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The Kymi Orphans by Terry Howard
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Kymi Mills, Finland 

"Sanna, the countess wants you at the clinic," the line foreman said as he approached her station on the bag line between the two ovens used for drying the glue on the paper bags.

"Tiia? Did I hear you right?" Sanna asked, not even pausing in the process of closing the bottom of a brown paper grocery bag down onto the form and gluing it.

Tiia shrugged. "The countess sent for you."

"Whatever for?" Sanna asked.

Tiia shrugged again. "How would I know? Go find out."

Sanna headed to the door. As she put on her boots, she asked herself, What could the countess possibly want, and why at the clinic? If something had happened to Kaapo surely they would have said. Wouldn't they? Even if Kaapo had been killed why would the countess be there? Why the clinic.

The wind was full of small sharp biting bits of ice picked up and blown sideways. As she bundled up her mind went back to her grandfather's lap, a warm fire, and his tales of the old ways. This weather was his version of hell. "Before the Christian priests told them they were wrong that hell is full of fire and not howling winds and bitter cold. Of course," her grandfather claimed, "the first people to hear this promptly asked, "How do we get there?"

At the clinic, she took off her boots between the two front doors. Inside she hung up her coat and warmed her hands at the parlor stove (there was radiant heat under the floor using waste heat from the mills, so the stove was mostly just for warming hands.) Then she was shown to the consultation room where the countess was waiting with an assistant and a nurse wearing a white uniform which told the world she was a Grantville-trained medical practitioner, not a wet nurse or a drudge. Sanna's heart jumped. The countess sat bottle-feeding a baby. It was not hers. Her children were older.

The stout, if not plump, older woman looked up from the baby and without preamble said, "Sanna, you went back to work on the bag line after you lost your baby to the measles." The way she said it you would have thought she knew that and hadn't been told her name and story within the last hour. "Your husband works on the pipe line. Is this correct?"

Sanna nodded agreement. She had quit working when she became pregnant with her first child. She went back to work to get out of the apartment and away from the emptiness and the memories. The loss was tearing at her soul. Keeping busy helped keep her mind off of what was not there.

"Do you still want a family?"

What an odd question, Sanna thought. Children are a gift from the Lord, His to give or withhold. But then, to Sanna, the whole conversation was very odd. "We're waiting to be blessed, your grace."

"Please, call me Anna here. This is an informal situation." The mill workers had been instructed that in an informal situation they were to address the Countess Anna Marketta Bielke, the absolute autocrat of their lives, as Anna because that was the countess's wish.

Still it was not a comfortable thing for them to do.

"And your apartment already has the loft space conversion." This was the critical point. Sanna and Kaapo had the only apartment with an unoccupied loft space in the village and this being the middle of the winter, the housing department of the mill complex wasn't about to convert another one before late spring unless they absolutely had to.

[image: girl]"Sanna, there is something I want you to do for me. This morning a little girl, about four- or five-years old, was found huddled in a doorway, trying to stay out of the wind. She was skin and bones, she barely had enough clothes on to cover her, and certainly not enough to stay warm and she was carrying this baby . . ." The countess looked down at the child in her arms and a maternal glow washed over her face. ". . . whom she says is her sister.

"They were dropped off here in town by someone she absolutely refuses to name. All we've gotten out of her is that the baby's name is Alli, hers is Anni; that Papa, Momma, and just recently Grand-momma are all dead. Either she doesn't know the name of the village, or her father or mother's family name, or she's been warned not to say. Either way, we cannot return the children. If anyone wanted them they wouldn't be here, and the only reason they wouldn't be wanted is if they couldn't feed them through the winter." All of this was said while she looked at the infant in her arms.

At last she looked up. "Breaking them up is unthinkable, so we've got to find someplace for both of them to stay. I could hire a nanny and keep them up at the manor, but there are very good reasons why it would be better for them to be part of a normal family.

"So since you have the only ready, unoccupied, loft space available in the village, we . . ." By we she meant herself, assisted, informed and advised by her staff of course, as effectively the sole monarch of the mill complex, the mill town and a large chunk of land in the Kymi River valley. ". . . thought we would ask if you would take them. We will pay to outfit them and make a weekly allowance at the store and put you on the list for a share of the milk."

Unless there was a surplus, which there wasn't, you needed children in the house to get fresh milk. Enough summer grazing nearby was a problem which was being worked on, but it would probably never be a completely satisfactory answer.

"And there will be a quarterly allowance for clothing. Primary schooling is free and if they can qualify academically, there will be scholarship money for as far as they can go."

She took the bottle out of the baby's mouth. When she noticed Sanna looking at it she thumbed the nipple. When it bounced back the countess said, "It's called rubber. A company in Grantville makes it out of milkweed extract which isn't that easy to come by. So they don't make a lot of it and it's very expensive. We have a few here at the clinic as part of our medical supplies. When Alli is weaned, the clinic will want it back.

"If you think you'll take them, we'll bring Anni in so you can meet her."

Sanna looked at the baby with that look of maternal longing that so many men, who are soon to be fathers or fathers again, have come to recognize and fear. "I will need to ask Kaapo."

"Of course." The countess turned to her assistant, "Send for Kaapo."

****

"Kaapo, I've been thinking," Ari said, stepping back from securing a ten-foot hardwood pipe blank into a lathe to be bored out.

"Did it hurt?" Kaapo asked throwing the lever to start the bit forward.

Ari got a half-sad, half-sour look on his face, "Why do you always ask that? Why should it hurt?"

"I don't know. It's what my father always asked if someone announced they'd been thinking. I guess it's like muscles you don't use much; they get sore when you do. So maybe thinking hurts if you don't do much of it."

"You mean you don't think I think very much?"

"Well, when you do something you do all the time you don't mention it like it's something special. Nobody says ' I've been breathing a lot lately', or 'I've been talