just a sailor on the water. I'm looking to gain a berth on one of those new ships that fly through the air. You don’t have to worry, Marie is there, and she knows all about the mill. She can handle the apprentices as well. We just need you for the decision making. And you will be great at that. Indeed the mill is best yours.”

Michael listened, and realized that Olaf seemed relieved and was happy somebody would take the mill off his hands. Somebody who was family anyway. “Olaf, if you’re sure, I’ll do it. But how long have you known about this, and not told me?”

Olaf laughed. “Oh, about a year. I would have left long ago, but I wanted to be there for Father when he got sick. We invited you out to talk about arrangements, but you are always armpit deep in a pile of books, studying for this or for that. As a matter of fact father was quite gleeful in giving you the mill, saying that yes this would make that book worm learn a real trade. Father always thought you would be a great miller if you would just put your mind to it.”

Michael sighed. “I remember at the memorial service everybody seems so subdued, and I thought perhaps they were all worried about the inheritance.”

Olaf replied, “No, we all knew what he put in the will. The real problem is that father died so suddenly. We thought he was getting better, eating well, and working his way through a keg of beer every week. Then suddenly he started to cough and he died. It caused everyone in the family to stop and reflect. We were all sad and embarrassed because we never brought you closer into the family affairs.”

Michael Skov  had tears in his eyes. “No, Olaf, it’s my fault. I knew that Uncle was not well, but I was selfish and kept at the books instead of attending to family. This is a shock, but it puts me back into the middle of family affairs now. It’s my responsibility to make sure that the mill continues to be successful.”

Olaf grabbed Michael, and they hugged for a while. Then Michael stepped back. “I will move out to the mill today. I hope you come out every day until you leave on voyage, and Marie will be there each morning to make sure everything is up and running. Tell your sisters and your mother, don't be strangers, come around.”

Olaf said goodbye, and hurried away. Michael opened his leather folder of papers, sorted through reassuring himself that yes indeed he was now the master of Glostrup Mill. He went home and started packing books.

Michael realized as he loaded books into a rented cart that his father would be proud of him. Before he lost his parents, both of them had been worried about him. He’d been only twelve, and looked a little sickly because he never went outside, but stayed at the bookshop, reading. Now he was a businessman. He followed the oxcart out of town towards the northern coast.

The mill was only about an hour and a half walk from the middle of the city. That made the mill very popular, especially for townspeople coming for flour and farmers bringing their grain to be ground. The road was familiar. Michael had walked it many times. And he felt guilty that he hadn't been to the mill for two years. But he consoled himself with the thought that even a miller would have time to read now and again.

****

When he arrived at the mill, Michael was astonished to see how much had changed. The mill was the same, but now there was a large building under construction between the mill and the coast. He stood, staring as the ox driver unloaded his things into a pile in the mill-yard. Michael had always thought that piece of property belonged to his uncle, but now there was an enormous house being built there. Marie came out of the mill office, and saw Michael. “So you’re here.” She hugged him, and started shouting for apprentices to come and carry ‘the owner’s’ things into the house.

Michael pointed at the house. “When did that happen? I thought that Uncle owned that piece of land.”

Marie shook her head. “You need to talk to Gustav. I think he’s up in the tower, repairing a sail.”

So Michael climbed the stairs. Gustav Svendsen was the mill boss. He had started as an apprentice, and when Uncle Ole moved into town, Gustav took on more and more responsibility.

When Gustav spotted Michael, he hurried over, wiping his hands on a rag. “Herr Skov, I’m glad you’re here.”

Michael shook Gustav’s outstretched hand. “So you already knew as well? I guess I am the last to find out.”

Gustav nodded solemnly. “Yes, I think so. Your Uncle Ole also said you'd probably want all of the people working here to stay on. He said we’re all family. I guess we are all related anyway.”

Michael was a little distracted, waiting for Gustav to slow down, so he could ask his question. “What? Of course, of course everybody stays. I can't possibly do all this work by myself. It’s too much work for one person. I certainly don't know enough to keep this place running as well as you manage.”

Gustav sighed. “I’m glad you’re here now. Your uncle did the books himself. The last time I saw him, he told me he was giving you the mill, and he said then, ‘Michael will make a good mill owner. He is adept with figures and if anybody can make this mill pay, he can.’ So we are all depending on you Michael. You must save the mill.”

Michael said, “Wait a minute, what do you mean? Are we in danger of losing the mill? It has been here for generations. And as far as I knew it always made money. What’s the problem?” Gustav pointed out at the house Michael had seen earlier. “It’s that house. I told your uncle for years, that he needed to buy that piece of land. But your uncle always said nobody in their right mind would build there, the high sea winds at the storm season would always shatter anything built that close to the water. Why spend good money on property nobody else wants? Then a count from East Skorna bought the land. He decided he wanted a view, then spent a good deal of money to build a house where he can entertain guests from Copenhagen.

“We don’t mind a neighbor who is never at home. But the house is so large that it's creating a wind shadow in front of our windmill. Now, day by day, we are lucky if we can get the sails to turn for more than an hour a day. We can only work when the wind is blowing from just the right direction. We've got to do something.”

Michael found a place to sit. “Has anybody talked to a lawyer? I'm sure the mill has some kind of rights. The family built this mill on a royal land-grant.”

Gustav just grinned. “Rights to the wind? Do you think we can get that enforced? Some of our kings might have thought so. I remember when I was a young boy we had a water wheel. That canal right there used to power the mill. Then the city took that water right and sent the water into town for people to drink. We were even paid a serious amount of money for the water right. We still had to rebuild the mill with wind power. As far as I know, we don’t have any papers that say that we’re granted the right to the wind.”

Michael frowned. This would be a thorny problem. “What about that owner over there? Is there any chance to negotiate?”

Gustav shook his head, and went back to repairing one of the sections of sail. “That man? He comes from a powerful Swedish family. We still have money in reserve, and we’re doing all right this summer because the wind has come from the right direction. But if we try to work this out in court, he will bury us with lawyers until our money runs out, and then we’ll have nothing.”

Michael wandered back to the mill office. Before anything, he had to see the books and find for himself the state of the business. As the afternoon waned, he began to see the situation as a problem to be solved. The harder he considered it, the more it became apparent that there had to be something he could do.

****

Surprisingly, Michael found the accounts of the mill in fairly good order. He felt as if Uncle Ole had seen the time when Michael would have to take over and had made great efforts to put things together so that Michael could understand them. As he went through the books, Michael could see that his uncle had an orderly mind, and so there were various accounts. One account was for the money received for milling, another for flour in lieu of cash payment, another one for flour sold to the bakers in the city, another one for improvements to the mill and maintenance, and another one for living expenses for everybody involved in the operation. There was even an emergency account with a relatively large sum of money in it, at least as far as the mill was concerned. Michael was sure that some Swedish noble who could afford to buy land this close to Copenhagen had enough money to make it look trivial. Nonetheless, he looked at the books in the hopes of finding some solution to the problem of wind for the mill.

****

Michael's first attempt to remedy the loss of wind seemed obvious to him. Michael simply thought,  let's just build the windmill taller.

Michael hurried downstairs shouting for Gustav. “I know, let's make the tower taller. That way the sails of the windmill will be above the house, and we will be able to collect the wind just like before.”

Gustav's face fell, and Michael knew there was a problem with his brilliant solution. Gustav said. “That’s the first thing one thinks. Indeed if we could build the tower taller we would be able to catch the wind as before. We even ordered some long timbers to extend everything. The single largest problem, though, is the bearing at the base of the main shaft, which runs the entire height of the tower up to the squirrel cage there. That transfers the movement of the sails to the shaft. Come, let me show you.”

[image: ]They climbed down into the basement of the mill, and Gustav pointed to a metal plate at the base of the main shaft. “Look here. When this plate was installed, it was flat. But see the distortion? That’s from the weight of the main shaft. If we install a taller main, this metal cup at the bottom will burst, and possibly bring the whole mill down on our heads.”

Michael frowned, staring up into the center of the mill. But Gustav wasn’t finished. “The other problem is almost as bad. If we add any more sections into the shaft, we lose power. The more the length there is to twist, the more the shaft takes power away from the machinery. To be sure we get a little bit back as it untwists, but the longer the shaft, the less real power we get. Your great-great-grandfather built the tallest windmill on the coast. So taller is less efficient. And if that isn’t enough, that Swedish noblemen, when he saw the wood that we were gathering to extend the height of the tower, stormed over here in a fit. He threatened a lawsuit because, as he put it, he didn't want any ugly windmill sail fluttering in the windows of his house.”

Michael was crestfallen. “Are you sure? It seemed such an elegant solution.”

Gustav took Michael back to the office, and pulled down a roll of plans. “Here is what we tried. See for yourself.”

When Michael saw the mathematical calculations, he immersed himself. It didn't take very long at all for him to see that first, making the tower taller would be difficult because they would need more land at the bottom to spread out the supports. Second, the strain and stress was already at the maximum capacity of the materials on hand.

After about an hour, Michael surfaced from the calculations and went back to Gustav. “There has to be an answer. Perhaps I could find something from that place in Germany, the Ring of Fire. They have so much knowledge, four hundred years worth or so.”

Gustav stood, wiping his hand on a rag. “There are some of those people that work for the king now. They're building some strange thing. Perhaps they have something. And if not, the king has a book called an encyclopedia. I haven’t seen it, just heard, you know. But it has lots of that four hundred years in there. It might have something in there if you can get access to it.”

Michael's jaw set. He stood up and straightened his doublet. “Thank you, Gustav. Those are good ideas. I have a professor or two that may get me in to see it. While I’m gone, do all the milling you can right now. Build up our reserves.”

****

Michael had already planned to return to his apartment in the town to finish packing. There were still a lot of books and papers. While he worked, his mind wandered. Here he was at a crossroads.

He was no longer an academic, but a man of the world, a business owner. He was amazed at the amount of paper he had accumulated. Paper was expensive, and Michael was not about to let a single sheet out of his grasp. You never knew what might be useful, he thought.

His musings were interrupted by a knock at the door. Michael called out, “It's open, come on in.” At the door was Peter, Gustav's nephew or grandson or something, about fifteen years old. Michael made a note to himself to get to know everybody again.

Peter said, “They sent me out to help you move.”

Michael smiled. “Did you walk all the way, or did you get a ride?”

Peter smiled as well. “I got a ride as far as the gate, but I got lost. Sorry I’m late.”

Michael clapped his hand on Peter’s shoulder. “It's still early afternoon. Let's get the cart loaded and then perhaps we can go get something to eat. I've heard of a new place down on the docks, and they say it’s run by an American. It serves things nobody has heard of before. I want to try something new. And, you never know, we might find what we’re looking for.”

****

They left the loaded cart outside the door of the tavern. Peter seemed taken a little nervous. “There are so many people. Perhaps we should just head home.”

Michael said, “Come on, Peter. It isn’t as crowded as you think. Now, if we couldn’t get in the door, and it’s ten people deep at the counter, that would be crowded.. Let's go see what they have.”

Michael led the way into the tavern. He found a small table and sat down, pointing to the other chair for Peter. “A friend of mine came here last week, and he ate something called a brownie. I don’t know what it is exactly, some kind of pastry. He said it was made of chocolate from the Americas, a really new unique flavor. Perhaps there is one we can share. He said that we must try a hot beverage with this chocolate. He tried some and found it strong, but pleasant. And after he drank it, he was able to stay up all night, studying.”

As they sat down, Peter pointed to a large crowd in the corner, over by the outside window. “I know one of those men. I wonder what they’re looking at.

Michael looked as well. “I think most of those men work for the Danish airship company, probably in the shops because they are wearing that strange sort of doublet.”

That was when the girl popped up next to their table for their order. Michael said, “Do you have a brownie today?”

She nodded. “We haven’t run out yet.”

Michael said, “Fine, bring one, and two hot chocolates.”

Peter stared intently at the corner, and didn’t seem to see the pretty girl at his elbow. After she left, he stood up, staring. “Herr Skov, look at that. What are they doing?”

Michael looked back to the corner. The men placed something on their table. It was some sort of machinery, and they clamped it to the edge of the table facing the window. Then, on the window sill they set up another machine that looked like a stove of some kind. They were attaching copper pipes from one to the other.

Now they were both standing. Michael said, “Stay here, and wait for our order. I need to see this.”

Michael stood, watching the floor show until Peter tugged on his sleeve. The brownie and the chocolate had arrived, and it wasn’t the girl, it was the American woman. Michael swept a courtly bow, and said, “Frau Pridmore, I wouldn’t think that you would be working as a serving girl.”

Reva Pridmore laughed as she set the tray on the table. “Well, she got bogged down, and I didn’t want your chocolate to get cold.”

Michael and Peter sat down, and sipped their steaming cups. Frau Pridmore waited, then said, “So, what do you think?”

Michael sipped again. “There is something in this that I have never experienced before. The chocolate is wonderful, and just as I read about. But what is it that is making my eyes water?”

Reva Pridmore chuckled. “We found some dried chili peppers in the same cargo with the cocoa beans, It seemed a shame not to try them. When my husband and I were younger, we traveled to the southwest portion of the North American continent and came to love their hot chiles there. We miss them now, so it was a great surprise to find these.”

Michael said, “I can understand wanting some flavor in life, but you seem to think that the chile chocolate mixture as mild. I hesitate to think of the effect of something you would consider spicy. It would probably make my eyes glow.”

Frau Pridmore grinned. “Well they used to pack small chilies in jars, and young men would eat hot chilies and drink beer until they fell over. Those chilies were so hot that I had to leave the room when the jar was open. These aren’t anywhere near that hot.”

Michael said, “Then perhaps I am an old man, because such activity just does not sound like fun to me.”

Peter sat blinking like an owl. “It is only right, Sir. A miller should be a respected mature man. People must trust you, and wild young men are known to be untrustworthy.”

Michael noticed that Frau Pridmore was watching the men in the corner of the room, so he turned to look as well. They heard someone shout, “Hold my chocolate, watch this!”

There was a cloud of steam, then something that looked remarkably like the sails of a windmill began to rotate rapidly. They all heard a deep rumble. The sound picked up and gained in pitch, as the blades of the device began to blur.

It startled Michael when one man's hat was blown off of his head and out the window. Michael called over his shoulder as he ran toward the machine. “I’ve got to see this.”

In the crowd around the noisy machinery, Michael heard someone talking about how big the engine could be made, or how small, how much power it had. He absorbed the words, but couldn’t take his eyes off the machine. From where he stood, he could feel the pull of the breeze blowing out the window. And that was when two things in his mind found each other. This machine made wind, and he needed wind.

He hurried back to his table, gulped his chocolate, and shoved the brownie in his pouch. “Peter, come with me. We have got to find out about this machine. It could be our answer to everything.”

Michael elbowed his way to the front of the crowd, and asked one of the workmen, “This machine, what does it burn? A device like this looks very useful to me but only if it can burn something I have. I cannot afford to use some exotic fuel that is only available from the Germanies.” The man at the table smiled slowly. “Well, the big machines on the airship, they burn oil. We get it for a good price because we’re not too choosy. However on the trip the airship took to India and back, they had to burn several different things. In Venice they picked up several tons of olive oil. They got it cheap because it had been contaminated. But it burned just fine. In Tranquebar when they needed more fuel, they bought something that the Indians called  ghee. They said it was butter, but it was liquid. The truth is, almost anything that burns and provides heat, can be used as fuel in this steam engine. I’ve heard of people burning tightly bundled straw, sea coal, driftwood, almost anything. I suppose you could even burn peat, like the Scotsmen do. The real answer is to have something that burns hot.”

As Michael listened, the airship companies man's words about straw struck home. Most farmers just plowed the straw back into the fields. A large field of wheat produced so much straw that only some of it was useful around the farm. Indeed dried straw was good for almost nothing but animal bedding and making bricks. The straw had almost no nutrition in it, so animals did not thrive from eating it. Many times straw was just left to rot in the compost heaps and used for fertilizer. He said, “Straw, and the chaff left over from the milling, would it work if we compressed those into bricks?”

The shop foreman, Jens Dalgaard, heard the question and came to answer it. “Well, I don’t know for certain. We would have to run some tests. But I think there’s a chance.”

By the time they left the tavern that evening, Michael had a promise from Dalgaard to send them a letter about how big a machine they might need to run the mill and how much it would cost. He felt hopeful. They had gone to the chocolate shop to relax and put their troubles to the side. But perhaps now he could save the mill.

****

In the weeks that followed Michael’s purchase of a steam engine, Gustav and his crew built a platform above the milling area and prepared a set of gears. These were like the gears from the sails that transferred motion to the shaft, but were set up on the platform, waiting for the engine.

Gustav described the process to Michael. “What we are going to do is get the engine, set it up on the platform, and make sure it runs. When we are certain, we will cut the shaft to the sail and attach that half of the drive gear to the other half of the gear on the engine. Then we will see if it can turn the wheel. I know you ordered a strong engine, but I really wonder if it will actually deliver the power of one hundred and fifty horses to our shaft. That may be more power than sails ever delivered. We will need to be careful.”

Michael and Gustav heard a commotion outside, then Peter popped into the gear room. “It's here! It's here! The wagon from the airship company is here.”

Michael and Gustav hurried down the ladder. Outside sitting on the bed of the wagon was a large machine, almost shoulder-high and as wide as two men. On the ends were loops formed out of metal, so the engine could be lifted into the air. The cart also contained the steam-making device and bundles of copper pipe.

Herr Dalgaard saw Michael and came to greet him. “Here is your engine, Herr Skov. My men are here to help you install it in your mill.”

Michael was grinning like an idiot, then remembered he was a respected business owner and shook the foreman’s hand. “You are right on time. We have everything ready.”

It seemed as if every idle man and boy had followed the cart from Copenhagen to watch. They waded through the crowd, then Michael introduced Gustav to the foreman, and the two climbed the ladder to survey the preparations.

Michael stood back out of the way. It was not his place to be in the middle of the sweat and strain and the waving of wrenches. He went to his office, and watched through his window. But he had Peter run back and forth with news of every move.

“A lot of the men walked into the mill to watch. Don’t worry, Erik is keeping order. The foreman looked at everything we’ve done and decided to put the steam generator on the outside of the wall in its own room.”

Michael stood up and strode to the window. He could see the foreman and Gustav laying out an outline for a small room outside the wall of the mill. “Why would he do that? There is plenty of room for that machine inside the mill. Go ask Gustav for an update.”

Peter ran down the stairs and out into the yard. Michael could see him speaking with Gustav. The older man looked up at his window and nodded, and Peter came running back. The boy arrived in the office a little breathless. “Grandpa said that it was all right. They moved the generator outside so that the fire cannot get into the mill. They will run the steam supply lines through the wall, and up to the engine on the platform.”

Michael sat down again. “That makes sense. I approve. Go find out what they are doing next.”

Peter kept it up all morning. He told Michael that they needed to wrap the steam lines in something to contain the heat, because if the heat goes away from the steam, no useful work would be performed. Michael said, “I saw all those old scraps of sail in the store room. Go ask if those would be acceptable.”

Obediently, Peter ran out. When he came back, he said, “Grandpa likes that idea, but he is telling the apprentices to make canvas tubes from the scrap, and then when they are on the pipes, we will stuff them with straw. On the airship, they use rope wrapped around the pipes, then an outer layer of canvas. But the engine foreman says straw is acceptable. The pipes will never get hot enough to char the straw, and the air spaces in the straw will hold the heat in nicely.”

****

It took the rest of the week and plenty of beer before the installation was complete. Then Peter was sent to bring the mill owner to watch. Michael put on his hat and fine black coat and went to the mill.

The generator was set up outside, the pipes through the wall were attached to the engine, all the joints soldered tightly and covered in their canvas sleeves and stuffed with straw. A fire burned in the generator, and the new smokestack carried the smoke up and away from the mill.

With a bit of ceremony, Michael, Gustav, and Herr Dalgaard climbed to the platform. The representative bowed. “Herr Skov, will you do the honors? Just pull the throttle.”

Michael was a little bit apprehensive, but he didn’t let it show. It was  something he had wanted to try for a long time. “Certainly.” He put his hand on the handle.

Dalgaard kept his voice low. “Pull it smooth and even, then stop where I have marked on the wall. That should do it.”

Michael smoothly pulled it towards him. There was a hiss, then the machinery jerked into motion. It was slow at first but accelerated. The steam hissed, and the shaft groaned for a moment, then started to turn.

[image: ]Everyone hurried up the stairs and watched as Gustav engaged the mill wheels, and fed wheat into the hopper. The mill wheels spun. The stones ground the wheat just as if the wind was blowing. Everyone broke into cheers.

After that, it was a festive occasion. Everybody had to take a turn at controlling the engine. Gustav was amazed that he could spool the engine up and spool it back down whenever he wanted. It was smooth and easy. A brick building would eventually be built around the steam generator.

The mill was finally independent of the wind. Michael's inheritance was secure.

****
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The Mountain Top Baptist Bible Institute

August, 1636




One sunny afternoon in the front parlor . . .




Nora MacDermott found herself brought up short, wrestling with two variant texts of the same scripture passage, texts she would never have even imagined had her  Bibelgesellschaft  connections not gained her entry to this astonishing library. Seeing them in their original language opened up such a deeper understanding, though the Greek of biblical times was difficult, and she was still so new to it. Perhaps when Father Kircher arrived--

"QaStaH nug?"

At the barked interruption, the book dropped into her lap, and the slow parsing of the ancient words flew out of her head. She raised her eyes to see Andrew Button, the second son of the printer and divinity student William Button, leaning with one hand on a chair beside the entry and looking into her face with a peculiar intensity. The words he'd just spoken echoed again in her head. She barely recognized the language as Klingon. The exact meaning refused to come to mind--a greeting of some sort.

She managed to bring forth the proper response after a moment or two of scrabbling--"NuqneH?" Literally,  What do you want?

Without an instant's hesitation, Andrew answered, "Dochvan vIneH."

"Enough, Andrew! You've exhausted my smattering of Klingon. I remember five phrases in the language, and one of them should never be said to anyone who carries a weapon. And why by all that's holy would you address me in such a tongue? Why would you even squander your time on it? There is no one to speak it to."

[image: ]"There is  you  to speak it to. Two days ago I passed here and saw you with the dictionary and the Klingon Bibles open. So I opened them as well and learned a bit."

Nora snapped, "Andrew Button, I opened them only because Doctor Green used two snippets from them in a lecture to contrast a true translation against a paraphrase. But the language belongs only to an imaginary world and an imaginary people. Father allows me the freedom to study that which Grantville offers, but  useful  things. Holy Scripture, in a depth I could find nowhere else. The keeping of accounts in the modern way, the learning of health and nutrition, which will serve me well when I become mistress of a household, or perhaps of an estate if the quest for a suitor brings me what they laughingly call the luck of the Irish. I hope to study some of the healing arts, the real ones, so that I can assist in his practice when we return. But  Klingon? Useless! And of that, what was that last thing you said to me?"

He hesitated for a heartbeat or two, with a half-mischievous, half-nervous smile, then blurted, "It means, I want you." The intensity of his unwavering gaze made it clear in what manner he wanted her.

Nora blushed. "And you said such an outrageous thing to me in  Klingon?"

"Why not Klingon? I have tried at school since the beginning of the summer term to catch your glance. I might as well have been a water fountain. Do you know what they call you? The Ice Queen. So, seeing your interest in the tongue, I thought to try Klingon."

She closed the book with a snap. "Well, then, it's my attention you've got, all right. And are you sure you want such attention? What is it you want?"

"You have asked me that, in Klingon and in English, and I have answered in Klingon and in English. Fair Nora of the midnight-dark tresses, I . . ."

"Oh, what a loon you are! In Klingon, 'What do you want?' is no more than a polite greeting. I do know that, at least. It's not really a question."

"I know that, too, and gave an answer just the same."

Nora felt herself blushing again. Off balance, the first words that came to hand were, "In English, one would say, 'May I help you?'"

"Yes, thou canst help me. Wouldst care to 'take a walk in the woods?' Or—" He ground to a halt. In the latest Amideutsch slang of the high school, a walk in the woods meant hugging, kissing, and often enough far more intimate forms of caressing.

A thick silence hung in the air for four or five seconds, before Nora could find her tongue again. "Or? Or? Were you about to suggest 'a visit to the hayloft,' perhaps?" In a walk in the woods you kept your clothes on. During a visit to the hayloft you didn't.

"I—I didn't say that."

She came halfway out of the chair, laying aside the rare book as she did. She pitched her voice low, so as not to be heard throughout the house. "No, you did not, but I hold no doubt that you thought it, though you found the presence of mind to forbear saying it. And why would you imagine that we are on terms to 'thee' and 'thou' each other? We have never passed more than polite words at school."

"And so? What has polite gotten me? Not a word in return. The Klingon is so much more honest and straightforward. It doesn't hint or imply, it declares.  Dochvan vIneH."

"Well, you shall not have me. Father will certainly find me a suitable match in time, and as I'm fifteen, that will not be for a good long while, and as we're Catholic, I mean to go to the altar a maid and never with an Anabaptist, and as he can expect to be one of Dublin's foremost physicians when he's after finishing his medical residency here, I can well expect to reach higher than a printer's son. Even a clever one who corrects proof in three languages."

She looked squarely at him, silent for a moment. He was good enough to look upon. He stood straight, an inch or two taller than herself, regular of features, towheaded, quick of movement, well-filled out from the farm work that fed the college, and the nick on his jaw showed that he'd begun to shave. For that matter, he had a warm smile and a fine way with words, regardless of the absurdly wrong ones he'd spouted just now. But the sheer impropriety! "I assure you, I shall have no trouble resisting foolish temptation."

"Temptation? You will not give any boy so much as the time of day. So I thought to speak plainly. To offer perhaps . . ."

"To offer 'what I need,' you mean?" Another of those high school slang phrases. "What you  imagine  I might need?" Nora delivered a blunt two-word American phrase of disdain and rejection that she had never expected to use.

Andrew got a startled look on his face, then a mischievous smile. "Well, since you speak of it, there  is  fresh straw in the loft."

"I didn't mean that! You know I didn't!"

"The clever Nora MacDermott not saying what she meant or meaning what she said?! Who could imagine  that?"

Nora could turn no redder than she already was. "Andrew Button! I put too much value on my reputation to date like the American girls, and even they don't date at fifteen if they are of respectable family and have the good sense of a chicken!"

"As said Papa Capulet to Paris, 'My child is yet a stranger in the world; she hath not seen the change of fourteen years, let two more summers wither in their pride, ere we may think her ripe to be a bride.' And said Paris to Papa Capulet, 'Younger than she are happy mothers made.'  " He whirled into an extravagant theatrical bow. "And that is most fitting! A fair Capulet to my Montague; a match of love and passion. The trellis to your window is made of words."

[image: ]Nora stood up to her full height and put her hand straight out to push against his chest. "And it's Shakespeare's words you're throwin' at me now? And is it like Romeo and Juliet you'd see us fetch up, with poison in one and a knife in the other? Boyo, that play is a  cautionary  tale.  Let  them call me an ice queen, I'll not complain."

He shifted in a flash back to a mock-warrior stance with his fists resting on his hips, and barked in Klingon again, "Dochvan vIneH."

"Andrew, do not trouble yourself further with the Klingon. You shall not have me. I will not walk in the woods with you. I will most certainly not go visiting the hayloft, unless it's to pitch hay. And—" She switched to her best imitation of American English to quote a line from a song that was making the rounds again. "—I don't like spiders and snakes and that ain't what it takes to love me." Then she changed the words, "I don't want to be loved by you!"

Andrew smiled ruefully. "Well, at least I did get your attention after two months of trying."

"Yes, Andrew, I must admit, you did indeed get my attention. Now away with you! I have the words of Our Lord here to give my attention to." She made a brushing-away gesture with both hands, then reached behind her for the book.

"Alas my love, parting is such sweet sorrow, that I must say goodbye until tomorrow. By your leave, my lady, I will away. But in parting let me say—" His voice dropped to a whisper "—Dochvan vIneH." And with these closing Klingon words sizzling in the air, he went out the door.

Nora picked up the Nestle-Aland compilation she'd been perusing, and found herself reading over the same passage time and again, retaining nothing. Her mind kept circling back to the words "Dochvan vIneH."  I want you.  They had been barked, crisply and forcefully, as they would be in a Klingon mating ritual on the television. But they were just so  inappropriate. She forcefully pushed his parting phrase aside and tried again to resume studying, only to find Shakespeare's line, "Younger than she are happy mothers made" filling the space just vacated. Like a tongue probing a newly chipped tooth, she just could not leave it alone. Would she make a good mother? Would she fob the job off onto a nanny? If she carried on beyond the high school's biology and anatomy offerings to follow her father fully into medical studies and stayed in Thuringia to practice as a doctor in her own right,  should  she fob the job off onto a nanny? What would her children look like if Andrew was the father? No, how could her thoughts even veer into such a mad direction?

No, Father would certainly not approve! It was as inconceivable as—as a river freezing to the bottom in August.

Sure, Andrew was a prime buck, not some fat old man who had a title and lands and needed a brood mare because his first wife died without giving him a son. But he was not, could not be,  her  prime buck. "Damn you, Andrew Button," Nora said under her breath. Closing the book, she left the parlor and returned it to its place in Doctor Green's study. The day was a lost cause, for a certainty. And Father Kircher was late.




Calvert High School
The next day




Andrew caught up with Troy Morton in the corridor, on the way to social studies class. Troy raised an eyebrow at him. "How'd it go?"

"Miserably. If I paid you what your advice was worth, it wouldn't buy a broiled rat."

"Hey, it wasn't my fault. I lost a bundle on that game too. We knew Suhl's lead pitcher was out with a bad shoulder. How was I supposed to know their second-string pitcher was even better?"

Andrew stopped short. "What? What are you going on about?"

Troy's brow furrowed. "What are  you  talking about?"

"The advice you gave me for speaking to a girl! It gained me Nora's attention true enough, but not in any manner I would have wished. If words could freeze, I would be ice this day."

"Well, being shy and polite wasn't getting you anywhere. I didn't figure showing an interest and just saying what you meant could be any worse."

"Oh, could it not? I watched and listened as you said, to discover what drew her interest. Shakespeare was not altogether a disaster. But the other thing I saw her engrossed in was the Klingon language. So I opened the books and studied how to pronounce the words. I put together some few phrases, and used them when I followed your advice to be forthright about what I desired. She sent me away with my ears ringing."

"Forthright?" Troy looked puzzled. "Does that mean the same thing as straight and upfront?"

"Yes, if I take your meaning."

Troy shrugged. "Funny. Should've worked. But you said you spoke to her in Klingon? Like on Star Trek?"

"Yes."

"How?  That was just made up for the movies and TV shows. I've seen them all. There ain't enough of it to use for anything, and there ain't no way for you to look it up anyway."

"Yes, there is. Doctor Green has a dictionary and two Bibles in Klingon."

"You're puttin' me on! There ain't no such thing!"

"Oh, yes, there is, and he has them. I saw Nora studying them. So I did likewise and she told me I was foolish for that, and all she wanted of me was to go away and leave her to delve into ancient Greek."

By then they were nearly to the classroom. Troy stepped aside from the door to let some other students pass. "Just how  forthright  did you get in Klingon, anyway? Something like 'Excuse me, but would you rather be raped standing up or lying down?'  "

"What? Certainly not! She asked me directly what I wanted, and I answered that I wanted  her. I did mention there was fresh hay in the loft, when she brought that up. In a manner of speaking."

"Andy, Andy, a snappy comeback ain't the way to sweet-talk a girl. That was way too much too fast. You really stuck your foot in it. Siddown with me after school, and we'll talk about how it's done. But the Ice Queen, I dunno. She's a knockout, but she's prob'ly a lost cause to begin with."

****

Augustin Appoldt slid into a desk with a few minutes to spare before social studies started, set down his books, and leaned across the aisle to Ralph Onofrio. "Was somebody raped?"

"Huh? I dunno. Why?"




The State Library
That same afternoon




"Nora!" Julia Ugolini pointed in horror at the book Nora had just put on the shelf in entirely the wrong place. "Girl, you need to go home and get your head straight. That's not like you at all. What's going on?"

"Julia, you would scarcely credit it."

"Try me!"

"A boy hit on me, and it has me all a-flutter."

"Hit on you? Why would that be a surprise?" She cocked her head and looked at Nora with a grin. "It sure wasn't the first time. Don't tell me you don't know how to handle that stuff, I've seen you let passes roll off you like rain off an umbrella. Or did he  hit  on you?"

"No, not that, he was perfectly polite. Or should I say he was altogether rude and inappropriate? In a manner of speaking. But he certainly did not  hit  me. He never came near enough to touch me. He was rather charming, in a buffoonish sort of way."

"Lady MacDermott, which was it? Either he was rude and abusive, and that's sexual harassment and oughta be reported, or he wasn't. "

"Julia, I know not what to say. He spoke to me in, I suppose, polite and proper Klingon and said things that are completely impolite and improper in any human tongue. So was he politely rude or rudely polite—I can't say which. But always before when a boy hit on me, I just ignored him until he went away. This time a boy hit on me in a way I couldn't pretend to ignore, and he's stuck in my mind."

"Oh, girl, just put that book back on the cart. Let's go down the street to the coffee shop, where we can talk. I'll die of curiosity if you don't tell me what's going on."

"But—" Nora indicated the stack of books with her hand.

"For Pete's sake, leave 'em. The staff'll forgive a couple of volunteers ducking out early a lot easier than they'll forgive a couple of books lost for who-knows-how-long on the wrong shelf. Right? Right. C'mon. My treat."

****

Julia carried a pair of hot chocolates over to a table in the back corner and plopped down on one of the wire-backed chairs. "Okay, give. How did this boy say something that was both rude and polite?"

"Well, it's the  language, you see. Klingon is full of things that are blunt, even challenging, in a literal translation.  NuqneH  means 'What do you want?' Depending on how you say the words in English, they can be perfectly polite or they can be an invitation to fight. Likely in Klingon, too, now that I think on it. So the ordinary polite translation is probably 'How can I help you?'

"So, he started with a proper Klingon greeting. I looked it up later. And I replied 'NuqneH?' and that I meant as 'I can't help you and would you please go away?' But he took it literally as 'What do you want?' and answered in Klingon that what he wanted was  me. And I suppose in imagined Klingon culture that's not impolite, but more in the way of saying 'I find you winsome, and if you'd have it so, I shall pay court.' But then when I asked the meaning, he said the same literal words in English."

Julia's eyes grew wide, and she covered her mouth with her hand. "The  same  words? What did you do?"

"Well, we went back and forth a few times more, and then when he hinted at 'giving me what I need,' I said, 'Fuck you.' It was the first thing that sprang into my head. And he gave me a startled look and said there was fresh hay in the loft. Then he started quoting Shakespeare."

Julia leaned back and laughed. "Oookay! And let me guess. You don't plan to take him up on it."

"Julia!" Nora yelped. "He's not Catholic, and that's just to begin with. And he didn't actually say that, until I forgot myself and let those words fly out of my mouth."

"Well, he didn't ask to marry you—he just wants to go visit the hayloft, right?"

Nora sat up straight and projected prim. "A good girl doesn't do that."

"Yeah, right. You can find  that  kind of good girl in Spain, where they don't let her go anywhere without a duenna, and she courts a boy through an iron grill and is certified a virgin in writing when she gets married. Maybe you've been too busy to notice, but this sure ain't Spain, thank heaven. There's only two kinds of girls here, and 'good girls' ain't one of them. There's them that get caught and them that don't. You're so damned smart, Nora, I always just figured you for one who didn't get caught."

Nora blushed. "What foolishness! We were in the same classes. Not even thinking of the sin, the only sure way not to get caught is not to do it."

"And just how well did that work out for the Virgin Mary?"

"Julia! Have you no respect?"

She picked up her chocolate and smiled over the cup. "Anyway, who is he?"

Nora blushed again and muttered into her chocolate.

"Hey girl, look up and speak up. You haven't done him, so what's to be ashamed about?"

"Andrew Button."

[image: ]"Andy, that English kid from up on Green's mountaintop? Nora, I'd tell you, you can pick 'em, but he just fell into your lap. That boy is scrumptious. You know, he's got just as much a reputation of being made of ice as you do. I always figured he was in love and too shy to show it, and now it sure sounds like he's in love with you and has about as much notion of how to say so as a fish knows about riding a bicycle. Huh. If it was me, I'd stock up on what Denise Beasley called 'best girl supplies' and take him up on it."

"That I will not!"

Julia shrugged. "Well I don't know of any other way to get it out of your system. You need to in the worst way, if you can't even shelve books right."

Nora laid both hands flat on the table. "No, Julia, I shall not! My father allows me the freedom of Grantville, trusting me without a servant following everywhere I go. I shall not betray his trust and have a love affair."

"Well, if you absolutely won't have him, teach me some Klingon and get out of the way. I wouldn't mind having a shot at rolling around with him in the hayloft. And I bet I can teach him how to talk to a girl."

Nora started to form the words "Don't you dare!" and bit them off without speaking. She wondered what could be going on in her head. What reason did she have to be suddenly possessive of Andrew Button? "Really, Julia, his brother John is likely more to your taste, and not prone to rude speech. And he's better-looking." Nora wondered,  Now why did I say that?

Julia gave Nora a thoughtful look. "I've never seen his brother. He doesn't go to school."

"No, not here. He's a full-time student at the seminary."

"Well, then, you'll just have to arrange for me to meet him, if you've decided to keep Andy for yourself."

"What? I've decided no such thing!"

"Girl, you can lie to your father. Probably should sometimes. He doesn't need to know everything you're doing. You can lie to me, and smart as you are, you might get away with it, but right now I don't think so because you aren't thinking, you're feeling. But don't ever be so stupid as to lie to yourself. You've got a case of Andrew Button on the brain. And you've got it bad. You need to do something about it, because you are one of those girls who can't function when she's distracted, and distracted is what you are."

"I'll mull on it."

"Good. Now tell me about this brother, especially if he's better-looking than Andrew. How old did you say he was?"

"Older, I think. If you wish, I shall ask." She half-smiled. "And we  must  talk about sin."

****

Two tables away, Caroline Abodeely leaned in close to Lily Shaver. "Wow! Did you catch all that?"

"Yeah. He told her straight out he  wanted  her? I don't know what I'd say if a boy did that. Even if he was good with Shakespeare."




The next day, outside the gym




Esaias Bornquell was waving his hands around. "Ja. In Klingon he says '’Excuse me, but would you rather be raped standing up or lying down?' And then . . ."

Gebhard Neumann shifted the baseball bat in his hand for easier carrying. "You can say that in Klingon?"

Mike Trimble stopped and turned back to look at Esias. "I guess you can prob'ly say anything in Klingon. Did you hear what the Ice Queen said to him, though? Froze him good, from what my sister says. Guess he didn't do anything. Sis says she's seen Nora sparring in self-defense class, and anybody who tried it on her wouldn't still be walking around."




Just after French class




Hans Scharfenberg had a knot of boys gathered around him. "Yes, he raped that Irish girl. She's a good Catholic girl. We must not let that pass!"




Noon, in the cafeteria




"Nora," Julia leaned across the table and pitched her voice low. "Who else did you tell? There's crazy rumors all over the place. I know I didn't tell anybody."

Nora blushed. "Julia, we forgot ourselves. It seems a confidence told in a coffee shop is a secret shared with the world."

Julia's hand flew to her mouth. "Ohhh. I made a lousy choice of where to have a private chat, didn't I? But listen, you've got to do something quick. The altar boys are planning on beating the crap out of Andy for raping you."

Nora plopped her elbows down on the table and brushed back her hair with her hands. "They think  that  of him? How do these things start? Beelzebub's balls! This is our fault."

"Why, Nora MacDermott," a shocked Julia replied, "I never heard you talk like that!"

[image: ]Nora snorted. "When have I needed to? Julia, I haven't gone visiting the hayloft with him willingly or no, nor shall I. And I seek no retribution for mere ill-spoken words."

"That's your loss, girlfriend. I'd sure take him to the hayloft, if I were you. But, unless you want to see his pretty face all black and blue, you might have to date him for a while and then break up."

Nora put her head in her hands, thinking, then straightened up again. "As you say, it must be so or have an unjust thing on my conscience."

"Yeah, good point. And if he got beat up on your account you might not be so welcome up there in Doctor Green's library, huh? Better go take a stroll downtown and let them see you being nice to Andy."




Later, in the high school parking lot




Nora found him at the bottom of the driveway, beside Route 250. "Hello, Andrew. Are you waiting for someone?"

He turned and looked around. "Oh. Nora. No, only the farm truck, coming back from the day's business in town."

"Is it a long wait? You might walk with me. You can carry my book bag."

"You're coming up to the library again? We could ride the truck. It only needs a little patience."

"Not today, but you could walk with me as far as St. Rachel the Matriarch's Church and hail the truck there. Or we could take a stroll downtown."

Andrew got a befuddled look on his face. "Downtown? That's two miles in the other direction!"

Nora sighed. Boys could be so dense. "Andrew, it's just a saying. A turn of phrase. You haven't heard it? A 'stroll downtown' is just a walk together. No, I don't mean all the way downtown, just as far as the coffee shop. I'll treat us to hot chocolates and we shall talk."

She held out her book bag with a shy smile. Letting him carry it was a public statement to anyone who understood the school's customs. Having him carry it through the crowd of students heading home would be enough to make it loud and clear—if he was carrying her bag, then Andrew Button was her beast of burden for however long they went strolling together. Anyone else approaching him before they broke up would be poaching.

Andrew answered with a shy smile of his own and hung the bag over his shoulder.

"But Andrew, this is just a walk along the road so everyone can see we're together and that I'm not angry at you. If you've heard the rumors flying about, you'll know why. If you haven't, you soon will. We will not go walking in the woods, and whenever I visit the farm to study in Doctor Green's library, I most certainly will not inspect the hayloft. And for love of Michael and all the angels, will you lay aside the Klingon?"

"Well, a 'stroll downtown' is a start." Andrew started to smile a little wider, still a surprisingly shy smile, considering the mad things he'd said earlier.

She tucked her hand in the crook of his elbow. This, too, would spawn talk in the halls and cafeteria. Nora was not at all sure what she felt, or what she thought, about this handsome English printer's boy. But hot chocolate was definitely in order.




The next day




"Hey, Andy, I hear you talked to the Ice Queen in Klingon and got her to melt. How'd you do it?"

"Ah, well, I know not for certain, Mike, and spoke only a few words, but—"

"You gotta teach us! You've got all the books up there at the college, right?"

"Well, Doctor Green has them, but none can be taken away. Only copies of things. And that's a whole language. Too much to copy."

"Maybe just some of it? The parts we could use?"

"Oh. Well. We might manage a cheat sheet. It could be mimeographed."

"Cool. What do we need to do?"




Three weeks later




"Hey, Nora, you gotta teach us some Klingon."

Nora put on her best vexed stare. "Julia, I have no intention of learning Klingon, far less teaching it. What foolishness! What brought on such a daft notion?"

"Well, the boys have been talking to each other in it, since the word got around that it melts ice queens. Andy made a cheat sheet that they mimeographed and passed around. We can't let the boys have a secret language, can we?"

Nora sighed. "A cheat sheet? I suppose I could ask his sister Martha if she knows where the stencils are. Will that do?"

Julia's face lit up. "Great. It'll be a blast."

****















[image: The Monster Among Us by Eric S. Brown]

Somewhere outside of Grantville, 1635




The night was dark. A storm was brewing in the clouds hovering over the forest. Soon, the heavens would break, and the rain would pour down in waves. Red knew that time was short. She and Ray had to move quickly or everything would be over before it ever fully began.

They, all of the members of the Monster Society, had tracked the Sasquatch to these woods. The beast had already defeated John and dragged him, kicking and screaming, away in the shadows. Her brother, Van, had vanished as well. Whether the beast had taken him too or he had left them of his own choosing, there was no way to know. One minute, he was with them, the next . . . gone.

Red mourned the loss of her crossbow. Without it, she felt naked and vulnerable. In her desperate attempt to save John from the clutches of the giant beast, the thing had knocked it from her hands. Before she could recover it, Ray grabbed her, insisting they flee before the beast returned.

The fate of the Monster Society, perhaps the fate of all of Grantville, rested in their hands. It was up to them to find and stop the beast before it could it summon others of its kind. If the Sasquatch were allowed to do so, hundreds of the things would descend on Grantville. Not even the miraculous weapons of the up-timers would be enough to stop the creatures. With the element of surprise on their side, the beasts would rampage through the streets, leaving a trail of blood and carnage in their wake.

[image: ]A flash of lightning lit the woods as it arced through the sky. Red saw Ray crouching in a patch of bushes not far from her. Clutched in his hands was a heavy mace. Arcane runes and other strange symbols were carved every inch of the wood it was made of. The wood had been consecrated and blessed by the rituals of the Old Ones. It was perhaps the ultimate weapon for dealing with spirits. Red doubted it would do more than anger the Sasquatch, assuming that Ray even got the chance to use it. John was the strongest of them, and he had fallen easily to the beast. Ray was short, dumpy, and lost his breath after even the shortest of sprints. She had little faith his presence would matter at all when the beast showed itself again.

With her crossbow gone, Red had only a makeshift club to use as a weapon. She had to remind herself that the beast they awaited was not supernatural in its origin. It was a thing of flesh and blood just as they were. It could bleed and it could be stopped. How to stop it was another matter entirely. The thing seemed inhumanly strong, and it was fast, too. Worse still, it was smart. The ambush it had laid for them as they entered the woods had proved that. Not even John had seen the attack coming until it was too late. The beast came roaring from the shadows, flinging Van aside as if he were nothing. Red had jerked up her crossbow level with the beast's chest but had no time to take her shot. By then, the beast already had John. The creature had ripped John's sword from his hands, casting it aside as it yanked their leader to it. She rushed the beast, not daring to take a shot for fear of hitting John, and swung the butt of her crossbow at the monster. It deflected the blow with the thick hide covering its arm and with a mighty shove sent her sprawling into the grass. By the time she was on her feet, the monster was dragging John away, and Ray was on her, screaming that they needed to run while they still could.

A cold feeling of dread settled over Red as something large moved through the trees close by. She noticed Ray watching her, and she gestured at him to be ready. They were only going to have one shot at catching the beast off guard. He stared back at her with wide eyes, his knuckles white from the tightness of his grip on his weapon.

The beast came lumbering by them just as she had hoped it would. Ray sprang from his hiding place. He gave a pathetic attempt at a battle cry as he swung his mace at the hulking figure. The giant's hand moved like a striking snake. It caught Ray by his wrist, before her short friend could bring the weapon completely around, stopping the incoming blow of the mace. She heard a "whomp" sound as the giant dove its fist into Ray's rounded stomach and the ghost breaker toppled to the forest floor.

[image: ]Ray had bought her time. The Sasquatch never saw her coming until she was on it. Red's club made contact with the beast's bear-like head, sending it reeling. She swung her club again but the monster recovered too quickly.   One of its large hands caught her club, the other struck outward, hitting her in the chest so hard, she careened over backwards to land painfully on her tail bone.

At that exact moment, Van dropped from the tree above the monster, landing on its back. Van was like a force of nature unleashed. His small hand stabbed at the beast with his trademark stake. The Sasquatch rolled its body with the blow, seeming to lift its own hide from its bones as Van struck again with his stake.

The beast was howling in pain and rage. "Get off me!" it cried. "Get off!"

John burst into the small clearing. "Van! That's enough!"

Van wasn't listening though. The Sasquatch shrugged off the hide covering its massive body. Van thudded to the ground with the hide half-covering him.

Red could see that Jäger, who had been playing the part of the Sasquatch, was bleeding. Ray, who had ceased pretending to be incapacitated, was looking up at Jäger in shock and pure horror. She rushed over to where Jäger stood, thankful to see that only one of Van's repeated attempts to stab him had succeeded in making through the tough, sewn-together hide Jäger used as his costume. Jäger was normally very kind and mature for his age but right now he looked as if he wanted to rip Van apart with his bare hands.

"Your brother is a maniac! I get that this is live action role play but I'd like to stay alive to play again!" Jäger shouted at her. "Who decided he could use a sharpened stake as a weapon? I don't remember anything about that in the script John told us we were playing out!"

"I let him keep the stake," John confessed, stepping between Van and Jäger, as he took charge of the situation. "It was my mistake to allow him to continue to be part of this group, and I  will  deal with it."

"You better," Jäger growled. "He could have killed me with that thing!"

"I'm sorry," Red sobbed at Jäger. "He's my brother. I thought by being here, I could keep him under control. He loves all this so much. I just couldn't see him get kicked out of the group without doing what I could to keep him in it."

Van sat quietly, watching the group talk. The tip of his stake was slick with Jäger's blood, and it glistened in the small amount of starlight that seeped through the growing storm clouds. It surprised them all when he spoke up, saying, "It's okay. I killed the Sasquatch."

Van held up the animal hide Jäger had been wearing. "See? We're all safe now. We can go home."

"Yes, Van," Red told him, sadly. "We can go home."

"Take him home, Red," John frowned. "Make sure he understands what the Monster Society is and why he can't come back."

"I will," Red nodded and turned to help Van to his feet. If Van understood what was being said about him by her and the others, he showed no sign of it. He continued to hold tightly to Jäger's costume, refusing to leave it behind. Jäger, still keeping a hand pressed firmly to the wound on his shoulder, made no move to take it from him.

"Oh, and, Red," John called after them as they started for town, "You  are always welcome here. Please remember that."

As Red led her brother through the woods towards their home, the heavens opened up. Rain fell from the sky in waves. It masked the tears running over Red's cheeks as she tried to find the words to tell her brother that his days as a monster hunter were over.

















[image: Penitence and Redemption by Jack Carroll and Edith Wild]

West Virginia County Courthouse

September 20, 1634




James Rothrock interrupted his pacing behind the defense table and turned to the rail dividing the room when his old tutor William Oughtred came up to it and leaned across to be heard above the spectators' murmuring.

"Be of good heart, James. 'Tis not a capital charge, after all. But while we wait shall we speak of how it went so wrong?"

James answered  sotto voce,  "Speak of it? I'm heartily sorry for it all, but what good can come of hashing it all over yet again?"

"You ask that, my young friend? What greater folly than to waste the learning when life presents a lesson at such cost?" He flicked the newspaper in his hand. "The  Times  captured it in three words.  Insufficiently good intentions.  You rappelled down the Ringwall to aid Olivia Villareal, yet you failed her in her greatest need."

"William, what should I have done? I brought her the harness to climb up from that cave, as soon as she should recover from the opium Bennet poured into her. Not to mention food, water, and clothing. I thought—

"Think  is precisely what you didn't do, James. You let your head be clouded by your own fears. You  saw  the injury to her arm, you cleaned and bound it. You saw the blood she lost on the cave's floor. Why would you have thought she could climb by herself, mountaineering instructor though she is? You merely hoped—and left open the way for things to go even more wrong than they already were." He glanced meaningfully toward the back of the room. Mrs. Villareal herself wasn't there, but her husband Carlos was, looking like a thundercloud. "And so the rescue fell to me, and to  him, and to the firemen, a far harder rescue low on the Wall, where her attempt to descend ended. And all after two lost days searching, while she weakened. Well, the hospital saved her."

"Yes. Yes. For that I thank God."

"As I do. But an even worse failure to think is that you relied on a man who could not be relied on. George Bennet. Though Lord Thomas chose him to accompany you on the journey from Padua to discover why my letters were no longer arriving, you saw with your own eyes his descent into ever greater vice. Into raving madness, at the end. Yet, when you came to speak privately with me, it was Bennet you trusted to keep chance visitors away." He shook his head. "Well, I'll grant that he kept Olivia away when she came to return my notebook. Stole her away, tore her flesh in the doing, shredded her clothing, raped her, dosed her with a pox. Learn this: if ever again you find yourself at the head of some enterprise, be very sure of who you can trust. And with what."

James sighed. "Yes, William, I take your point."

"Good. And finally, the reason we find ourselves standing here. You panicked and fled, leaving behind no word where Olivia was, while hundreds searched. What do you suppose my friend Carlos thought of that? Still thinks?" William brought his fist down softly on the railing. "James, you saw every letter I sent the earl since I came. The letters in which I laid out the laws, the customs, the political philosophy of these people, and the society they have built together.  Why  did you think Bennet's crimes would fall on your head? Can you deny that you have been treated with scrupulous fairness in this court?"

James cast his eyes down. "No. No, I cannot deny it."

A court official poked his head in, and made a hand signal to the judge and the stenographer.

[image: ]Oughtred straightened up. "Indeed. And now, I see that we must all take our seats."

The side door opened, and the jurors began filing in. As soon as the last one sat down, Judge Klingermann banged his gavel once, and the place went silent.

"Meine Herren und Damen  of the jury, have you reached a verdict?"

"Yes, Your Honor. We find the defendant, James Rothrock, guilty as charged. Accessory after the fact of kidnapping and rape. With extenuating circumstances."

James' left hand gripped the back of his lawyer's chair so hard, his knuckles went white.

The judge was speaking again. "James Henry Thomas Rothrock, stand and receive sentence."

And here it came.

"The sentence of this court is that you shall serve the community for one year without pay in lieu of imprisonment. You are remanded to the custody of the West Virginia County Fire Department, which has need of the aptitude you have shown for rope-climbing at great heights. Until your time is served, you shall not leave the fire station's grounds except upon your assigned duties. Do I have your word as an English gentleman that you will abide by this order?"

James swallowed. "Yes, Your Honor. Thank you."

The judge fixed him with a humorless stare. "Good. Because this court has other options." He swung his gaze toward a rugged-looking fireman on a front bench, wearing lieutenant's bars and a small cross on his uniform. "Brother Girard, he's yours."




The following afternoon




The station's kitchen was utterly without adornment and spotlessly clean. It was quiet as the hour came for Nones. One of the rescue team knelt on a small cushion and made his prayers silently, since he was on watch in the station and not in the abbey house next door. When he finished and stood up to stretch, James looked up from the chapter on rescue knots he'd been studying. "If it's not a private matter, Brother Mario, I've been wondering how it is that you and your fellow Benedictine brothers came to join the fire department."

[image: ]Mario walked over to the stove, where a pot of broth was slowly simmering and dipped out a cup. He stood for a moment, blowing on it. "No, it's not private. In our order we serve God not only through prayer, but also through works in His world for the good of humanity. We took up this service after a terrible fire took more than twenty souls from this world, on the New Year's Eve after He set down Grantville here. Our Brother Johann had just come, on a mission for the order. While comforting the grieving, he came upon a pamphlet telling of another tragic fire in 1963, at a place called St. Vincent's College. Afterward that school's Benedictines took on themselves the service of fire protection for their college and community. Upon reflection, we agreed among ourselves that it would be fitting for us in our time to do likewise. Of course, we serve beside those of other faiths."

"I see. A true Christian work, then. And the reason you've become the greater part of the rope rescue team?"

"There was need. And that's enough about us for the moment. You have your first examination in the morning." He pointed his finger at the textbook.




Early October




The hotline from the dispatch desk rang. Brother Girard was two steps away and scooped it up. The room went silent while he listened.

"Understood." He put down the phone. "Rescue One goes. A child went up a tree to bring down a kitten, and now he needs to be brought down."

Mario closed his breviary and started toward the engine bay. "They don't want a ladder company?"

"No, the police say it's a difficult location. James, run across to our abbey house and send Marcel and André. Make sure the stew doesn't burn while we're gone."

"You don't want me to turn out?"

"The department's policies and procedures are in the chief's office. Present a short briefing when we return, on the practical training the department must provide before sending a new firefighter on calls."

"The  department  must . . . ?"

"Obligation runs in more than one direction, James. And afterward finish that chapter you have open and be ready after supper to demonstrate two kinds of ratcheting setups."




Grantville fire training site
Some days later




James released the rope tension below the figure-eight descender when his feet touched the ground. He straightened up and looked toward Brother Mario, who nodded.

"That was an acceptable descent, James. Do you see where you could improve, though?"

"Yes, I had some trouble going over the edge of the tower roof."

"You certainly did. Come back up with me, and I'll demonstrate."

An indistinct voice came from the radio in the pickup truck parked by the equipment shed. Brother André, who had been standing a few steps away, went over and answered. After a quick exchange, he shouted back, "They want me for crowd control at the water main break downtown. The police have a couple of other calls."

Mario waved and went up the tower stairs with James following.

"So, the transition over the edge, Mario?"

Mario shook his head. "No more hanging on ropes today, James."

James stopped in surprise. "What? The training plan . . ."

"You know the reason. What is the rule for aerial instruction?"

"Oh. Two qualified officers must be present."

"Exactly. The remainder of this practice session will be in recovering and inspecting equipment and maintaining the logs.”

James sighed. "Yes, Mario."




November




James was in the kitchen scouring a large stainless steel pot when William Oughtred walked in. He kept working and waved his visitor to a chair. "Well met, William. What news?"

"Your name is in the news, James. You were mentioned in the  Times  for the rescue of that boy down a mineshaft last week. Good work."

"I did nothing more than carry things and tail onto the main line during the hoist. It was Mario they sent down to fit him with the harness. He's the lightest of us to haul back up. And what has happened in your world?"

"Ah. First, we've learned how the stoppage of the letters happened, and it was not the work of some hidden enemy. That being resolved, the Earl and Lady Alethea have made plans to visit here. And to my great joy, my family will travel with them."

"I rejoice for you. It's been a long time, too long. So it's explained? What happened?"

"The most mundane thing imaginable. The private courier Lord Thomas employed merely lived out his appointed years. He laid down his head one night along the way and never awakened. The innkeeper made no special effort to inquire where to send his saddlebags. So, no shadowy plot. And you? How do you fare?"

"Well enough, though I had no expectation of taking up the work of a scullery maid."

A man from Engine Two was just passing the door. He stopped short and took a couple of steps inside. "What, you think you're something special? You're here because you did half a job on the Villareal rescue. When you came on board, did Captain Myers give you the speech about how we have a duty not to become casualties who have to be taken care of instead of the people we went out to help? Sure he did, he gives it to everybody. Lemme tell you something, pal, we’ve got a duty not to get sick, too. I’m not gonna have my crew down for a week with the galloping whoopsies because some peckerwood did a half-ass job cleaning the bacteria colonies off a stew pot.” He pointed at the drain rack. "When you get done with that, I'm gonna look at everything in that pile under a strong light, and feel for grease. Consider it part of your training. And . . ."

The hotline rang. He picked it up, listened, and raised his voice to be heard upstairs. "Rescue One. Higgins Hotel. Failed window washer scaffold, two men trapped."

James stood frozen with his mouth open and soap on his hands.

"That's you. Get outta here, we'll finish this up. And we're not done talking about this."

As James pulled on his coat with one hand and opened the rescue truck door with the other, he caught one last remark. "Your buddy's learning, Oughtred."




December 23




"Bye! It's been fun." Beth Villareal closed the door and clicked the seat belt, then started up Mom's pickup. She took it easy on Plum Run Road. The truck was old, and so were the tires. Everything was still holding together, but there was no sense pushing it.

It was easy driving. The day had been relatively warm, and the scattered patches of early snow had mostly melted. But at one spot a broad half-inch-deep puddle was trapped. When night came it froze to the bottom, as clear and as slick as glass. In what little reflection it threw back from Beth's headlights, it looked hardly different from any other stretch of road.

When she came around the gentle curve, the front wheels hit the black ice and whipped sideways with no warning at all. With lightning-fast teenage reflexes, she reacted instinctively to break the skid. She almost made the recovery. Almost. The front end went over the unguarded edge and the truck slid half-sideways down the slope, on the snow and wet leaves under the trees. Beth barely heard the breaking glass before her head struck the handle of the shovel that had been stowed behind the seat.

****

"One, two, three, four, five, six, seven. Community Chest." James picked up a card from the middle of the board. "Get out of jail free. But I'm not in jail."

Mario waved a hand at him. "You keep it under the edge of the board with your Monopoly money, until you need it. My turn." He picked up the dice and rolled them. Nine. He slid the pewter race car along until it stopped on Ventnor Avenue. "I'll buy it." He started counting out bills to put into the bank.

James was sitting on the side of the table nearest the telephone. When it rang, he started to scoot his chair in so Brother André, a few steps away, could get to it. Instead, André pointed to him. James reached out his arm and took a breath.  All right, you've practiced this.  He listened, then called out, "Rescue One. Engine Two. Vehicle accident with personal injury, down a slope below Plum Run Road. The ambulance will meet us. There is black ice and flares. The civilian at the scene is on CB channel nine, call sign Corn Dog." He was already on his feet. He sprinted toward the engine bay, so as not to delay the men following on his heels. He punched the button to open the bay doors, pulled on his turnout gear, slid into his seat, and reached across to start the engine. Ten seconds later they rolled out with lights flashing. Mario began leading a prayer for whoever was out there in need.

****

[image: ]By the watch schedule that night, Brother André had the lead. James followed him down the hand line they'd secured to a tree by the roadside. There was no way to be sure what they'd find. Still, it was likely enough that someone was lying there hurt, since the man who'd called them had seen no movement. Meanwhile, the rescue truck was maneuvering to present the winch in case it might be needed.

When they got to within twenty feet, André moved in for a preliminary assessment, while James scanned his light all around for a wider check of the scene. A green pickup truck rested at an angle to the slope, with the driver's side door tilted against a large tree and the front end blocked from sliding further downhill by a clump of saplings. The side window was mostly broken out.

"James, go to the driver's side and tell me what you see. There's blood pooling on the floor by her feet."

"All right." He worked his way down, catching at saplings for handholds. Shined his light inside.

There was only one person there, the driver, still belted in. She was making some low sounds, but not speaking to him or reacting to his light. There was a slow trickle of blood from a pressure cut, running down past her ear and soaking into her coat.

"It's coming from the left side of the patient's head, André. It's a steady trickle."

"So she's alive, but we don't know how long she's been losing blood. We must assume the worst. Apply direct pressure to the wound to stop any more loss until we can free her. Take care for your own safety, for I shall be stabilizing the truck so we can extract."

"I understand." James smashed out the remaining glass with the butt of his flashlight and reached his arm through the driver's side window.

Half a minute later André shouted his orders up the slope. "Marcel, bring down the cable with a pulley and two chains. We must secure the truck. Also bring the tools to force the passenger door. It's mangled. Mario, make ready the litter with a line and a large bandage, and then stand by the winch. The patient is unconscious. There is no leaking fuel. The engine company may take charge of the litter."

André and Marcel chained the pulley to a massive oak almost directly upslope from the truck, then slung a chain around the rear axle, and attached the cable's snap hook. "James, get clear. We're ready."

James stepped back and moved to get around the tree. "All right, my arm is out."

"Understood. Mario, take up the strain."

There was a high-pitched whine from up above, and the cable lifted from the ground and went bar-taut. The pickup truck stirred, pulled away from the saplings in front, then lurched sideways against the tree, just as James' foot went out from under him on the wet leaves. His leg slid into the gap between the tree and the driver's side door, just before they came together and then separated again. James let out an involuntary shriek.

Instantly, André shouted, "Stop! Stop!  Lock the winch and stand by!" He clambered over the slippery ground to see what had happened. When he got around the tailgate and pointed his light, James was pulling himself up by the door handle and reaching a hand inside.

"What happened? Are you hurt?"

James gasped, "Yes, I think so. It was bad luck. I lost my footing just as the truck moved, and it struck me in the leg. I cannot stand on it, but I feel no blood."

"I'm sorry. I shall call the second litter for you."

"No, I can manage for just a little while, standing on the other and leaning on the door. Free the patient so she can be treated. She is in danger." He bent over the edge of the window opening and reached in to clamp his hand on the wound again.

André argued no further. He and Marcel went to work on the passenger side door, putting to use the time James was buying for them. By the time they released the seat belt and eased the patient out, a man from the engine company was waiting behind them with the litter. With unfettered access, one of the EMTs got a pressure bandage around the temples to hold back further bleeding, and they buckled her with her handbag into the litter with a blanket around her, and sent her up to the waiting ambulance. James listened as it drove away. In another minute the men brought the litter back down for him.




Leahy Medical Center




Dr. Johann Schulte finished stitching the wound on the patient's head. A plastic surgeon might have done a neater job with time to work, if there had been such a person in the world as yet, but the hair would cover the scar anyway when it grew back. But this was only the first, and simplest, step in her treatment.

The up-timer nurse on the other side of the examination table had been busy taking down the vital signs while he worked. It took only a glance at the chart to confirm what his eyes and hands had told him. Fast, thready pulse. Low blood pressure. Cool skin. The girl was hypovolemic. Not enough blood left in her. Coupled with the continued unconsciousness . . . And sure enough, the nurse was already handing a blood sample vial to the pharmacy technician. The irony struck him, that one of the many reversals of the past three years was that you no longer treated a patient by taking blood out, you put it in.

"Thank you, Nurse Fisher. I think that's all we can do until we have her blood type."

The nurse was filling a hot water bottle at the sink. She slipped it under the blanket covering the girl, then took a second one out of the supply cabinet.

Johann smiled. "Very well. I shall scrub again. The second patient is on the way."

It couldn't have been more than a few minutes before the gurney rolled in again with a fireman in the heavy protective clothing they used, accompanied by a pair of his colleagues. He looked like he was in some pain. Johann went to work questioning the man, looking, touching gently, assessing his condition.

[image: ]The pharmacy tech came back with his hands full. "Bad news, gang. She's B negative, and we don't have any. We don't have O negative, either. I've got somebody calling phone numbers on the donor registry, but nobody's answered yet. Here's a transfusion set and a couple units of sterile normal saline. Maybe it will buy time."

"Bless you." The nurse pulled over an IV pole and started to set up. Johann nodded his approval.

"Doctor?" The injured fireman was looking up at him. "I'm B negative."

That took Johann by surprise. Of course a Grantville fireman knew his blood type, but he was an injured patient. But . . . "Have you lost any blood, friend? Donated in the last month?"

"No."

"And I find that you have not suffered a major bone fracture." The logic of the situation was inescapable. "Thank you. We accept your offer." To the tech, "Get a sample, and take the extra minute to cross-match while I check his vitals and make certain his condition allows donating."

No adverse reaction in the test tube. His blood pressure and temperature were reasonable, for the circumstances. The tech drew a unit. After an endless five minutes, the fireman's blood was flowing into the girl's arm.

Something about the man's name rang a bell. James Rothrock. Johann gave that no more thought, as he sent him away to have his knee X-rayed. Another B negative donor had been located. The police were diverting a patrol car to save her the wait for the tram.

****

With the Christmas tree down from the attic and put together, Carlos stopped to make two cups of thick chocolate, the way Olivia liked it.

When he came into the dining room and set one of the mugs down in a clear spot, she had the chandelier turned down low and the middle of a string of lights stretched the length of the table, probing for dead bulbs with a neon test lamp. A couple other strings were still lying tangled in a cardboard box. She looked up, smiled, and stretched for a few seconds. She picked up the mug and touched his arm with her other hand. "Mmm. I was ready for that."

"It's getting late,  mi corazón. Are you trying to finish all this in one sitting?" He ran a lock of her hair through his fingers and gave her a sidewise look.

"No, no, I'm just waiting for Beth to get home from the Copenhavers' party. But those six strings coiled on the floor are ready to go on the tree."

Carlos watched her as they drank. The expression on Livie's face was as composed as could be tonight. He was quietly thankful. It had been a long road back from the nightmare in July.

The phone rang.

****

James was back in the emergency room, half-drowsing under the effects of the dose the nurse had given him for the pain. His turnout gear was off, and his leg was in some sort of cushioned splint. That seemed to help, too. It was a comfort to have Brother André by his side, holding an ice pack to the knee. James wondered for a moment who was recovering all the gear and filling in the equipment logs.

The doctor laid aside the shadowy picture of the inside of his knee when the patient they'd pulled out of the wreck began to speak. He was leaning with one hand on the cot where she was lying, looking closely into her eyes, when two people walked into the room. The girl looked up at the sound of the footsteps. "Mom! Dad! I'm sorry about the truck. They said they had to rip the door off to get me out." She waved vaguely toward James and André.

"Never mind the truck, are you okay?"

The doctor answered. "You are the parents? I am Dr. Schulte." He flashed a quick smile. "I believe she will be. She suffered a considerable loss of blood, but these men stopped the bleeding and sent her here in time, and then this fellow with the wrenched knee made a transfusion available to us when it was most desperately needed." He glanced toward them for a second. "She also received a concussion, but has awakened. She must remain overnight for observation and to be examined in the morning. As to the scalp wound, that should heal without problems."

She gave them a half-smile, half-grimace. "I've got a heck of a headache, but I guess I can't complain."

The doctor's face turned serious, "Remember what I said, Miss Villareal."

What? Villareal?  This was the first time James had heard her name spoken. Nobody had even tried to find out who she was when all their attention was on keeping her alive and getting her out. He turned his head for a better look and tried to focus.

The doctor was going on, "You must not risk any more head blows for at least two months. Or even shaking. There may be internal injuries that need time to heal."

A weight seemed to fall off the man's shoulders. He straightened, and for the first time turned to look toward James and André. It was Carlos Villareal, and the other was Olivia. Even half-hidden behind him, her red hair was unmistakeable. "You're the ones who kept her alive and brought her in?"

André answered. "Yes, us, and all the others who came, and God. James here kept direct pressure on the wound while Marcel and I stabilized the truck for the extraction. Unfortunately, the truck slipped while we were doing this and drove his leg hard against a tree."

The doctor nodded. "Yes. Mr. Rothrock, this X-ray shows significant injury to your knee. What I have just done is temporary. I wish to consult Dr. Nichols in the morning, to decide how we will proceed with your treatment."

Carlos stood stock-still for a couple of seconds, looking James full in the face, before he spoke again. There was a tremor in his voice. "Mr. Rothrock, thank you for what you did for our daughter. Thank you very much." Olivia was staring at James with her mouth open.

James opened his eyes fully. "Your daughter, Mr. Villareal? I did not know. Life has its ironies, does it not?"

"Yes. It does. Good luck on your recovery."

When Olivia spoke, it was in a subdued voice. "Yes. Thank you. All of you. From all of us. And good luck."

James drowsed for a while after that. When he woke again, the girl was elsewhere, and only Brother André was with him. "I fear I have failed in my duty to keep myself fit and ready for the next call."

André bowed his head over the ice pack he was still holding. "Perhaps. I'm troubled by the thought that we failed to train you well enough to keep yourself safe. And perhaps that my order to you was not precise enough. We must meditate on this and speak of it again."

****
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PART THREE

Magdeburg, November 12, 1636




Daniel von Block sat in his studio, drinking hot black coffee and watching embers glow in the stove that heated the room. He was cold, but more than that, he was frustrated. Now that phase two of the competition was over, their mural delivered to the opera house and awaiting public review, there wasn’t anything to do. Weeks of furious discussion and activity tantamount to madness had suddenly been replaced with silence and the gentle patter of cold rain on the window.  I must get Ursula to tell me where we stand on other proj . . . oh, that’s right, she’s no longer here.  Neither was Johann. Neither were the other two, for that matter. He’d given them a few days off to rest and to take care of personal matters. So he found himself alone in his studio, fidgeting and drinking coffee.

His body ached, and he had been nursing a nagging cough and a runny nose for a couple days. He let the grey wool throw fall from his shoulders, got up slowly, and walked over to a stack of sketches that Ursula had started before she left.

He studied the top-most drawing. Decent, no doubt about it, though she did have issues with arm and leg proportions, especially on heavier people. He set the sample down and looked at others. He found a few pieces from Johann as well. Not bad either, though it was clear that Johann’s problem wasn’t lack of talent, but lack of care. He was sloppy, always had been.  Oh well, that doesn’t matter anymore, either. Both are gone, and there’s nothing I can do about it now.  Now, he had to refocus his attention on the other two—refocus their attention on finishing other commissions.

He turned from the sketches to go back upstairs, but a knock came at the door.

There were three silhouettes outside, waiting in the rain. He opened the door quickly and greeted them with a generous smile.

"Frau Simpson, Lady Beth, Herr Lurz. This is a pleasant surprise. Please, come in."

He stepped aside, smiling at each in turn as they entered.

They did not return his smile, but he spoke kindly anyway. "Would you care for some coffee? Tea?"

Simpson shook her head. "Thank you, Herr von Block, for your hospitality, but I’m afraid we are not here on a social call."

"Oh? Then what can I do for you?"

Lady Beth sighed. "Two days ago, we had a visit from Johann Bartel."

"Yes," Daniel said, raising his eyebrows.

"He claims that he has been providing the Le Nain brothers information about your activities. He says he’s been doing this for quite a while."

Daniel felt a tightening in his chest, and he pressed his hand to his mouth. "My God. I can’t believe it."

"He’s a student of yours?" Frau Simpson asked.

"No, no. He was a student, yes, but Johann left about a week ago."

"Left, or did you kick him out?"

Daniel shook his head. "He had become surly, despondent, and he was drinking a lot. He came in and started accusing me again of not taking him seriously as an artist. It’s a squabble that goes back a ways. Well, finally I’d had enough of his disrespect. I told him to leave."

Herr Lurz shot a glance at Lady Beth, who nodded. "Daniel," he said, "the matter goes beyond this confession, I’m afraid. He also told us that you learned of his deception and then tried to get him to spy on the Le Nains for you."

"That is a lie!"

Lady Beth nodded. "We’re inclined to agree with you, Herr von Block, but we must take his accusation seriously. The integrity of the competition is at stake. We will be investigating the matter fully, and you will have to answer further questions in time."

"I’m telling you, I had no knowledge of this. Ask Konrad, ask Melchior. They were here the night Johann left. Goddammit, ask them!"

Frau Simpson put her hand up in a calming gesture. "Of course, Herr von Block. We will speak with them. And nothing will change for now. The competition will continue as we investigate this matter. But we  must  investigate, and we ask that you make yourself and your apprentices available to answer our questions."

He started to speak but paused, trying to control his anger, his fear. He tried looking Frau Simpson in the eye to place emphasis on his innocence, but it was hard to do so. He was so angry, so upset.  Do you believe me?  He wondered, looking at their faces. Did they know of his background, how he used to be in his youth? A loose cannon, as some might say, quick to anger, quick to judge, and quick to throw a punch. Once a man had shown his darker side, it was hard for anything he said to be taken seriously.  I’m innocent, damn you! I’m innocent!

"Yes," he said finally, "of course. I have nothing to hide. I won’t be impugned by that drunken little cretin. It’s the Le Nains behind all this, I’m sure. They’re the ones you should be investigating."

"All angles will be investigated, Herr von Block, I promise you," Lady Beth said. "All angles."

****

Hans Ulrich Franck stood in the lobby of the Magdeburg Opera House, watching small clusters of townspeople pass through. They would stop before each painting on display and, speaking softly in the solemn space, point at specific areas of each canvas and murmur to their fellows. He heard few words clearly, but he could tell from their expressions and gestures that the first three paintings met with their approval, for the most part.

There were some areas of clear disagreement. The flying man in Block’s painting seemed controversial, and the modern aspects of the Le Nains’ canvas seemed to elicit much debate. A few austere, older men appeared to disapprove of something about Gentileschi’s work. One old man proclaimed loudly, before being shushed and moved along: "Too many women!"

[image: ]Franck sneered. The work overall was too . . . placid, perhaps? Too domestic, too optimistic, for his taste. Its serenity elided untold atrocities. But to dislike it because it represented women’s roles in the world? Old fool.

And as for his own painting? He smiled as he watched them. Heads shook and faces grimaced. Gestures expressed anger and dismay. They hated it, almost every single one of them.

But—but!  They stood there and looked at it—almost could not look away. They discussed his painting with animation and passion—and they ended up spending far more time and thought on his work than on any other. He might not win this competition—had known from the start that he had no chance of winning—but he would make his mark, all the same. And perhaps a few of them would  keep  thinking about it later on, when it really mattered. That was enough for him.

"Herr Franck?"

A man appeared at his side, and Franck raised his eyebrows at him, without speaking.

The man, tall but exceptionally thin, cleared his throat and shifted. "Sir, I believe you spoke with Gunther Achterhof at the unveiling, did you not?"

Franck nodded.

The man beamed. "We have been to see it—your painting? All of us, I mean, the entire Committee of Correspondence here in Magdeburg. You know of us, yes?"

Franck scowled, wishing the young man were gone so he could watch the public viewing in peace. He was in no mood for chatting; however, he could hardly ignore the man completely. "I have heard something about it, yes, but to be honest, I know little of what it is you actually  do."

"Ah!" the man said. "Wonderful, wonderful. Then we have much to discuss."

Franck glared at him, and was about to turn and walk away, when the man added: "And of course, you will want to see our headquarters here. Yes, Gunther was quite right." He turned and gazed in clear admiration at Franck’s painting. "A bit gory, perhaps, but you understand the struggles of the people. You understand that there is far more to our history than the acts of a few leaders and their" —he waved his hand dismissively— "their machines. Yes, you are precisely the artist we have been looking for. Your mural will be the most powerful, most  true  work of art that Magdeburg has ever seen."

Franck stared at him for a moment.  My mural?  "You wish for me to paint a mural at your headquarters?"

"Well, of course!" the man said. "Didn’t I explain?" He waved his hand. "Come, come. Visit our headquarters with me. You will see how perfect it is, and I will explain everything—yes?"

A broad smile spread across Franck’s face as he began to understand the possibilities. "Oh yes," he said, "I will indeed." And he turned his back on the Magdeburg Opera House Mural Competition and followed the man, whose name he still did not know, into the afternoon sun.

****




Magdeburg, November 18, 1636




Antoine Le Nain sat with his brothers in the  Aufsturz, doing his best not to show dissatisfaction with the boiled lamb and warm beer that Louis had recommended they try. He didn’t like either, but he’d put up with them both just to get out of the apartment for a while. Now that phase two of the competition had concluded, it was a waiting game. Since they had no pressing responsibilities or commissions, they had time to relax, and he didn’t want to spend it cooped up in the apartment.

[image: ]He would have preferred a better bill of fare, of course, but anything was better than the crude bread and simple peasant soups and stews that they had supped on for the past week while finishing their entry. The good news was that their heated arguments had become a thing of the past, and good riddance. The Le Nains, he knew, always worked best when they worked in concert with one another.

"If we do win," Louis said, finishing off the last of his lamb, "what a blow that would be to the national . . .  psyche--isn’t that what up-timers call it?—of the German people and the Swede if their best and brightest fall to three Frenchmen." He couldn’t help but smile at his jab. "It may cause a national crisis."

Antoine smiled but shook his head. "Come now, my brother. They also say, ‘Don’t put the cart before the horse’. It’s a long shot at best that we will prevail, and I can hardly imagine civil unrest if we do. Perhaps if the competition were being run exclusively by Germans. But with two up-time women in charge, I think they will try to be fair and impartial in their selection."

"But it’s the German people who will be casting the votes," Mathieu said.

"And you can’t tell me that there won’t be bias in favor of Herr von Block," Louis said. "Or Franck, even."

"Franck doesn’t have a chance," Antoine said, pushing away the remains of his meal. "His entry offended them. Hell, it offended me, and I’m not necessarily unsympathetic to his ideas."

Louis scratched his head. "Perhaps, but von Block’s is masterful. Don’t you think?"

Antoine couldn’t help but nod. "It’s good, yes. But not as good as I expected." He tilted his head, thinking. "It seemed to lack the coherence and focus that is essential for so large a canvas." He shrugged. "Or perhaps I simply wish to see flaws where none exist."

"What did you think of Madame Gentileschi’s?"

Antoine shook his head. He didn’t know what he thought of it. He’d been trying to decide for the past day. Technically, it was outstanding. Excellent brush work, nice coloring. But too safe, perhaps? It certainly seemed that way on first inspection, but he’d want to see it again before rendering a final decision.

His decision hardly mattered, of course, for the outcome of the competition, but he had learned over the years that a good artist always critiqued others’ work, to decide at least in his own mind what was good or bad about the piece. There was genius in some of what the ladies had done, he was certain of it, but there must also be failures as well. He would take the time to study it more and find both.

"Ours was the best," he said finally, dabbing the corner of his mouth. "There’s no doubt about that."

Mathieu leaned in and whispered, as if he were afraid someone would hear him. "All kidding aside, Antoine, do you think we have any chance?"

He smiled. "Yes, I do." He patted his brother on the shoulder and then finished the last of his warm beer. And then he nearly choked on it.

Frau Simpson, followed by Lady Beth and the league clerk, whose name escaped Antoine at the moment, had just entered the tavern. She spotted them immediately and walked to their table.

Antoine stood and offered his hand. "Frau Simpson. A pleasant surprise. How did you know to find us here?"

She said coolly, "Johann Bartel told us where you might be."

Hearing the boy’s name made Antoine’s heart skip a beat. He tried to hide a glance to his brothers who, like him, were standing stiff as boards, not wanting to show any expression lest she see it as guilt. "Why would he know where we would be?"

Lady Beth laid out the case, including all the details that they said Johann had provided them with. When she was finished, she glanced at Frau Simpson and then asked, "So, Monsieur Le Nain, I will ask you plainly: have you and your brothers had contact with Johann Bartel during the competition?"

Antoine looked around the room. Very clever of them to ask the question here, in public, to avoid a scene, to force them to remain calm. But, should they remain calm? Those who protest too strongly are often seen as guilty, but what evidence did the Arts League really have? Very little, he imagined.

"We did have a few discussions with Herr Bartel prior to the beginning of phase two," Antoine admitted, "but I can assure you, Lady Beth, that after being presented with the packets to begin phase two, and then after reviewing the ethical guidelines therein, those conversations stopped."

"Why did they begin at all?" Frau Simpson asked.

"Madame," Louis said, stepping forward, "perhaps you do not understand the essence of competition."

"Louis . . ." Antoine glared at this brother.  Don’t patronize.

"Intelligence gathering is an essential part of any military campaign," Louis continued. "And this competition is no different, in my opinion. It is a battle of sorts. You cannot stand here and tell us that neither Herr von Block nor Maestra Gentileschi gathered intelligence on us in their own way. Fraulein Jacobsmeyer has just left von Block’s studio to work with the ladies. Surely she has provided them with countless details about how von Block conducts his affairs. Now tell me, Frau Simpson, what is the difference between what they are surely doing, and what we did?"

Simpson pursed her lips and, for a moment, seemed stymied. Then she gathered herself and said, "Monsieur Le Nain, you are not being truthful when you say that you have not spoken with Herr Bartel during phase two. We have witnesses that put you in contact with him, multiple times, in this very tavern. We have witnesses to monies changing hands. On October 18, Herr Bartel tells us that you tried to pay him off by offering three times the normal payment. And worst of all, he further tells us that you agreed to sabotage."

"That is a lie!" Antoine was growing angry now, and he didn’t care who heard him. "It is one thing to gather information, but the Le Nains would never be a party to violence. Tell them, Louis, Mathieu. Tell them the truth."

Louis emphatically supported his brother, but Mathieu’s response was less forceful. He averted his eyes and nodded sheepishly.

Antoine pushed Louis aside and faced their younger brother. "What do you know, Mathieu? Is her claim true?"

"No," Mathieu said, "not really. Johann offered to do something to von Block, to his studio, but I did not agree."

"But you did not find it necessary to tell me of his offer?"

Mathieu shrugged awkwardly.

"And did you tell him, clearly, that we would not approve of such an act?"

"I said…" Mathieu looked to Frau Simpson, and then back at his brother.

"Yes? Answer me, you damned fool. What did you say?"

"I said we would consider it."

Without thinking, Antoine smacked Mathieu’s head, sending his brother stumbling back and knocking over a few stools. He thought about pursuing his brother, but stopped before his rage got the better of him. He paused, waited for Mathieu to gather himself, then shook his head. "Oh, Mathieu! Would that I were an only child."

He turned swiftly to Frau Simpson, stood erect like a soldier, and said, "In light of this new allegation, which my foolish brother has just confirmed, I think it only proper that the Le Nain brothers formally . . ."

****

". . . withdraw," Clara Peeters said, reading Frau Simpson’s letter, which had been distributed to each of the remaining groups, "due to allegations of impropriety and misconduct. That’s what she says. What a shame."

"That leaves only three," Maria said, a small smile on her face. "That’s good, isn’t it?"

Artemisia shook her head, concerned. "This is worrisome. And they may investigate me, as well."

"Why?"

She shot a wary glance at Ursula. "We ran into each other a few times, had discussions, before she came to work with us. What if the league decides that our little talks were in violation of the rules?"

"Ridiculous," Clara said. "You didn’t discuss anything important about the competition. Everything was above board."

Artemisia shrugged. "I don’t know. Once they start doing investigations, anything is possible. This whole thing could be scrapped."

Ursula felt sick to her stomach. She wasn’t worried about what Frau Simpson might think of her conversations with the Maestra—she knew they’d done nothing wrong. Instead, she was worried about her brother, about Sophia, and, to her surprise, about Herr von Block. As the letter stated, Johann Bartel had made the accusations. To Ursula’s mind, that put Herr von Block’s studio in the thick of it. Could he be in trouble, as well?

She cared about the old man. How could she not? Despite what had happened, he didn’t deserve being brought down by the Le Nains’ and Johann’s stupidity. Daniel von Block may have his flaws, but he was an honest man, and her brother thought highly of him. And Sophia definitely did not need the stress with her baby on the way.

"I don’t want us to win like this," Maria said. "Not by default. If they disqualify Herr von Block, then it’ll be just us and Herr Franck."

"And he can’t possibly win," Clara said, "not with that atrocity he created."

"I don’t see that there’s anything we can do about it," Artemisia said. "We just have to wait and see how it plays out."

"No," Ursula said, shaking her head. "We have to do something."

She glanced around the apartment, found a pencil and a sheet of paper. She took them and sat down. She put the sharp tip of the pencil on the paper, then paused.  What should I write?  She didn’t know, but it must be something. She had to speak to Frau Simpson, to appeal to her on behalf of Herr von Block and Melchior, for all of them.

****




Magdeburg, November 21, 1636




Two down . . . will they make it three?

Daniel rolled the question around in his mind, growing fearful now that he saw Frau Simpson and the others approaching his studio. No amount of tea or coffee could slake his agitation, and anything stronger was forbidden him. They were coming—and was that anger or sorrow on their faces? From this distance, he couldn’t be sure. They weren’t smiling, he could tell that much, and their demeanor was serious, all business.

"You fear too much, my love," Sophia said from behind, her voice as soft as she could make it as she slipped a hand onto his shoulder and squeezed. "I’m sure it will be okay."

He smiled, and again felt a deep gratitude to her and to the great fortune that brought her into his life. She would believe in him and encourage him in the face of any calamity.

Sophia pressed her hand into his back to steady him. It usually worked.

He tried leaning into her fingers, tried letting her touch soothe him as it always did. It helped a little, but not much. He could lean into those fingers all day and the reality would still be there: he would have to answer the door, stand before the jury, and hear their decision.

And then, though he’d seen them coming, he jumped at their knock.

He sighed, turned, and placed his hand on Sophia’s taut belly. He kissed her lightly on the cheek, stood tall again, and strode forward to answer the door.

"Please, come in," he said, stepping aside and letting Frau Simpson, Lady Beth Haygood, and Gerhard Lurz enter. "Would you like some tea?"

Lady Beth waved him off. "Thank you, no, Herr von Block. We won’t take up much of your time."

Daniel smiled stiffly and shut the door behind them.

"Herr von Block," Frau Simpson said, "You are now aware that the Le Nain brothers have withdrawn from the competition?"

"Yes," he said, nodding. "We received your letter."

"Very good. So now that leaves only three entrants, but the matter before us today is whether or not you are also culpable in this matter. Herr von Block, did you benefit in any way from Johann Bartel’s unethical behavior?"

Daniel stood there for a moment, staring at her carefully, trying to keep fear from showing on his wet brow, trying to keep his old heart from leaping out of his chest. "On my honor, Frau Simpson, I did not!"

Frau Simpson nodded and motioned to her colleagues. "My staff, with further investigation and in consultation with the Arts League, has found no clear evidence of any direct involvement between you and Johann Bartel in this matter. Information that he provided us pertaining to the Le Nain brothers was quite specific. Buthis information about you was half-hearted, vague, and when pressed to provide proof of his statements, he was less than forthcoming. Therefore, we believe that his accusations against you are not credible. We consider the matter closed and have decided that you shall remain in the competition."

It was as though an elephant had been lifted from Daniel’s chest. He sighed deeply, and Sophia came up and hugged him.

"I must tell you, however, that I’m not pleased at all with this situation, and if it wasn’t for a letter that I received on your behalf, I might very well have disqualified you as well."

Daniel paled. "I see. May I ask who sent that letter?"

Frau Simpson nodded. "Fraulein Ursula Jacobsmeyer."

Daniel gaped. He’d thought she hated him—would even celebrate their ignominious ejection from the competition, if it came to that. But, he had been wrong about many things recently.

Frau Simpson moved closer. She tried smiling, and Daniel could not tell if the smile hid annoyance or true anger. "But may I give you some friendly advice, Herr von Block?" She put up two fingers. "Two students have left your care in less than a month, and one of them was so angry that he nearly botched the competition. Your skills as an artist are unquestionable. Your teaching methods . . . well, you may wish to reevaluate them. We are infinitely delighted that you have decided to practice your profession here in Magdeburg, and your presence enriches us all. We do not wish to lose you. Just make sure that you convey those personal qualities to your students in a way that makes them better artists, and better citizens. Okay?"

His joy turned to anger, and he was about to fall back upon old habits. Despite her claim of friendly advice, if anyone had talked to him like that in this youth, they’d have gotten a bloody nose. But he looked at Gerhard Lurz, looked around the room, felt his wife’s tender arm over his shoulder. He thought about Benjamin, about the child inside Sophia, and what was he going to do? Lash out against Frau Simpson in front of them all? No, he was too old for that nonsense now. And besides, wasn’t she right?

"Yes, of course," he said. "I apologize for not handling my affairs better, and I will take your advice to heart."

"Well," Frau Simpson said, offering her hand, and this time smiling sincerely. "The matter is concluded. We will see you in two days for the announcement. Good luck to you and yours, Herr von Block."

He shook all their hands, and saw them all out the door before falling heavily into the chair next to the wood stove. Sophia patted him gently and went to get him a warm cup of tea. He was relieved, and yet, sorrowful. He had a great deal to think about.

****




Magdeburg, November 23, 1636




Frau Mary Simpson stood on the steps of the Magdeburg Opera House, gazing out at a large assembled crowd with a pained expression on her face. She held her hands up for silence, and the buzz of voices slowed to a near halt before she spoke.

"Ladies and gentlemen, thank you so much for coming here today for the announcement of the winner of our mural competition. The Magdeburg Arts League is humbled, inspired, and grateful for the tremendous response we received. The designs and paintings that our competitors produced have been magnificent. A true testament to the outstanding skill, creativity, and inspiration that each participant is capable of."

She paused for a moment, and put a more serious look on her face. "As you know, this competition has not been without incident."

The crowd muttered and shifted. The papers had tracked the unfolding scandal with increasing fervor—and decreasing accuracy—since the Le Nains withdrew from the competition. The entire league had tried to put a halt to the outrageous rumors that were being spread, but with little luck.

As she raised her hands again to call for silence, Simpson reflected briefly on how glad she would be when the whole competition was behind her. But would the announcement really mean the end of the drama? She sighed.

"As we have stated formally and clearly, we are confident that our remaining competitors have comported themselves ethically, professionally, and within the rules set forth by the league—and all three competitors have confirmed that they are content with that finding." She scanned the crowd and saw a few looks of surprise, along with nods of satisfaction.  Good.

That matter out of the way, Simpson spoke briefly about the momentous occasion that had led them all there: the Ring of Fire. She described changes both large and small that the Ring had wrought, and expressed her certainty—which she by no means felt—that the world they all worked to create together would be a far better world than she and the other up-timers had left. She knew that more than a few up-timers had sufficient energy and enthusiasm to make that claim without hesitation, but she could not. How much of her cynicism was related to a certain art competition remained to be seen. However, this was not the time for an excess of honesty on her part.

"And now, I know you’re all eagerly awaiting the results of our competition. I won’t make you wait any longer." She smiled at the crowd, and nodded to the tight groups of people surrounding Daniel von Block and Artemisia Gentileschi. Hans Ulrich Franck was not present, she knew. She’d seen him deep in conversation with a group from the local Committee of Correspondence that morning and suspected his mind was on other matters.  Good. The competition had been close, indeed—but not for Franck, as he no doubt knew.

[image: ]Frau Simpson held up a large envelope. She knew the results already, but the drama of opening an envelope in front of an excited crowd was far too good to pass up. "This exciting competition was very, very close, and the choice was so difficult for everyone involved." She opened the envelope and slid out a card, looking at it with excitement she no longer had to feign. "Ladies and gentlemen, the artist who will paint this important mural representing the Ring of Fire is . . . Artemisia Gentileschi!"

The crowd erupted in cheers and applause, and Frau Simpson joined the other league members in heading towards Gentileschi’s group to offer their congratulations personally.

As she moved down the stairs, Frau Simpson glanced towards von Block’s group and was struck by the desolate look on the man’s face. She knew the competition had meant a lot to him.  Poor man, she thought.  But there will be other opportunities.

And then she saw the tears of joy on Ursula’s face, and the jubilation of Artemisia and her supporters as they practically danced with joy at their victory. She scanned the crowd. Most of those assembled seemed at least pleased—and a great many women, in particular, appeared overjoyed. It was, indeed, a momentous occasion—and a sign, she believed, of many more great things to come.

****

So, it was over. At least for Daniel von Block, it was. Sitting alone in the  Hengst  with a half-drunk mug of beer in his fist, he wondered if his career had come to a dead end as well.

Silly talk!  He kept reminding himself not to think like that. The competition was over, and he had lost, but what of it? He still had commissions, he still had students, and despite "friendly" advice from Frau Simpson, he was still well-regarded in Magdeburg. And, dare he say, in Europe? The competition had been important, yes, but just three months ago, it hadn’t even existed in his mind. This was simply a small bump in the road.

But, was that really all it was? He knew he couldn’t drink away the truth, however much he wished to at that moment. It  did  matter. It  had  mattered.

And I screwed it up. But, did I ever really have a chance?

When Frau Simpson had declared the winner, Daniel’s first impulse was to cry foul, to claim favoritism. But looking over at Ursula and seeing her face flush with joy, with the kind of heartfelt exuberance for the sheer love of art that he had always tried to instill in his students, he knew that Artemisia Gentileschi and her team had deserved to win. Besides, he had seen the lady’s painting, and it was undeniable: the piece was outstanding and exactly what the arts league had wanted. He sighed and lifted the mug to take another long drink.

"Herr von Block!"

Konrad’s shout made Daniel splash beer down his chin. He slammed the mug down and turned. "For the love of the Almighty, Konrad. What is the matter with you?"

"Not me, sir. It’s your wife. It’s Frau von Block!"

Daniel’s heart leapt into his throat. "Is she ill?"

"No, sir. The baby . . . it’s coming!"

It was too soon. She wasn’t due for another few weeks. Something was wrong.  This isn’t . . .

Daniel threw down a coin and pushed away his chair. "Call the midwife."

"She’s been called."

"Then let us go!"

****

She was so tiny and delicate in his hands, like a pixie. She was a perfect little package, swaddled in a white cloth, her face almost angelic with its puffy little red cheeks and a swirl of dark hair across the top of her fontanel. She was her mother’s child, no doubt about that.

"What will we name her?" Sophia asked from her bed.

Daniel shook his head. "I do not know. A name has not come to me yet."

A soft knock came at the door, and Melchior peeked in and said softly, "Herr von Block, my apologies. My sister is here—may she come in?"

Daniel looked at his wife, who said, "Oh, yes!"

Melchior stepped back and Ursula slipped in, moving quickly to Sophia and they hugged tightly. Daniel couldn’t help but smile.

"I apologize for the intrusion," Ursula whispered. "But I so badly wanted to come." She looked down at the girl and cooed. "She’s lovely." She smiled at Daniel. "She has your nose."

Daniel chuckled. "Let’s hope that is the only thing she acquires from me. And congratulations to you and Frau Gentileschi on your victory. Well fought and well deserved. The Ring of Fire will shine beneath your brushes."

She nodded. "Thank you, Herr von Block. You are very kind."

Sophia reached out and took Daniel’s hand. Nodding to Ursula, she said, "I believe I have an idea for our daughter’s name. What do you think?"

"Perfect!" Daniel turned to his former student and said, "Ursula, allow me to introduce you to . . . Ursula."

Ursula gasped, and her face shined as it had at the announcement. "You mean that?"

"Of course I do. What father would not want to name his daughter after a future master artist?"

That made Ursula cry, and she leaned into his shirt, but he did not care. He hugged her back, and suddenly the loss of the competition didn’t seem to matter anymore. All that mattered to him were the people in the room, the boy down the hall who had just discovered Iron Man, and the young painters below preparing canvases and mixing paint.

For the first time in many, many months, Daniel von Block was content.

****





















[image: Sexuality in the Seventeenth Century by Virginia DeMarce]

(Text version, expanded, with citations, of a presentation at LibertyCon, Chattanooga, TN, June 26, 2015).

The subtitle in the program, to the effect that the 17th century was not Victorian England, was added by Paula Goodlett, then-editor of the  Grantville Gazette, as a teaser, I believe.1 However, it has some relevance, in that we have observed during the more-than-a-decade during which theGazette  has been in existence that many beginning writers tend to make the assumption that if "X was the case" at any particular point in the past, then "X must have been even more so" two or three centuries earlier.

[image: ]Let’s start by putting it this way. Would the wives of Jena’s guildmasters have been shocked! shocked! when Jeff kissed Gretchen in a public street in  1632? Hmmn? Probably not. Nor would they have been a century earlier, given what Erasmus described as the amenities among the gentry as he observed them during his trip to England in 15152 and Albrecht Dürer portrayed in hisAmorous Peasants  (Nor would they have been a century later.) Europeans in the 17th century do not appear to have been seriously inhibited by the presence of an audience. Consider, for example, the 17th century afternoon in a tavern in Henrico County, Virginia, as depicted during a county court procedure by the observers who placidly narrated that his hand went up here and her hand went down there, after which they went out for a while and then came back in and drank some more. This should not surprise anyone, given the overall lack of privacy provided by the living conditions of the era, when except among the wealthiest, numerous family members normally slept in the same room and even among the wealthiest, servants often slept on a cot at the foot of the marital bed.

The people of the 17th century found no difficulty in describing body parts and their uses with either vulgar or academic terminology. By modern standards, a surprisingly high portion of literary discourse, particularly when the discourse was either satirical or polemic, would be considered obscene or scatological. Obscenity,3 at the time, was was far less clearly defined than blasphemy.4

The practical handling of sexuality and the expectations concerning sexual behavior in the 17th century were far more realistic and pragmatic than the theories on sexuality, particularly female sexuality, expounded by many English-language writers on etiquette and morals from the later 18th century through World War I. Primarily, in the early modern period, there was a general consensus that women were highly sexualized beings who flirted, enticed, and tempted young men who were trying to live righteous lives away from the strait and narrow path—this particularly appears in many of the discussions of witchcraft during the era—and that one of the primary problems facing a man was to keep up with and satisfy their physical appetites. A fair number of the theological5 and secular writings on the theory of sexuality in the same era expressed a heartfelt wish that this situation was not so,6 but that did not prevent them from acknowledging it as an assumed fact. It was a major bastion of "patriarchal" theories which held that these subversive creatures were best controlled in the context of a male-headed household. It was also generally acknowledged that women were by no means as naturally inclined to be as subordinate,7 or as faithful,8 as the laws might prescribe and their pastors, fathers,9 and husbands10 might wish.11

[image: ]Modern academic study12 of the topic of pre-modern sexuality was opened by the publication of Michel Foucault ’ sHistory of Sexuality  (v. 1, in French, appeared in 1976, intended as the first of seven volumes; v. 2 and 3 appeared in 1984; v. 4 was unfinished at his death). Foucault’s work focused on the ancient world, Greece and Rome (v. 4 covered early Christianity), which meant that he was almost entirely limited to the use of literary sources. This approach to the study of any topic results in a necessarily skewed outcome, in that the historian is analyzing what someone, be he Ovid or St. Jerome, thought about the matter rather than what people actually did, or analyzing how law-givers tried to control the matter, which of course provides little information on the extent to which most people did or did not conform to the legislative precepts.13 Flandrin’s study, which appeared more or less simultaneously with Foucault, had more relevance to the early modern period.14

Another problem with the "prescriptive" approach to the study of sexuality is that too many writers fixate on one thing, without bothering to develop perspective. See, for example, the English 1650/51 parliamentary act for the suppression of incest, adultery, and fornication under the Cromwell regime,15 which has been cited multiple times on the internet, with those mentioning it paying little or no attention to how this particular piece of legislation may have related to either prior regulations or subsequent ones (adultery was still a crime in Alabama into the second half of the 20th century). Luckily for writers in the 1632verse, by the 1630s the historian may comparatively easily bore through the documents and get into the nitty-gritty of real life, thanks to the still-extant records of both secular16 and ecclesiastical17 courts.




Digression: A Discursus on Historical Research Methodology




It would be possible to spend a semester of class sessions on this topic. In fact, when I was teaching college candidates for the M.A. in history, we did spend a semester of class sessions on this topic. Here, however, the digression can amount only to a brief warning.

No one set of documents is infallible. Yes, it’s better to have records from the secular and ecclesiastical courts than not to have them. However, by definition, court records deal with cases in which something has gone askew or awry with the normal and assumed course of events. At a minimum, the researcher needs to ask such questions as: of how many households that existed in a district between year X and year Y, what proportion ever ended up in the courts at all, be it matters of spendthrift husbands, drunken wives, or deviations from the sexual norms? This involves using many additional records, such as tax assessments, household rolls, and such limited efforts toward census as might exist.

Similarly, in the case of law codes, it is helpful to determine what the law prescribed at a given time and place. However, this is not of much use unless one can determine the extent of efforts that were made to enforce specific laws. It is even more meaningful if one can find out how many prosecutions resulted in convictions and if those convicted were punished with maximum sentences, minimum sentences, or even pardoned.

Perception of the past is also often skewed by our own assumptions. Later in this essay, I will include some discussion of the patterns and legalities of betrothal and marriage in the early modern era. For the time being, I would advise would-be writers in the 1632verse to eschew the kind of article that shows up occasionally in the style or pop culture sections of newspapers where some journalist writes, "30% of brides in colonial New England were pregnant," with the accompanying panoply of "wink, wink; nudge, nudge; oh, look; they were no better than we are no matter how pious they claimed to be." Under the laws of the time, a betrothed couple was legally married the instant they had intercourse, whether they ever got around to going to church for a ceremony and recording the marriage or not.

So, what proportion of marriages got recorded? In the early modern period in Europe, because of the existence of the church registers that began to be kept, although not uniformly, in the second half of the 1500s, we have much more demographic information about ordinary people than we do for any prior historical period – allowing for lazy recorders, destruction by way of war and weather, and other hazards normal to archival materials. Nonetheless, it’s necessary to understand what a church register was. It was kept by a clergyman, in his office as an employee of the state church. In England, this often means that marriages outside of the Church of England, whether of Roman Catholics or Dissenters, were rarely recorded – only in cases where the marrying couple overcame their conscientious scruples enough to go through the procedures of the Anglican banns and ceremony.18 Parish registers on the continent mainly recorded only marriages where at least one of the parties was a resident of that parish. Occasionally, the pastor will have created a separate section at the back of the ledger dedicated to "vagrants, transients, and beggars" who did not have permanent residence rights in the locality, but coverage of these was spotty even when the man who maintained the registers made an effort.19




Middle Ages20




The situation in the middle ages up through the first quarter of the 16th century varied, of course, from place to place and time to time. Information is mainly from literary sources or anecdotal. However, the phenomena of municipally owned (mainly on the continent) and ecclesiastically protected (Southwark in London, for example) brothels indicates that all practice did not follow the strictures laid down in theological treatises.

[image: ]The most obvious changes between the medieval and early modern practices were brought about by the first major syphilis epidemic in Europe, which was 140 years in the past by the 1630s. As public health measures, many public brothels, bathhouses, etc. had been closed. For some perspective on the closing of brothels, see Mary Elizabeth Perry’s essay on conditions in Spain21 and also both bordello scenes in 17th century Netherlandish art 22 and Lotte van de Pol’s analysis of them.23 Note that this variety of art was not something hidden orsub rosa, considered near pornography, but rather was sold on the open market for wealthy families to buy and hang in their homes. Van de Pol concludes that generally, in the real world, Dutch prostitutes were nowhere nearly as young, plump, and pretty as the artists depicted them, whereas the procurers were ordinarily considerably more prosperous and much more frequently male than the archetypical "bawds" shown by the painters. Art aside, writers should keep in mind that it takes a certain population density to support a bordello, or even an individual prostitute. The phenomenon was centered in larger cities, particularly ports and areas where armies were quartered (or moved along with the armies when they moved).

The general 17th -century public policy, governmental, ecclesiastical, and customary, was to channel sexual activity, as much as might be possible, in the direction of marriage. Most of the theoretical foundations of 17th century practice in regard to this process had been established in the previous century, both in Catholic and Protestant Europe.24

Georgette Heyer, the foundress of the field of "regency romances," titled one of her most controversial – because it involved very little romance – books  A Civil Contract. This title was a spectacularly successful pun, since under the law, a civil, legal, contract was the definition of marriage, whereas in this specific case, the earl in need of money and heiress whose father was in search of a title for his grandchildren managed to make the arrangement work in a civil, or polite, manner, with mutual consideration and respect (although Jenny occasionally, wistfully, wished there could have been just a little romance involved as she matter-of-factly reported to her husband that his heir had cut a tooth during the earl’s absence from the estate on business).

Since the area of primary interest for people writing in the 1632 series is western and northern Europe (excluding Gorg Huff, Paula Goodlett, and the books set in Russia or those outside of Europe altogether such as those by Iver Cooper and the upcoming on the Mughal Empire by Griffin Barber), this essay will focus on the world west of the "Hajnal line."25 This term comes out of the field of demographic history (history of population) rather than out of the study of sexuality. Consequently, the published material has been available to researchers for considerably longer.26 In short form, Hajnal’s studies indicated that in early modern western and northern Europe, there was a comparatively high age at marriage (mid 20s to early 30s for both men and women) and a comparatively high percentage of the population (10% to 20%) that never married because they simply could not afford to do so. The reasons and consequences for non-marriage varied from place to place, largely dependent upon local farming customs (for example, were unmarried brothers expected to leave the household, as was the case in most of the Germanies, or expected to remain as a lifelong unpaid labor force, as was the case in parts of southern France). Many of the permanently unmarried spent their entire lives "in service" as hired men and hired girls, which in the church court records not uncommonly led to recitals of what the stableboy and dairymaid had gotten up to in the scullery while the housewife was supervising pickling in the kitchen. To quote Thomas Hobbes out of context, it tended to be "nasty, brutish, and short."

In Catholic countries, the portion of the "permanently unmarried" who entered the religious life was statistically insignificant, whereas those who entered the religious life, in spite of the Roman Catholic  magisterium’s increasing demands for clerical celibacy, did not necessarily remain unmarried.27 In Protestant areas, the acceptance of clerical marriage would have accounted for no more than a modest uptick in the marriage rate.28

In first marriages in early modern western Europe, with the exception of the Italian patriciate, there was rarely more than three years’ difference in age between the bride and groom and the disparity could go in either direction.29 This did not apply to second and subsequent marriages (keep in mind that, on the average, death did them part in about seven years, though individual marriages might endure anywhere from a couple of weeks to 50 years). If a widower was childless and needed an heir, he often remarried to a considerably younger woman and it was probably her first marriage. If a guildsman’s widow married one of her husband’s journeymen to keep the business afloat, her second groom might well be ten or fifteen years younger than she was and it was likely his first marriage. However, if a widower already had a half-dozen young adult and adolescent children, he might well remarry to a widow of his own age, which provided his household with a competent mistress without incurring risk of further subdividing the family property at his death.

Generally, in early modern western Europe, the more prosperous the family, the younger the age at which those of its children who were destined for marriage actually married ("younger" here being ordinarily 18-22 for the groom and 16-20 for the bride). I am not going to get into the controversy over the issue of ages at puberty and menarche in the early modern period and the extent to which this did or did not connect to how well the boy and girl had been nourished during their childhoods (see Wunder 1998, 25-26).30 This differential age at marriage pertains to actual marriage, usually with the setting up of a household, rather than a betrothal contract only (which could be, and in cases of the ruling families and high nobility often was, made by the families while the children involved were still under the age of consent). This was both because affluent families tended to be anxious for the appearance of legitimate heirs as soon as possible and also because the relatives of the young couple could afford to subsidize the new household.

Early matrimony was also the case with Ashkenazi Jewish marriages in the era. For these, it was often prescribed that the teen-aged spouses would reside with one or the other sets of parents for a fixed period of time before establishing their own independent residence.31

So, let us look at the stages that led up to the formation of the marriage contract.32 From the perspective of the subdiscipline of "women’s history" rather than of sexuality per se, the collection of essays edited by Schutte,  et al., is useful.33 "Family history" is yet another subdiscipline that has developed in the past 50 years.34




Courtship 35




Insofar as we have information onearly modern courtship, it is mainly based on depiction in poetry36 and theater,37 with some additional data stemming from surviving correspondence between actual couples.38 Such published collections of correspondence are rarely limited to the courtship phase alone, but rather follow the couple throughout their lives.

Actual practices varied from place to place.39 In the Germanies, they ranged from unchaperoned barn dances in rural villages, which Lutheran pastors never tired of sermonizing against. Even more liberal practices developed in England’s North American colonies.40 Among urban families in the Germanies, there were parent-sponsored social activities at which said parents sincerely hoped their offspring would meet someone who was religiously, economically, and socially suitable while also mutually acceptable to the potential spouses, e.g. dances for children of the patriciate in Augsburg.41 The French upper bourgeoisie was still more inclined to have the families arrange marriages and inform the potential spouses once the bargain had been struck. David Cressy (Cressy 1997) has described some courtship practices of prosperous mercantile families in England.

Intercourse prior to betrothal appears to have been rare. From hugging and kissing in the living room to making out among the cabbages in the garden, people were aware of a wide variety of sexual activities that did not include actual intercourse and are known to have practiced them, although many were, technically, crimes.42




Betrothal




[image: ]In the 17th century, a betrothal was a legally binding contract. In the 19th century, occasionally still in the 20th century, you can find "breach of promise" suits occurring in the U.S. because a betrothal was, in law, a contract. Preferably, the betrothal was a public act, occurring with the consent of parents and/or guardians. For an illustration, literally, of the practice among the upper bourgeoisie, see Abraham Bosse, Marriage Contract in the City (French, 1633), showing the parents and lawyers at the table, with the young couple holding hands on the other side of the room (https://www.pinterest.com/collectiongv/abraham-bosse/).43 At the level of the more prosperous peasantry, albeit somewhat satirical, see Jan Steen, Marriage Contract, with the near-cliche of the suitor down upon one knee before his very pregnant bride-to-be.

The questionable elements of betrothal in the 17th century arose mainly when it did not take place as a public act, but was, rather, clandestine. All that was required for a binding betrothal was for the male and female to promise before witnesses to marry one another at some future time. But what if the betrothal did not take place in the presence of family and lawyers? What if those making the pledge were two teenagers at a barn dance,44  with the only witnesses a couple of other adolescents? What if it took place in a tavern when both the principals and the witnesses were more than half-soused? What if, two years later, one of the principals was about to enter into a family-sanctioned marriage when the other appeared and slapped him or her with a lawsuit? The result was, whether in Protestant or Catholic45 regions of the continent, often a case in the church court that held jurisdiction with a great deal of "he said; she said" narrated with feeling.




Matrimony




There were clear distinctions between the common metaphors46 of 17th century marriage and its reality.

The difference between a clandestine betrothal (see above) and a clandestine marriage was that the couple spoke the words of consent to marriage in the present tense (I do take you) rather than in the future tense (I will take you),47 but keep in mind that the betrothal promisede futuro  followed by sexual intercourse automatically turned a betrothal into a marriage. This is one of the major reasons why so many of the lawsuits of the era involved a woman who was pregnant and a man who was alleging that there had been no valid prior promises. The Catholic church had, with little success, been trying to stamp out the practice of clandestine marriage at least since the Fourth Lateran Council (1215). Clandestine marriages, performed by an Anglican clergyman but without banns or family approval, remained valid in England, although disapproved by church and state, until Lord Hardwicke’s Marriage Act of 1753. Prior to Hardwicke, a Roman Catholic marriage performed by a priest was not recognized in English law, but for the purposes of inheritance, the same couple might be deemed to have married by consent in front of witnesses. The poet John Donne and his wife married clandestinely in 1601. So called "common law" marriages by mutual consent in front of witnesses, but without a church ceremony continued to be recognized as valid by the secular authorities in Scotland throughout the early modern period, although by the 18th century the Scottish church no longer recognized them.

This lead to the meaningful early modern question: "Is this couple married, and, if so, in the eyes of whom?" The early modern period was marked by a growing desire for enhanced parental control over the marriage of children,48 which in turn resulted in legislation in regard to the age of consent.49 In the 16th century, the French state raised the age at which men and women could marry without agreement of their parents/guardians to 25 (and it stayed there into the 19th century).50 The Catholic church’s rulings on the age of consent remained unchanged, with the result that it was possible for a couple to be validly married in the view of the parish priest and committing concubinage or fornication in the eyes of the secular authorities, while in Scotland, a couple could be married in the eyes of the secular government and "living in sin" in the view of the kirk.

In rural areas generally, the events accompanying a wedding, particularly the charivari, could be very bawdy.51




Divorce52




During the 16th century, a clear distinction developed between the Catholic concept of marriage as a sacrament and indissoluble as finalized by the Council of Trent53 and the possibility of marriage dissolution in both Lutheran and Calvinist54 theology,55 and the intermediate stance taken by the Church of England.56 It should be noted that in Protestant Europe, during the early modern period, divorce was regarded as "a punishment for matrimonial crime and relief for the victim of the crime" (Phillips 1998, 90).

In the Netherlands, William the Silent divorced Anna of Saxony for adultery after the marriage had produced six children. He imprisoned the co-respondent for a few months and then released him. The man went on to become the father of artist Peter Paul Rubens. In Saxe-Coburg in the early 17th century, the duke divorced another Anna of Saxony, also for adultery. In neither case was the woman executed, although in theory adultery was a capital crime.




Illegitimacy




Overall, illegitimacy rates in early modern Europe were very low—the best data that demographic historians have been able to determine using all indicators is that it ranged from 1% to 4% of total births, varying somewhat from place to place and time to time, with no clear trend either upward or downward until the late 18th century, when the rate started to rise more or less simultaneously with the dropping of average age at first marriage. This may appear counterintuitive, but it is what did occur.

The handling of illegitimacy was largely a matter of law and economics—more so than resulting from any universal social attitude. This was not unique to the 17th century, nor was it unique to Europe in the early modern period: see the North Carolina bastardy bonds from the 18th and early 19th centuries.57 The main issue was: "Who is responsible for the support of the child?"58 Illegitimacy, however the legal status of the child might vary under local laws, was not usually perceived as a big problem when there was no danger that the child would become a charge on the public purse. One Italian noblewoman received regular reports from the tutor of her "stepson," aka her husband’s bastard son, in regard to his academic progress, need for new clothes because he was growing, etc. (Medici Archives, online at www.medici.org), as matter-of-factly as if he had been her husband’s son by a prior marriage. The general assumption in Italian culture was that when the paternity of an out-of-wedlock child was indisputed, he or she would be integrated into the father’s household rather than being the mother’s responsibility as was the case in England.

When there was no father, affluent or otherwise, to acknowledge and support the child, and the local laws and customs were harsh, infanticide was not unknown, although it was often hard to prove in court.59 From place to place in Europe, it seems to have been relevant as to whether or not there was a labor shortage. In some areas, such as Scotland and Norway, there was no particular stigma attached to the mother (or father) after the sort of embarrassing public penance that involved sitting in front of the congregation for a number of Sundays wearing a straw dunce cap (for the woman) or straw sword (for the man). Often, the child’s mother remarried within a year of two of the birth, most often to someone other than the child’s putative father.

In England, the attitudes toward illegitimacy were heavily shaped by the Elizabethan Poor Law of 160160 and the concept of "settlement" in a parish (these continued in the former British colonies of the U.S. until well after the achievement of independence, especially in New England).61 It was "settlement" that led to the woodcuts of vagrant pregnant women being whipped out of one parish into the next by the overseers of the poor until she finally fell and gave birth, thus burdening the taxpayers of that specific parish with the cost of upkeep for the child.

Even in Spain, which was often depicted in creative literature as having an "honor culture" focused on the preservation of an unmarried daughter’s virginity, there is no indication that young women who became pregnant outside of wedlock were ordinarily rejected by their families or stigmatized by their neighbors (Dyer 2003). Dyer states that many of the suits for seduction under promise of marriage were brought to court jointly by the injured party and her father, while their neighbors and acquaintances came into court to testify that she was of good family and good repute. In regard to Gallegos, in Spain, Allyson Poska stated that things were "functional according to a popular culture which, despite the Counter-Reformation church’s best efforts, readily accepted dissolvable marriages and illegitimate births."62




Extra-marital Sexuality




At the highest and most "international" levels of society, attitudes varied widely, from the "Catholic Puritanism" of the Austrian court under Ferdinand II to the "libertinage" or near-institutionalization of adultery in the French royal court under Henri IV and Louis XIII (and, later in the century, under Louis XIV).

Abortions were not mentioned often in the 17th century outside of medical literature. Some chemical abortifacients were known, most often taken orally as teas but occasionally in the form of pessaries,63 combined with the practice of tight binding of the abdomen. Attempts at abortion appear to have been more frequently resorted to by married women whose husbands had been absent long enough that he could not possibly have begotten the child than by unmarried women. This was because, given that the pregnancy in and of itself was evidence of adultery, because of the harsh penalties for that crime, some women appear to have concluded that the known risks of the procedure were worth taking.




Perceived Perversions




First, let me do a little forthright speaking. This is not a 21st century PC heading, but it is historically accurate in period terminology.64

Secondly, during the past half-century, there has been a tendency of feminist writers in regard to "women’s history" to have so much of an agenda that a significant amount of what they publish can’t be relied on for factual information. This is pretty much also true in regard to much of what has been published in regard to LGBT in the early modern period (i.e., it’s useless for any author trying to work into a perception of the way things were).65

In the general consensus of 17th century law and theology, sex was supposed to be, at least potentially, procreative. The treatment of homosexuality by theologians of the era largely depended on the various Biblical mentions, in which it was no more severely condemned than adultery,66 and had far less frequent allusions.67 In England, acts of "sodomy" carried the death penalty—but, then, so did just about all crimes defined as "felonies" under the common law, the great majority of which did not involve sexuality. Additionally, "sodomy" aka "buggery" or anal intercourse was as much an "unnatural act," and therefore a crime, when it occurred between a man and a woman as it was between a man and a man, which sometimes makes deciphering exactly what was being discussed in abbreviated court entries difficult. Bestiality was known to exist, was also specifically condemned on biblical grounds, and was simultaneously the subject of a lot of dirty jokes.

Sexual attraction to members of the same gender was not considered by most to be an issue of exclusivity and certainly not to be a "lifestyle."68 Most identified European "homosexuals" of the era (admittedly, due to the nature of surviving records, almost all were members of the upper classes), whether male or female, were married and had families. Indeed, one role of a powerful patron in regard to his "favorites" was often to locate generously dowered brides for them.

In regard to male homosexuality, there was a wide variance in attitude from place to place.69 It is also often difficult to sort out from the records whether the relationships of affection among men, such as the issue of male "favorites" at the court of James I in England, involved more than emotional attachments."70 Certainly, James I and his wife Anne of Denmark had several children. In other cases, the documents make the situation indisputable, such as the 1631 trial of the 2nd Earl of Castlehaven, who had six children by his first wife, for sodomy with one of his male servants and also for assisting in the rape of his second wife by another of his servants.71

At the French royal court under Louis XIII, there was the same kind of ambivalence as in England. Louis XIII, certainly, had male favorites to whom he was emotionally attached. He also had a wife, Anne of Austria, who became pregnant several times early in their marriage, and, probably, a couple of mistresses. There was comparative tolerance among the French upper classes, although the Counter-Reformation Catholic church did bring a few cases into court.72

Overall, the insistence of the authors who published in the 1980s that 17th century homosexuality was essential an "upper class" phenomenon stemmed from the fact that they didn’t have the slightest idea whether such activity occurred among ordinary people, or to what extent. We still don’t, to tell the truth, because much of the data is so specialized. In the case of the abolition of the Piarist73 teaching order in Italy, for example, the issue was not simply homosexuality. It extended to pedophilia, a cover-up, and betrayal of trust by the teachers to whom parents confided the education of their children.

There was not a lot of discussion of lesbianism in the first half of 17th century, nor does there appear to have been a lot of concern about it. In the case of Benedetta Carlini in the 1620s, the concern of Roman Catholic church officials appear to have focused as much on the possibly heretical nature of her mystical visions as on her sexual activity with a younger member of the religious order. She was "held under guard" for the remainder of her life.74 There were certainly romantic emotional attachments between women, as in the case of Henriduc  de Rohan’s sister Henriette and the duchesse de Nevers. Here, though, as with the male nobility, the sources are almost entirely literary – in this instance, poetry by Henriette’s sister Anne de Rohan.75

There was supposedly an instance, for which I cannot currently find a citation, in which a bewildered 17th century Calvinist minister, upon being hassled to denounce lesbian activity, asked in bewilderment, "But what could they possibly do?" This may indicate a lack of imagination on his part, for the officials of Plymouth Colony, in 1649 New England thought that two women (both of them married; one recently abandoned by her husband) could perform "lewd acts."76

The court of Charles II of England essentially transferred to England in the second half of the 17th century the mores of the French royal court of the era. Of the various officials at that court, it was probably hard to embarrass Samuel Pepys as far as sexuality was concerned, but one writer managed it.77




Conclusion




This has been a very brief review of the topic—essentially an overview of some of the more pertinent secondary literature.
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The Story So Far . . . (read me first)

By Walt Boyes




After the blinding and painful flash of light that they call the Ring of Fire, the people of the little town of Grantville, West Virginia, had to come to terms with the notion that they were elsewhere.  It took a while for them to figure out that they now lived in  a different universe, started at the moment of the flash.

They found themselves in the middle of Germany, in the middle of the Thirty Years’ War. That was the bloodiest, nastiest war in a thousand years, and it was being fought over religion and lands that had been taken from one set of adherents and given to another. The 1629 Edict of Restitution made that clear; the Holy Roman Emperor sought the return of lands lost by Catholicism since the Peace of Augsburg in 1555. Dynastic concerns became increasingly important as Catholic France supported Lutheran Sweden against the Habsburgs of Catholic Spain and Austria.

Aided by enormous luck, and native West Virginia pluck, the Grantvillers manage to defend themselves, insert themselves into 17th-century politics, and keep Gustavus II Adolf, the king of Sweden from being killed by his own men at the battle of Lützen. Gustavus makes common cause with the up-timers from Grantville and gives them enough support that they win through the first couple of years after the Ring of Fire.

It is now quite a few years on, in the New Time Line. The effect of the people from the future, the "Americans," has been huge. In this edition’s stories, our authors explore that effect from many different angles.

In our serial, "Painted into a Corner, Part 3" by Robert Waters and Meriah Crawford, we see what happens when a famous and accomplished painter tries to come to terms with the fact that  his career in the Original Time Line is not even mentioned in the up-timers’ books. How do you change your life so that you avoid obscurity?

In "Engines of Change: The Miller’s Tale" by Karen and Kevin Evans, a young man thinks enough sideways to realize that up-timer technology can be used to save the family business, a windmill, when the windmill’s access to wind is interrupted by the building of a big house.

In Nick Lorance’s "Sergeant Whatsisname" we find a man dedicated to upholding the true military virtues, honor, dignity, self-sacrifice, in the face of the shenanigans of a group of troublesome recruits from the Committees of Correspondence—who see themselves as revolutionaries, but without the ethics.

"The Grantville Two-Step" by David Dove reveals a man who is slowly coming out of his shell after his wife was left up-time and is as much as dead to him as if she had been shot.

In "The Monster Among Us" Eric S. Brown gives us LARPing, 1632 style!

"The Doom of Sallee" gives us a look into another society than Western European—the Sallee Rovers and their corsair republic founded by Muslims expelled from Spain. Andy Rogers tells the tale of a young woman on a mission and the Moroccan chieftain who gets in her way. Once again, this is a story where up-time history books play an enormous role.

In the "The Ice Queen" a few well-spoken words change the future of two people—and those words are in Klingon.

"Penitence and Redemption" has a young English man running up against Grantville’s 20th-century justice, and learning and growing as a person because of it.

We also feature "Sexuality in the Seventeenth Century," by Virgina DeMarce, whose personal motto is "Time Passed in the Past." Kristine Katherine Rusch provides the wisdom of early adopters in her column, "Notes from the Buffer Zone: Adopting."

In the Time Spike Universe (another Ring of Fire split off from our own universe) Garrett Vance gives us "First Cavalry of the Cretaceous, Part One: A Conspiracy of Ravens" which is just as weird a scene as you can imagine from the title. Spaniards, cowboys and Indians, oh, my!

Finally, in the Universe Annex, we have a fine science fiction story, "The Flood" by Jose Iriarte.

Welcome to the world of 1632!

Walt Boyes

Editor in Chief

























Notes from The Buffer Zone: Adopting

By Kristine Kathryn Rusch




I’m an early adopter. It drives my husband crazy. I want the newest, latest gadget the moment I hear about it, and I want it  now. He won’t let me go to any consumer electronics shows unsupervised (and without a wallet on my person) for fear that I’ll come home with more stuff than one person should own.

Who can resist talking refrigerators? (Well, he can.) What about thermostats that control the comfort level of your entire house? (Well, him again.) What about smart high heels that change color with just a click? (Okay, those aren’t marketed to him. But still . . .)

Dean isn’t an early adopter. He’s a little ahead of the curve in adopting tech. He gets what he needs when he needs it. He doesn’t geek out at the latest thing. (Wearables! I love wearables!) He watches me fondly as I struggle with the newest, latest, niftiest, and he gets annoyed when I access my inner Valley girl and tell him the tech he’s excited about is soooo five years ago. (Yeah, as you can tell, I’m not an early adopter when it comes to slang.)

Most of my friends fall into the spectrum between early adopter and keeping up with the current tech. None of them are late adopters. Not a one.

So color me surprised a few years ago when I edited a  Fiction River  anthology with some well-established writers in the table of contents. One writer still used his computer from the 1990s, and couldn’t give me an electronic file as anything but a very buggy text document. Another writer didn’t use e-mail (but used Facebook. Go figure). A third writer only had his older works in their publications—not even a manuscript that could be photocopied.

I’m beginning to realize that this is not unusual. I’m doing a series of anthologies that put me in touch with estates and with a wide variety of writers. Some writers, in their eighties, are more tech-savvy than I am. Others, in their forties, don’t even have a website and prefer to use the telephone. When I call, it becomes clear that the telephone isn’t a cell phone. It’s a landline.

When these things happen, I’m catapulted back to the 20th  century. I remember editing  The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction  before e-mail became commonplace.  I  had an e-mail account, but the owner of the magazine (and my boss) did not.

So we used a fax machine, the phone (landline, even though I had a cell phone, an  expensive  cell phone), and FedEx. Sometimes I got five FedEx packages in a single day.

Let me state for the record: I do  not  miss those days.

And yet, some people I’m doing business with are sending me back there.

I recently was waiting for a contract to come from another business person, one whom I had contacted via e-mail, and who responded quickly by e-mail. Then . . . silence. Nada, nothing, even though everything was time-critical and the other party knew it.

How did the contract arrive?

By regular mail.

She could’ve sent it by e-mail and insisted that I send it back by regular mail. But apparently, that wasn’t something she did.

One agent I contacted for a project I’m working on  only  responded by telephone. He’s in his mid-fifties. He says he hates e-mail. I’m not sure if he hates that e-mail is a written record or if he actually hates e-mail. Either is likely, considering his age. (I should know: I’m also in my mid-fifties.)

Fortunately, he assigned my project to his twenty-something assistant who was relieved that I preferred e-mail. We’ve been getting the job done.

I’d forgotten in my cozy little world filled with people who embrace technology that there are technophobes as well as people who want to do everything the way they’ve always done it. I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised: My grandmother kept her 1950s television, with tubes, until my poor uncle couldn’t get replacement tubes any longer (sometime in the 1980s, I think), because she liked making coffee while the set warmed up.

She was an early adopter on coffee makers, though, because they were easier than making coffee on the stove.

I’m thinking, though, that this early adopter thing runs in the family. My grandmother’s only daughter, my aunt Mary, has had a Facebook account for years. She’s turning 90 this year, and she updates her posts at least once a week, if not more often than that. Every year at Christmas, my father used to buy the latest gadgets, much to my mother’s dismay. I had a big Texas Instruments calculator the year they came out, before my junior high school math teacher had even seen one. (He banned it from his classroom after he figured out what it was.  You’ll never learn how to do math if you touch that thing,  he said. Heh. He was wrong.)

It’s really strange now to encounter these pockets of the past. They’re slowing me down on some of the projects I’m doing. I settle things with writers in Europe, even adjusting for the time difference, within 24 hours. But Luddite writers? It takes weeks to get a simple answer.

The writers don’t check their e-mail (if they have e-mail). They’re never on Facebook. And having a website? They don’t. (Isn’t that expensive?  one of these writers asked me. How do you answer that? Not for me, it’s not, but for someone scared of tech? Probably . . . a little.)

I love the world of 2015. I love that when I finish this piece, I’ll e-mail it to my husband who is traveling right now. He’ll read it on his tablet over lunch, and get back to me, maybe by instant message, maybe by e-mail, and maybe, if he’s missing me, by cell phone.

Then I’ll e-mail this to the editor, and, once we’re done with all the back and forths, this column will go live. Then you’ll wander over to the website and read the column when you feel like it.

No mailing, no FedEx, no long waits for something.

Why are people choosing to live in the past? I don’t get it. I don’t see the benefit. But then, I’d never keep a TV that took five minutes to warm up either.

And I’m still considering those high heels that change color with a single click of an app. Not just because I’m a girl. But because . . . how cool is that?
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This Issue’s Cover -62

By Garrett W. Vance




Early Adopter

Rainer Prem very kindly sent me a link to the original painting, thinking that it may be useful, and indeed it was! Thanks, Rainer!

The source painting is  Woman playing the Virginal  by Jan Miense Molenaer (1610-1668).

Replacing the spinet with a laptop was fun, adding another downtimer 'early adopter' of uptime tech to the ranks. I'm pretty sure people of any century would enjoy playing Galaga, given the chance.

In case anyone is wondering, the laptop is an IBM Thinkpad 750C from 1993.
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Part One: A Conspiracy of Ravens

Fort Lookout, Mesa Top

Nate Tucker was kissing the most beautiful woman he had ever seen. She was the Raven Priestess, worshiped by her people. A crowd of onlookers surrounded them, which apparently didn't bother her one bit. He could hear Gonzalo's soft laughter nearby. As might be expected, his friend was greatly amused by the unexpected show. Yes indeed, it was turning out to be quite a day! Nate was no longer sure what day that was, or what month, or even what year, except that it was millions and millions of years before any of them would be born. All of that might once have made him doubt his sanity, but now it was just another day in the Cretaceous.

The only thing that mattered at the moment was the woman in his arms, the veritable living goddess he had dreamed of every night since they had met. After a long, blissful time, their lips parted, and the Raven Priestess laughed in her odd, musical, way. Her smoky, amber eyes locked on his, a silent promise that this was nowhere near over. She stroked his stubbled cheek gently before breaking their embrace.

Now that the kiss had ended, Nate looked around at a sea of smiling faces, his adopted people and their visitors from the City of the Pyramids, all enjoying the spectacle. Coming to his senses, he began to blush. Gonzalo walked up to clap him affectionately on the back.

"Ah, Nate, what is your secret?" he asked teasingly, much amused by his friend's discomfiture, "Everywhere we go, it seems some lovely woman is kissing you, while I, poor Gonzalo, once a man much sought after by the fair maidens of sunny Seville, am forced to watch your amorous adventures while standing alone and unwanted. The aching of my broken heart is more than I can bear, I am beyond consolation." The twinkle in his brown eyes belied any real suffering.

"Well then, maybe it's time you joined the priesthood," Nate growled at him, now embarrassed by all the attention, and supremely unamused by Gonzalo's teasing.

"You cut me to the quick! Yes, while it is true that I am God's humble servant, I have also been a terrible sinner. I fear the holy fathers would reject my request to join their ranks, alas! Or would, that is, if I could  find  any holy fathers in these devil-infested realms."

Gonzalo's eyes narrowed then, focusing on something behind Nate, and his smile soured into a frown. "Ah, speaking of devils, here comes one now!"

Ninak-Mkateewa, self-appointed wise man of the Mesa People and general irritant, had arrived in all his savage glory. The venerable and ancient madman had applied a fresh coat of pigment to his body, his trademark blue-black dotted with white stars. Today he had added a formidable-looking piece of ceremonial headgear to his regalia, fashioned from the head of the lizard-demon T'cumu had killed. The lower jaws were slung around the wise man's neck, while the upper jaws jutted out over his forehead.

“He looks like a man swallowed by a snake!” Gonzalo whispered to Nate.

“Wouldn't that be nice? Perhaps it could be arranged,” Nate replied, and they shared a conspiratorial smile at the thought of the crazy old witch-doctor meeting such a fate. Ninak-Mkateewa rarely missed an opportunity to harass them with his caustic wit, and took a great deal of perverse pleasure in making a nuisance of himself.

The wise man shook his rattle fiercely to draw attention to himself, which wasn't really necessary since all eyes were upon him, some in wonder, some in terror. His beady, black eyes squinted at the Raven Priestess from their wrinkled nests, studying her in an exceptionally rude fashion. He began a sideways, high-stepping dance toward her, growling and muttering all the while in menacing tones. Her guard began to move forward to block his approach, but she held them back with an almost imperceptible shake of her head. She smiled at the bizarre old man as he closed in on her, unruffled by his challenge. Nate thought she resembled a hawk studying a field mouse.

"I think our madman has met his match this time," Gonzalo said as he watched, fascinated by the proceedings.

"I'm thinking he has no idea what he's getting into. If he tries anything funny she'll tear his fool head off!"

"Oh, I do so hope so, may the Lord God forgive me!" Gonzalo crossed himself for good measure. They watched the unfolding drama with eagerness, wondering how this test of wills would play out.

Ninak-Mkateewa came in brazenly close, testing her composure. If anything, she was beginning to look a bit bored with the so-called wise man's performance. He began to dance a slow circle around her, rudely sniffing the air, rattles shaking like an enraged diamondback. The Raven Priestess remained undaunted, not bothering to turn as he passed behind her, an aloof smile on her face.

The crowd was silent, barely breathing as the confrontation went on. Gonzalo almost found himself pitying the irascible old fellow. . . almost. He had seen the Raven Priestess fight; if she chose to unleash her wrath on the impertinent wise man, it would be the end of him.

Ninak-Mkateewa completed his circle. The rattling ceased as he came to a stop directly in front of her, eyes locking with hers in a staring contest, neither of them moving or blinking. The Raven Priestess was no longer smiling. After what seemed like a very long time to those gathered, the old man began to laugh. After a moment, the Raven Priestess began to laugh, too, and then, to everyone's amazement, they took each other's hands and started to walk together like old friends out for a stroll, the wise man leading her forward with chivalrous aplomb. Her guard fell in step behind, then the entire gathering. Nate and Gonzalo just stood there for a while, digesting what had happened.

"Well, that was a bit disappointing," Nate said, scratching the back of his neck.

"I must confess, I was hoping she would put the imp in his place," Gonzalo agreed.

"I  was hoping she would wring his scrawny neck, and it would serve him right."

"Alas, one cannot have everything. Come now, my friend, the day is still young, and I am sure more drama and wonder awaits us."

"Oh, how wonderful!" Nate replied without meaning it at all. “I bet there's going to be a big hootenanny tonight. That ought to be interesting."

“Do you mean a celebration? That should be fun, don't you think?” Gonzalo's face filled with excitement.

“I'll stick with interesting for now.”

They took the reins of their horses from the braves they had entrusted them to, thanking them. The young men looked pleased to have been of service to their new great chiefs, the dragon-slayers who had led them all to safety. As they returned to duty at the bridge, their faces grew long. Nate knew all too well what it was like to be stuck on guard duty when everyone else was off having a good time, and determined that these two would be relieved that evening, so they could attend whatever Saturnalia was bound to take place. Of course, that would make two young other fellows miserable, but that's just how things go when you're a grunt.

Nate and Gonzalo trailed along behind the rest, leading their horses at a comfortable amble. The procession had traveled about a quarter of a mile when a runner came back to find them.

"Great Chiefs! Ninak-Mkateewa asks that you come with your horses!"

Gonzalo and Nate shared a long-suffering look, then mounted up.

When they reached the head of the procession Ninak-Mkateewa was impatiently tapping his toe.

"The Raven Priestess and I grow weary! We will ride with you!" he announced imperiously,

Nate and Gonzalo rolled their eyes in unison.

"I will take the old scoundrel, and you the fair maiden," Gonzalo said, resigned to his fate. "The Lord continues to punish me for my many sins, and I must bear it all with humility."

"I heard that, Gonzalo! I have learned more of your foreign tongues than you think!" Ninak-Mkateewa told him in a greatly offended tone, but smiling despite himself. He knew damn well he was annoying, and enjoyed every minute of it. Nate and Gonzalo had figured out that if they fought back it only encouraged him, so most of the time they bore his abuse in silence, not wanting to give him the satisfaction of a reaction.

Nate brought Poppy over to the waiting Raven Priestess, where she stood in her indigo robes and gold and silver ornaments. Tresses of jet-black hair fell all the way to her slender waist, shifting gently in the breeze. He had been so flummoxed earlier he hadn't even noticed she wasn't wearing her usual midnight-blue body paint; her light-bronze skin glowed in the sunlight. To Nate's eyes she was a sylph from ancient myth stepped out of an enchanted grove, ready to work her charms on him. She favored him with a radiant smile, and he feared all that was left of his brains would melt into butter.

Nate reached his hand down to her, doing his best to stop its nervous shaking. Her touch sent an electric charge up his arm.  Damnation!  No woman had ever made him feel this way. He was way out of his element, treading into strange new territory, wonderful and terrifying at the same time. He really needed to get a grip on himself before he turned into a smitten fool. The Raven Priestess's ever-attentive guards made a step for her with their hands, and she fairly flew up onto his mare's wide back. She folded her lithe arms around Nate's waist, the warmth of her supple form a delicious pressure against his back. He thought he might pass out for a moment, but took a deep breath and found enough presence of mind to signal Poppy into a gentle walk.

Barely a mile had passed by, when two riders approached from ahead. These were the other newly minted great chiefs of the conglomeration of tribes that had become the Mesa People, Ni-T'o and T'cumu, who had been brought word of their esteemed visitor's arrival.

Ni-T'o, being the eldest, lifted his hand in greeting.

"I bid welcome to the Raven Priestess and all who attend her! You do us great honor! Come now to our village, and we will share food and entertainments!"

His welcome was sincere, but a question weighed on his mind:  Why are you here?  It would have to wait; such directness was not the way of his people. The questions would come later, and, perhaps, the answers.

The Raven Priestess smiled in her bewitching way, and raised her hand in return. Her captain, whose custom it was to do most of the public speaking for her, returned the courtesy.

"Thank you, Great Chief Ni-T'o! It gives the Raven Priestess great pleasure to meet you here under happier circumstances. When last we were together, we faced great darkness, and you fought by our side, at great loss to your kin. We have come to thank you for your courage, and honor you, our friends and allies!"

Ni-T'o and T'cumu both bowed their heads in polite response, then motioned the procession to move forward.

"Did you understand what was said, Nate?" Gonzalo asked him in English.

"I caught most of it, I've been working at it. Looks like I was right, there's going to be a big party."

The cousins brought their mounts into step next to their friends. The parade swelled in size, with more and more people joining the group as they passed through various work camps and outlying farms.

[image: ]Their visitors gasped and sighed with delight as they traveled through the idyllic realm of the mesa top. Far across one of the wide grassy fields, a large herd of the odd, one-horned antelopes grazed. Just beyond them a group of slender camels nibbled at young leaves along the edge of the many woods that dotted the area. The city folk became very excited at the sight of such unusual animals, pointing, and shouting in surprise.

"What are they?" the captain of the Raven Warriors asked.

Ni-T'o and T'cumu both shrugged.

"We don't know," T'cumu answered, "but the meat of the horned ones is very tasty! We think they are a cousin to the pronghorns of our own time."

Ni-T'o nodded his concurrence, and told him, "Gonzalo once saw the tall ones back in his world, in a land far across the sea. He calls them 'camels', and says that people ride them, just like we do these horses. There are many other strange beasts here as well. Look, over there."

Ni-T'o pointed to the pride of lions watching the procession from their vantage point atop a rise in the middle distance. The predators were unlikely to take on such a large group of humans, but everyone felt their hungry eyes upon them, giving them a chill even in the growing heat of late morning.

"Beware the great hunting cats," T'cumu told them. "They are much larger than cougars, and hunt in packs like wolves. For all its tranquility, the mesa is not without peril."

"This land looks so much like home, yet I have never seen animals such as these before," The Raven captain said, his hand now resting on the handle of the stone ax at his belt, just in case. "Even so, they are kin to the creatures we know. Tell, me, have you seen any of the terrible lizard demons up here?"

"Only one, which followed me from below. These are its claws." T'cumu handed his trophies carefully to the man, who studied them with admiration. “Be careful, they're sharp.”

"Sharp indeed! Most impressive my friend! That must have been quite a battle!"

"I would not care to do it again," T'cumu said, smiling at the praise. "Nate thinks the animals of the mesa are from a time long before our people came to these lands, but not nearly as long ago as the realms of the demon-lizards, whose time was in years beyond count. One cannot say for sure, but Ni-T'o has lately come to the conclusion that they aren't really demons at all, but simply the animals of that ancient era. Although, in the case of this fellow, I wouldn't be so sure." T'cumu took the claw daggers back, returning them to their pride of place on his belt.

"Whatever they are," Ni-T'o said, "the big lizards are dangerous, but some not as much as others. Many are plant-eaters, enormous, yes, but no more fearsome than a bull moose. Up here on the mesa there are many animals we know, such as bison and elk, but much larger than those we are accustomed to, giants to our eyes. Those that are new to us must have passed out of existence before our time. It is very strange, like all things in these strange lands we have been brought to."

The Raven Priestess, who had been listening intently to the conversation, pointed to a flock of crested redbirds gamboling in the branches of a nearby tree like scarlet fruit come to life. She then pointed to herself, the expression on her face asking the question. Gonzalo understood immediately.

"Yes, Priestess, there are ravens here," Gonzalo told her in the native dialect that came closest to her language, "When we first beheld the mesa from across the Drained Sea, one flew over us coming from its direction. We thought it was a good sign."

This made the Raven Priestess utter a merry laugh, and she cast her eyes about, searching for her namesakes among the scattered trees.

Nate, already doubting the wisdom of participating in what was destined to be the Mesa People's main gossip of the week, and growing concerned about the strange sway the woman held over him, looked over at Gonzalo and hissed, "Don't encourage her!"

Gonzalo just grinned, but Ni-T'o and T'cumu silently agreed with Nate. A personage like the Raven Priestess did not venture far from her seat of power lightly. She had most certainly come for a reason, and they still didn't know what that might be.

The low range upon which Hilltop Village stood was about twenty miles from the bridge, at the crescent-shaped mesa's widest point. They were now just a mile away from the area of fields and meadows where Nate and Gonzalo had built their homes, and where the spacious horse paddock had been constructed.

A thoughtful look came onto T'cumu's handsome, deeply tanned face. Carefully, without drawing the attention of the passengers mounted behind Nate and Gonzalo, he made a small hand motion, one of the signals that the group had formulated during the course of their adventures. The other three caught it from the corners of their eyes, and nonchalantly gave him the attention he requested. T'cumu smiled, cast his eyes downward at his horse, stroked her neck, then looked back at them.

T'cumu's companions all knew exactly what he was getting at. Yes, the captured native horses were corralled just ahead—was that something they wanted their visitors to see? Perhaps not just yet. As far as they knew, availability of the incredibly valuable animals in such large numbers was an advantage they held over all the other settlements; no sense in spreading the word. The city folk knew little of horses, and currently had no clue that T'cumu's mount was different from the others. It only took a moment for the decision to be made. Each of them slowly changed their course to the right, so they would pass through a different set of meadows where the many copses of trees dotting the land would hide the herd from sight. They liked the Ravens to be sure. They had fought together, and considered them allies, but they were still city folk, members of what was currently the most powerful domain in the New New World. They would save the decision on just how much to trust them for later.

****

Nearly every man, woman, and child living on the mesa lined the road below Hilltop Village, around two thousand souls. Many were waving supple young tree branches in the air, which lent a mystical air to the proceedings. When the procession drew near, people chanted the Raven Priestess's name in several dialects. It made no difference that she had come from a time hundreds of years after their own. In general, their culture had not changed all that much, and she was who she was; the people adored her. The fact that she had provided aid and refuge for many villages endangered by their journey to the New New World and its formidable creatures, also lent much to her popularity. Ni-T'o and T'cumu rode a little ways ahead of them, clearing a path through the eager populace.

Gonzalo tugged on his bushy black beard as he often did when deep in thought.

Nate saw this, and asked, "What's on your mind, Gonzalo?"

Gonzalo smiled at him, his face holding an odd, dreamy expression.

"I was just musing. I was very fortunate to visit the Holy Land in my youthful travels. This place, a simple, yet beautiful, village built of clay, stone, and wood, perched atop rolling hills, reminds me greatly of Galilee."

[image: ]"I've only seen paintings of the Holy Land, but yes, I know what you mean. I hesitate to say this to a good Christian like yourself, but everyone waving those branches around sure does remind me of Palm Sunday."

"I am not at all offended. I was thinking just the same thing.   The arrival of the Raven Priestess here on the mesa does bear some resemblance to Christ's arrival in Jerusalem on the back of a donkey."

Nate's eyebrows raised so high they threatened to knock his hat off.

"I'm not sure that's blasphemy, and wouldn't care anyway, but I am surprised to hear you say such a thing! Aren't you risking hell and damnation? Moreover, it would be best not to compare Poppy here to a donkey. She would not be at all pleased, and might give you a nasty nip to rival that four-legged she-devil of T'cumu's!"

"My apologies to Poppy. She is certainly no donkey!" Gonzalo laughed, then turned thoughtful again. "Most men of my faith would be crossing themselves and hissing their displeasure at such words as I have spoken. But then,  they  have not been swept away millions of years through time, either." He paused, searching for the right words while Nate waited quietly, fascinated by his devout friend's surprising turn of thought.

"When I first came to this New New World I was certain that I had been sent to Hell for my sins, or, at best, to Purgatory. But then I met you and Ni-T'o and T'cumu. You became my friends, men who I found I could trust far more than my own countrymen and comrades in arms. They were despicable scoundrels, but self-proclaimed Christians all, and most of whom would have slit my throat for my share of the gold without remorse. Surely we 'conquistadors' had been sent here to be punished!

"And so, imagine my surprise to find here, in these inconceivably dangerous realms, people from many centuries, some Christian, the majority heathens, yet all working together to survive despite their differences. I began to think that perhaps, just perhaps, God's hand was in this, and that it was not a punishment I faced after all.

"I now think He tests me, tests all of us. He has given us a chance to do better than humanity did in the times we came from. Perhaps we truly have found the Promised Land in this here and now. Perhaps these tribesmen who I once thought of as simple savages, these wonderful, intelligent, giving people, are  really  God's chosen! And no, Nate, I don't think the Raven Priestess, as amazing a person as she may be, is a new messiah, but who is to say she is not a prophet, or even a saint sent by God to help us in our endeavors, help us to pass God's tests? And so, I feel that there is now a possibility for me to find peace at last, through my works in this place as God's servant."

Gonzalo crossed himself then and watched the pageant of life unfolding before him with the eyes of a man beholding paradise. Nate continued to stare at his friend, somewhat in awe of the shocking philosophy the man who had once told him he intended to become a priest had just expounded. He had known a lot of Christians, of many denominations, and he had never heard one talk like this before, certainly not a Catholic! After a few minutes, Gonzalo turned to him again, a concerned look on his face.

"Nate, I hope I have not disturbed you with my ramblings. I do not know if any of what I said can possibly be true or not. It just feels right in my heart. Do you disapprove?"

Nate cocked his head slightly, the gesture of someone thinking carefully on the right thing to say. At last he smiled, and told his worried friend, "Nope. I do not disapprove, nor do I find anything you have said in the least bit blasphemous. In fact, I would say you might be on the right track. I had my share of churchin' growing up, and didn't cotton to it much, but there was one thing Jesus said that I did agree with: 'Judge not, lest ye be judged.' I haven't a clue if any of this is actually God's plan or not, and don't much care, but I am glad to see the notion pleases you, and hope you find some peace in it. Anyway, of all the things you've said today, I  am  sure you were right about  one  thing—" Nate paused, a wry grin spreading across his face, "There ain't no chance in Hell that the holy fathers are going to let  you  into the priesthood after  that  sermon! You're a bonafide heretic!"

The two of them laughed so hard it made the Raven Priestess lean forward, peering over Nate's shoulder to find out what was going on. Despite the very distracting nature of the physical contact that maneuver entailed, Nate managed to answer her silent question in his best tribalese.

"I'll tell you later."

****




Hilltop Village




Ni-T'o and his wife Hvshi temporarily vacated their spacious home in the village for the Raven Priestess and her company's use. The Raven Priestess thanked them in her quiet way, then went to bathe and rest after her long journey. There were a few hours to go before the evening's festivities, so Nate and Gonzalo rode back to their homes near the paddocks to wash up and change into the closest they could come to 'Sunday best'.

Both men had been on the run when they first met, with little more than the clothes on their backs. Since then, the tribe had provided them with finery befitting their new positions as great chiefs. Nate went to the large cedar chest he had constructed, and pulled out a pair of supple deerskin leggings. The tribesmen only wore these when it was cold out, preferring simple kilts most days, but Nate couldn't bring himself to go out in public in such scanty garb. The leggings, which at least were some kin to pants, suited his tastes, and modesty prevailed.

Next he produced a remarkably soft shirt woven from some unknown plant fiber. It was dyed in intricate red and yellow patterns, with decorative beads sewn around the scoop neckline collar, and the wide sleeves that reached just past his elbows. All in all, the tribal fashions were a lot more comfortable than his wool army uniform, which turned into a fuzzy furnace in the Cretaceous heat.

With a pleased smile, Nate pulled on a pair of dragon-hide cowboy boots, which Ni-T'o had kindly crafted for him based on his instructions. The beaded, brightly-striped hide was much flashier than alligator or snakeskin. He had to admit, he had never possessed such a dandy pair in his life.

Finally, to top the outfit off, he placed over his head his dragon-fang necklace, another gift from Ni-T'o and T'cumu, honoring his and Gonzalo's triumph over the monstrous creature that surely would have dined on them if not for their timely arrival. Nate wasn't a vain man by any means, but just now he did wish he had a mirror so he could see how he looked all gussied up like this. He picked up his wide-brimmed felt hat, but then decided against it, placing it back on the antler hat rack by the door. He kept his sandy brown hair chopped short so he never needed a comb and hoped it didn't look too awful, but he hadn't yet located a barber. Most of the tribesmen wore theirs long, and he had tried that for a time, but it was too much trouble. He wondered if anyone would recognize him bare-headed and laughed.

Satisfied with his appearance, he walked out onto his wide, front porch and stretched. Gonzalo was coming across the meadow from his place, dressed in a nearly identical get-up, including the dragon-tooth necklace that matched his own.

"You look like a real injun prince, Gonzalo!" Nate called out to him.

"I shall say the same for you! We are quite a pair of dandies, wouldn't you say? Something tells me this will be a night to remember!"

"Most likely so. I'm just not sure if I'm looking forward to it, or dreading it."

They decided to walk the few miles to the village, giving their horses a rest under the watchful eyes of the paddock's twenty-four-hour guard. Nate vowed to make sure the long-faced men stationed there would be sent some food and thanked them as they passed by. He had been promoted from cavalry corporal to great chief and knew it was the wise leader who kept his men happy and well fed. The two fellows he had relieved from bridge duty for the occasion were waiting for them a short way up the path. They were both grinning like fools, proud to be escorting such luminaries as these to the grand soiree. The young, Cretaceous sun was beginning to lose some of its heat as it crept slowly toward the horizon. Bloated and orange, its fury would soon be drowned in the waiting sea.

****

The wide meeting area in Hilltop's center that Gonzalo had dubbed  La Plaza  was gaily festooned with wildflowers for the celebration. Ni-T'o and T'cumu had been busy all day, overseeing the preparations. While Nate and Gonzalo shared their title, they were only called upon for decisions of great importance. The cousins quietly took care of the newly-formed tribe's day-to-day business, a responsibility for which they were well trained. Both men had been destined for chieftainhood since youth, and the founding of a new settlement had only served to hasten the appointment. The unexpected arrival of such a distinguished guest had thrown things into chaos, but it was all coming together, and so they sat down on the wide, wooden bench in front of the chiefs' lodge for a well-earned rest.

They sat in silence for a while, enjoying the cool breeze that often found its way up from the long stretch of coastline below the mesa. Both men were deep in thought. Much had happened in a short time, and there was much that must be considered.

T'cumu broke the silence, speaking in a low tone so as not to be overheard by the bustling villagers passing nearby. "Ni-T'o, why do you think the Raven Priestess has come to us?"

Ni-T'o folded his muscular, bronze-skinned arms before him, and took a moment to think before answering.

"I really do not know, T'cumu. The customs of the city folk are similar to ours, but there are also differences. A priestess of her rank would never have traveled far from her home back in our own time. And yet, here she is, having made the dangerous journey to Stone Wall village, then across the Drained Sea to us. I also wonder, why?"

"The city folk may be our descendants," T'cumu said, "but much has changed since our time. We are a free people; they are not. I don't like it."

"Nor do I, Cousin, but they are here, and we must deal with them. I do think the Ravens eventually may prove to be trusted allies. So far they have been our friends, joining us in the fight against the Rattlesnake priests. I have many questions for them."

"As do I. Well, I suppose it must wait for tomorrow. Tonight the Mesa People want a celebration, and so they shall have it. The Raven Priestess having such a profound effect on them is a bit surprising. It worries me."

"She has been kind to all the scattered villages, sending food to those who were without, and inviting those who had lost their homes during the great winds to come live in the city. She has used her influence to stop factions like the Sun Priests from demanding tribute from us, at least for a while. Word travels fast among the tribes, even here in these strange lands. She has done many good deeds and is well loved."

"Indeed she is! Let us hope her heart really is true." T'cumu's serious expression faded, replaced with a mischievous grin. "One must wonder what good deeds she has in mind for our friend Nate! I can't help but be a bit jealous. Her beauty is beyond compare!"

Ni-T'o broke into a grin as well. "Oh, it's obvious she has something very special planned for our  Texan, whether he is ready for it or not! It is fortunate I am a happily married man, and so am spared such thoughts. Don't worry, my friend, every other young woman on the mesa has their eyes set only on you, didn't you know?"

"What? They do?" T'cumu looked flustered, and began to blush.

Ni-T'o laughed aloud, it was fun to get the best of his usually overconfident younger cousin. He clapped him affectionately on the shoulder, and rose to his feet. There was still much work to do. The two of them smiled as they helped with the tasks at hand, but inside both of them still wondered, and worried  as to what the future might hold for their people.

****

"I figured this would be something special." Nate said around a mouthful of delicious roasted meat. He had no idea what kind of beast it had come from, nor did he care. It was just good. A seemingly endless variety of food had been brought to them, which they feasted on with relish. They were now used to the tribal cuisine. It had been unusual at first, but had grown on them. Tonight's fare aspired to a higher level. It was utterly delicious, and although they sometimes wondered just what ingredients the opulent dishes contained, they knew it was really better not to ask.

The four great chiefs sat in the place of honor in front of their chiefs' lodge, along with their honored guests. The Raven Priestess sat beside Nate, occasionally leaning against him or touching him in extremely distracting ways. Nate just smiled at her, but kept his hands to himself. In his experience it was always best to let the lady take the lead, and this was one lady who he figured knew where she was going. Every now and then, he would steal a sideways glance to double-check that she was indeed real and drink in a bit more of her intoxicating beauty.

The Raven Warriors were starting a ceremonial dance, decked out in feathered garb, and painted to look like their namesake. They cawed and croaked and hopped about so convincingly that sometimes it became easy to think they were magical ravens grown to enormous size. Their priestess cawed right back at them, sounding so much like the real thing he wondered if she really might be a bird in the guise of a woman.

When that dance ended, members of the various tribes that had joined to form the Mesa People took turns performing their own traditional dances. The former residents of Standing Pines went first, followed by those who had come from River Fork, and so on—a seemingly endless procession of movement, sound, and color. Their strange but beautiful songs wavered and wailed, weaving a lush vocal tapestry on the loom of the drums and rattles’ driving rhythm. Next, it was Stone Wall's turn. Ni-T'o and T'cumu jumped up in their brightly feathered and beaded finery to lead their tribesmen in a rousing, circular dance to the cadence of a big drum that thumped like a thunderous, beating heart. After the first turn around the plaza, Ni-T'o paused before Gonzalo and offered him his hand.

"Come, join us Great Chief Gonzalo, dance with your people!" he cried out loudly so that he could be heard above the crowd. A cheer went up from the citizens of the mesa, and Gonzalo acquiesced, a happy grin shining brightly in the thicket of his bushy, black beard. Nate groaned, realizing there was nowhere to hide.

Sure enough, T'cumu arrived a moment later, shouting, "Your people await you, Great Chief Nate! Come, dance!" The merry brave reached down to grasp Nate's hand in a powerful grip; it would be no easy task to break free from that! Nate looked to his lovely companion for help, but she just cackled merrily and gave him a shove to send him on his way. Nate shrugged his resignation and joined the dance, trying to follow the intricate steps and dizzy turns T'cumu was teaching him.

In the end, it didn't really matter. He and Gonzalo just flailed about, keeping up as best they could. The crowd cheered for their new chiefs so loudly they would all be as hoarse as bullfrogs by morning. The next time the line passed by the chiefs' lodge, the Raven Priestess jumped up to join them, squeezing into line in front of Nate, much to the delight of the audience. They all went around a few more times, laughing and crowing, their hearts full of joy. Eventually the dance came to an end, and the Raven Priestess led a dizzy Nate by his hand back to their seats, stealing a quick kiss on the way, which made the Texan's head spin even faster than the dance had.

Now it was Ninak-Mkateewa's turn to perform. He pounced into the plaza from out of the shadows, wearing his fearsome demon-lizard headdress. Tonight he was painted in the bright striping of that creature's hide, and held T'cumu's matching claw knives in his hands.

"Oh, this should be good. Nothing our 'wise man' likes better than showing off." Nate said quietly, leaning toward Gonzalo.

"He is an exuberant fellow, isn't he? I find him quite amusing, when he's not being annoying— which is, unfortunately, most of the time."

Ninak-Mkateewa let out a screeching howl much like that made by the actual creature, leaving Nate and Gonzalo to wonder how he would know what one sounds like. The old madman was secretive in his ways. Who could guess where he went, or what he got up to when he wasn't busy making their lives miserable?

Scratching the air with his 'claws', he began to run around the edge of the crowd, snapping and growling at the onlookers. The children screamed in happy terror, and even the adults recoiled from his convincing portrayal of a ravenous beast. Some of the children dared each other to approach him. When they came in close he snarled and chased them shrieking back into the safety of the crowd with beastly menace.

After much cavorting about to the delight of those gathered, the 'demon-lizard' darted over to T'cumu, to snarl a challenge at the young warrior who had supplied him with his grisly costume. One of the wise man's acolytes placed a mock ax carved from wood in T'cumu's hands, and urged him to go finish the beast off. T'cumu laughed and leapt to his feet. Ninak-Mkateewa gave him a merry chase, dodging and jumping away from T'cumu's exaggerated swings while the crowd cheered their hero on. T'cumu, always a good sport, was determined to continue the hunt as long as his 'prey' wished to prolong it.

Ninak-Mkateewa was amazingly spry for a man of his unknown, yet surely ancient age, but eventually he appeared to tire, his movements slowing, although that might just be part of the act. With a final threatening growl, he knelt down before his hunter, and T'cumu's ax fell gently across his shoulders. The death throes were dramatic, as to be expected. Finally, with a mournful moan as he rolled over onto his back, his arms and legs shot straight into the air, shook violently for a moment, then fell to the ground, limp. The crowd went wild then, chanting T'cumu's name. T'cumu grinned, bowed graciously to acknowledge their admiration, then bent to retrieve his prized claw daggers from Ninak-Mkateewa's 'dead' hands. He held them up to the crowd for another round of cheering before returning, out of breath and laughing, to his friends, who congratulated him on his victory.

"Too bad you couldn't have used a real ax." Nate told him with a wink. Gonzalo and Ni-T'o laughed aloud at the wry comment.

"I did think of it." T'cumu replied with a rueful grin, "That crazy old toad gave me a real chase. I'm all tired out now!"

Once the noise had settled back down to a dull roar, the drums changed to a slower beat, and the sweet sound of flutes joined them. The Raven Priestess stood up, gave Nate's shoulder an affectionate squeeze, then disappeared into the chiefs' lodge for a few minutes. The crowd grew quiet in expectation; it was time for their most distinguished visitor to perform.

The Raven Priestess emerged from the doorway having undergone a miraculous change. Her simple, yet elegant robes had been replaced by an ornate, indigo-dyed, skirt cut just above her knees. Her arms, legs, and bare feet were painted the same hue. Her face was decorated in the same way it had been when Nate had first laid eyes upon her back in the Sun Temple in the City of the Pyramids, a complex design in blue-and-black with the wings of a raven sweeping down from her forehead to spread across her cheeks. Surrounded by the dark pigments, her amber eyes flashed even brighter than usual, a pair of sparkling topazes in the deepening shadow of evening. She was utterly stunning, and the crowd collectively held its breath at the sight of her.

She threw back her head and gave a surprisingly loud, cawing call, then leapt over Nate and Gonzalo's shoulders, her arms spread wide like wings. The long, black-dyed leather fringe trailing from her sleeves completed the effect of a raven in flight. Landing an amazing distance out onto the hard-packed dirt of the plaza, she leapt again, crowing with delight as she virtually flew around the wide circle formed by the crowd. Nate had once seen a ballet performed during his years as a Boston university student. Those girls, accomplished athletes all, were no match for the Raven Priestess. The music had picked up, an energetic, joyous rhythm matching the beats of her graceful, flapping 'wings'.

After several turns about the circle, the music abruptly changed to a frantic rattling, accompanied by a cacophony of atonal flutes. The Raven Priestess fell sideways from her flight, to roll across the floor, as if buffeted by heavy winds. Her helpless cries joined the tumultuous racket, as she was cruelly pushed to and fro by invisible gusts.

Gonzalo's eyes were locked in rapt attention to her heart-wrenching performance. He took hold of Nate's forearm and whispered loudly to him, "The Quiver! Isn't that what you called the great winds that brought us here?"

"Those fellows from farther up in the future called it that, yes. That's what she's doing, isn't it? She's acting out the disaster for us!"

"Yes, this is The Quiver! She is wondrous! Never have I seen a dance such as this!" Gonzalo continued to squeeze Nate's arm in a painfully tight grip until his friend gently pried the enraptured man's fingers loose. More than a little enraptured himself, Nate silently nodded his agreement with Gonzalo's assessments. His own admiration of the woman had now shifted into awe.

At last, the winds stopped, the rattles and flutes ceased their caterwauling, replaced by a slow, threatening, bass pounding. Now other dancers joined the performance, members of her party wearing fanciful costumes representing the terrible reptilian monsters that stalked the New New World. They darted and crept by turns along the crowd's edge, sometimes eliciting screams from the audience as they growled and lunged, wooden fangs clacking carnivorous threats. The Raven Priestess cowered in the center, cawing plaintively as the creatures drew nearer, closing in on her pitiful form.

Just as the monsters were about to fall upon their prey, another group came sweeping into the circle with yodeling cries. These were dressed as birds of many different hues, red, green, blue, and yellow. Nate groaned when he noticed the lead bird was a shade of gray suspiciously similar to his US Army cavalry scout's uniform.

The 'birds' swooped into the center, pecking at the monsters, and beating them back with their wings. The once fearsome creatures fell to the ground, whining as they crawled away, slinking and sliding in pathetic defeat, utterly overcome by the onslaught of the avian warriors.

Now the bird dancers surrounded the Raven Priestess, cooing and clucking their encouragement. The gray bird reached out a feathered hand to help the stricken Raven Priestess regain her feet, making Nate squint his eyes, utterly mortified. Gonzalo stifled a laugh with one hand and slapped him merrily on the arm with the other.

"Yeah, yeah, I got it already. Knock it off!" Nate hissed at his friend, who never missed a chance to give him a good ribbing. Nate's cheeks grew hot with a mixture of feelings that threatened to do permanent damage to his formerly calm and collected demeanor. That woman rattled him to the core, and despite that, all he could think of was her lips against his.

The Raven Priestess smiled with relief as she arose. She took a moment to give Nate a conspiratorial wink that made him blush a shade of red that would have made a sugar beet look positively pale.

Triumphant, the Raven Priestess led her flock of courageous rescuers around the circle in a kind of victory lap, gamboling about with careless abandon while the musicians played a rollicking air, and the crowd's shouted approval rose to an almost painful pitch.

Finally, as the music came to an ecstatic crescendo, the capering Raven Priestess came to a landing at Nate's feet, kneeling before him, her fellow birds gathered silently behind her. Her head was bowed, her expression hidden by a curtain of black silk. Slowly, she raised her face to him, revealing her finely sculpted features—high cheekbones, full apricot-hued lips, and proud, pointed chin. Nate was sure the great masters of Europe had never painted a woman as magnificent as she. Her eyes flashed with bewitching light from behind the sable strands of her bangs, her gaze riveting. Nate was helpless, spellbound by her unearthly beauty. She smiled, a bright flash of white that threatened to unravel whatever sense had not yet fled him. She reached out to him with her supple hand, her eyes urging him to take it.

Somewhere nearby, Nate thought he heard several gasps of surprise, but was too captivated to look to their source. He managed a shy smile and reached out to take the proffered hand. It was soft, deliciously cool to the touch. They rose then together, as one, the Raven Priestess turning to face the crowd with him. A sea of awestruck faces swam before him as the crowd erupted into astonished whispers. The Raven Priestess squeezed tightly, then raised both their hands into the air, an exultant expression on her face.

The crowd erupted into the loudest wave of cheers yet. Here and there people spontaneously broke into dance. Others joined in, and the plaza pulsed with movement. Gonzalo gave Nate a salute, then joined the crowd in their revel. T'cumu and Ni-T'o both stood blinking at him like a tree full of owls, their faces otherwise having taken on those inscrutable looks they sometimes used when they wanted to hide their feelings. The captain of the Raven Warriors approached them and gave them a solemn bow, an uncharacteristic smile on his naturally stern face. Nate smiled back, feeling a bit confused by it all. Something had happened, and he had no idea what!

[image: ]Just then, Ninak-Mkateewa arrived with an ornately carved pipe and handed it to Nate in an oddly formal way. The usually acerbic wise man seemed downright humble.  What in the Sam Hill is going on? Why is everybody acting so strange all of a sudden?  Despite the many surrounding distractions, Nate reached out to take the pipe. He had grown fond of the odd mixture of herbs the tribesmen smoked and took a long, deep draw. That was a mistake. The scene began to swim before him as his eyes filled with tears, and he couldn't hold back a coughing fit. The Raven Priestess laughed, but not in a mocking way, and patted his back with one hand while she took the pipe in the other to take a long draw herself. The bluish smoke poured back out of her delicate nostrils, a euphoric look on her ever-enchanting face.

By the time the pipe was passed around to all the gathered dignitaries, Nate had recovered, and took another, more careful drag of the smoldering herbs. A very pleasant feeling came over him. He felt light on his feet, his head filled with a silly kind of contentment. All was well and right with the world, and then some. Ni-T'o and T'cumu made their way over to stand before him, their faces still as expressionless as the mesa's smooth walls. Nate reached out and took each one by the bicep in a brotherly grip. This was actually a good thing, because if he hadn't, he might have ended up flat on his face. Whew-whee!  This here locoweed is a mite bit stronger than the usual! Better have some more!

"So, my friends, what's with the stone faces? You look like a couple of card sharps after a bad beat." He laughed then, realizing they would have no idea what he was talking about and started again. "All right, what the heck is going on? Why so serious?"

The two cousins looked at each other. Some kind of silent communication took place, followed by nods of agreement. They looked back at him, smiled, and said in unison, "We will tell you later."

The pipe came around again, and Nate sucked on it like a calf to the teat. He felt positively giddy, but a bit unsteady on his feet, so he sat back down on the bench, which was a good idea, as it beat pitching ass-over-teakettle into the dirt. The Raven Priestess came and settled comfortably into his lap, placing her deliciously smooth-skinned arms around him, thus completing his bliss.

"Little darlin', you are sweeter than peach blossom honey! I could just about eat you up, I swear!"

She may not have understood what he had told her, but she certainly got the gist of it, and planted a kiss on him right then and there, a real smacker. When they eventually came up for air, Nate saw Ni-T'o and T'cumu talking to the Raven captain, all smiling and having a wonderful time. Despite his nearly incapacitated state, Nate still felt like something odd was afoot. Another kiss from the Raven Priestess made him forget all about that, and he drifted off into a magical, rosy realm with his new-found sweetheart.

Meanwhile, Ni-T'o and T'cumu had decided to play a little game with the Raven captain, who was already showing signs of intoxication, while they had wisely gone light on the smoke. Ni-T'o passed the pipe to the captain, the captain passed the pipe to T'cumu, and T'cumu passed it back to the captain, and so they went back and forth, with the two of them taking just one puff to every two of his. A little while later, the poor fellow was about half out of his mind, and they used the opportunity to extract some answers.

"So, my friend, may one ask how long the Raven Priestess intends to stay with us? We are most honored by her visit!" Ni-T'o asked him, all smiles, while T'cumu carefully studied him, eager for any clue the man might give to their real purpose here.

"Oh, I can't say for sure, but it will be quite a while. She has something she wants you to do for her."

Ni-T'o and T'cumu exchanged a subtle  'Ah-ha!'  look.

"How may we be of service to her?" Ni-T'o asked, while T'cumu stuffed the pipe's bowl full of yet another round of the potent herbs. "Please, tell us what she needs!"

The captain's eyes were bloodshot and losing focus, but he nodded amicably and said, "Of course! She wants you to build her a new temple mound, up here on the mesa!"




To Be Continued . . .
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Ash figured thirteen was much too young for a human to survive on her own. It wouldn't be long before Jaelyn would need to do just that, though. The least Ash could do was prepare her for the inevitable.

The monsoon season on Buncombe's northern hemisphere was winding down when he took her on her first hunting trip. They had supplies packed away in their shelter, but fresh meat would be a welcome change. She celebrated the occasion by painting bars and blotches on her forehead—a crude replica of Ash's own tattoo.

He wasn't sure how to feel about that.

He winced while she hopped from wet rock to wet rock, his old plasma rifle banging against her side. His one-time drill sergeant would have gone berserk at the sight of a weapon treated so carelessly, but the rifle—a souvenir of the war between Buncombe and the Collari Union's GenMod soldiers—would not discharge accidentally, so Ash said nothing.

They reached one hill's wooded crest, and Jaelyn pointed to an abandoned building down by the river. "Look," she shouted, barely audible over the rain. "Behind the old Arden place."

He followed her gaze to the homestead, abandoned since before the war. Weeks of precipitation had uncovered a cellar door neither of them had seen before.

"Do you think it's a bunker? Maybe the Ardens are hiding in there. Maybe they don't know the Jimmies are gone."

"They're not in there."

The Jimmies had been bred by the Collari to be faster, stronger, and more perceptive than ordinary humans. Once the cloned soldiers dropped on Buncombe's surface, the colonists never stood a chance.

"Well then there might be food inside." She ran down the hill without waiting for his reply. Halfway down she slipped on a muddy patch.

"Dammit!"

She climbed to her feet and walked carefully the rest of the way to the cellar. They didn't bother with the house itself—they'd picked it clean long ago.

It  was  a bunker, and inside they found a stockpile of canned food, along with other household goods. Ash loaded his pack with cans by the gray half-light spilling in through the opening overhead, while Jaelyn fiddled with a sealed door in the back. Minutes later, a whoosh of air signaled her success.

Her squeak of surprise made him pause with a can half in his pack.

"Um, Ash? Tell me again about the war."

He sighed. She'd been fascinated with the Jimmies ever since she learned they were responsible for killing her parents. "What do you want to know?"

"You fought in it."

Ash detected an unaccustomed tremble in her voice. He crossed to the door, which led to an airtight storage compartment. Jaelyn stood with her back to him, silhouetted in the glow of a long-dormant emergency light, her coat dripping rainwater onto the stone floor.

"You know I did," he said.

She stepped aside, and Ash's gaze caught on a shape on the compartment's floor. A perfectly preserved body, mirroring his own, right down to the identification tattoo on his temple.

"Which side were you on?"

"Jaelyn—"

She bolted from the cellar before he could frame an explanation. He followed her out of the cellar, but she was out of sight by the time he climbed to the surface. He closed his eyes and listened, and heard her quiet sobs from the other side of the house. He circled around and found her, beside the engorged river, scrubbing the makeshift tattoo off her face while the water raced past.

She grabbed the plasma rife when she noticed him. He held his hands out in what he hoped was a non-threatening gesture.

"You left out the part where you were a Jimmie," she said.

"The war's over. There are no more Jimmies. No more colonists either. Only stragglers like us."

"Did you kill my parents?"

He eyed the barrel of the plasma rifle and swallowed. "Probably not."

"You don't know."

He shook his head.

She lined him up in the rifle's sight. A small part of him was pleased to note that her form was perfect.

"If you want me dead, you just have to wait," he said. "GenMod soldiers don't live beyond a couple decades. It won't be long now. In the meantime, why don't you let me keep helping you."

"Why? What do you want?"

He took a step forward, his arms still out. She took a step back, tightening her grip on the rifle. Ash focused on her clenched jaw, the sweat glistening on her forehead, the throbbing vein in her neck. She would probably not let him take another step toward her.

Across the river, a bird flew from the tree canopy with a piercing caw. Jaelyn twitched at the sound and then overcompensated, planting a foot on the muddy bank. Her eyes widened and her nostrils flared as her foot slipped out from under her and she went down. A stray burst from the plasma rifle sizzled the air just over Ash's shoulder.

He dove, grabbing the searing end of the rifle at the moment the river took hold of Jaelyn's lower body. "Hang on!" Bit by bit he pulled her up the bank, until he was within arm's reach.

Safely away from the riverbank he rolled onto his back, cradling his burnt hand and letting the rainwater soothe it. Jaelyn sat panting next to him, until her breath evened out and she pointed the rifle at him once again.

"Why?" she demanded. The end of the rifle shook.

He sat up slowly. "Why what?"

She exhaled raggedly. "Why did you save me?"

"When the Collari pulled out, I was too far from the pickup. Jimmies are expendable, so I got left behind. I wandered around for a few days with no more mission, waiting for death. Then I found this orphaned colonist girl hiding in a burned out house. You. I've been working too hard to keep you alive to let you die now."

She brushed a wet mop of hair out of her face with her free hand. "Why not kill me, like you killed everyone else?"

He plucked an annoying bug out of the air, rubbing his hands clean on his pant leg. "The attack was over. I had not been ordered to continue killing colonists."

Her nostrils flared. Her breaths came louder and faster, and the rifle straightened just a bit. Wrong answer.

He met her glare. "You were just like me: waiting for death. Making it my mission to keep you alive kept me alive."

"Nice to know I mean so much to you," she spat.

He sat in silence for several seconds, centered in her sight. Droplets from the downpour trailed down his face to fall off his chin. Finally he said, "If you're going to kill me, get it over with it so you can move on to more important things. Sitting here just exposes you to predators."

"Do you  want  me to kill you?"

He shrugged. "I'd rather you didn't."

"Tell me why I shouldn't. And don't say it's because you saved my life."

"Because you still have things to learn."

She seemed to mull that over. In the distance, thunder echoed. Ash focused on the forest sounds, mentally cataloguing the various animal calls audible through the falling rain.

Finally Jaelyn climbed to her feet. "Come on."

He raised an eyebrow. "Where are we going?"

"We set out to hunt. We might as well get that done while I figure out what to do with you."

Ash stood, and, at a flick of Jaelyn's hand, walked in front of her into the forest.

Jaelyn didn't tell him which way to go, so Ash padded off in the direction they'd been headed when they came across the Arden homestead. If she wanted something different she'd have to say so.

They walked in silence, keeping an eye out for game.

They'd traveled just over a klick through the woods when the rustle of foliage brought Ash to a stop.

Jaelyn raised the plasma rifle. "What—"

He raised a hand to silence her, and then pointed in the direction of the sound. Jaelyn looked through the rifle's sight, scanning the direction he'd indicated. After a moment she shook her head.

He stared intently at the woods around him. After a moment he heard it again, followed by the snap of a breaking twig.

This time Jaelyn didn't need any motions from him. She fired off several quick shots in the direction of the sound, startling a navalope, which quickly plunged further into the woods and out of sight.

"Dammit," she said.

"See. Aim.  Then  fire. If you do it in any other order, you're not hunting." When she glared at him, he added, "Don't worry. Where there's one, there'll be others."

Her jaw flexed. "Don't humor me."

"Sorry."

They continued through the woods. Ash did his best to clear his mind and concentrate on the sounds and smells around him.

"If you had it all to do over again, would you do the same thing?"

Ash looked over his shoulder. "Eh? If I had  what  to do over?"

"Landing on Buncombe. All the people you killed."

He shrugged. "I didn't have a choice. I can't disobey the order of a Collari superior."

"So if a Collari officer showed up right now and told you to kill me, you would."

Ash trudged on without answering.

"Right," Jaelyn said. "Of course you would."

After a moment she asked, somewhat more quietly, "Are you even sorry?"

He stepped over a fallen tree and picked his way down a hillside. "Do you suppose an individual drop of rain is sorry for contributing to the flood that nearly dragged you off back there?" When she didn't reply, he added, "I'm not capable of feeling guilt, but I do feel regret, if that's worth anything to you. I wish things had been different."

Behind him, the footsteps ceased.

"How many people did you kill?" she asked.

He turned, and found himself looking into the barrel of the rifle again.

"More than I can atone for."

In the distance, he heard the sound of another animal crashing through the woods, but said nothing. A moment later, Jaelyn heard it as well, and turned to scan the forest.

Ash pointed in the direction the noise came from, and she raised the rifle to look down the sight. She stared for several seconds, and finally lowered the weapon.

"I lost it," she muttered.

"It's still out there," Ash said quietly.

She offered him the rifle. He raised an eyebrow.

She shrugged. "You could've run away. You've also had ten years to kill me if you wanted to. I guess you're not going to kill me now." She gestured again. "I'm no hunter; you are. Take the rifle."

"No."

She glared at him and opened her mouth, but he raised a finger to his lips.

"I won't be with you much longer," he murmured. "You're going to need to  be  a hunter."

She swallowed but lifted the rifle and turned back toward the source of the sound. They waited silently, letting the forest's own noises—the dripping of wet leaves, the calling of birds, and the angry chirps of small rodents—take over. A movement caught Ash's eye, and this time Jaelyn noticed it too. She stared down the plasma rifle's sight and squeezed off a single shot.

In the distance, a rustling of branches was followed by a navalope stumbling into view, grunting and staggering, and finally falling to the ground.

Jaelyn turned to Ash. Surprised excitement filled her eyes for a moment, making his heart ache. Then the moment was gone and her eyes hardened again.

"Looks like there will be meat after all," he said.

She slung the rifle and trotted to the corpse. He followed, catching up to her by the fallen animal.

"What did it feel like to kill all those people?" she asked, not turning toward him.

After a moment he replied, "Wasteful."

"Is that why you took care of me?"

He nodded.

"I don't remember my parents." She swallowed. "Do you suppose they were good people?"

"I'm sure they loved you."

"Do you love me?"

"I—" He furrowed his brow. What  was  love? Was it something you felt or something you did? "Yes. I believe I do."

She bit her lip, apparently pondering this.

"Are you a good person?" she asked.

He shook his head. "I don't suppose so."

She nodded, leaning into him.

He wrapped an arm around her, gave her shoulder a squeeze, and then released her, kneeling before the navalope carcass. "We should get this field dressed as quickly as possible," he said, pulling his knife out of his boot. "Come down here and I'll show you how."

Ash had not been bred for emotion, but this--teaching Jaelyn to survive after he was gone--this was what parents did. Surely this was love. It was the only thing he had to offer. Maybe it was enough.

****
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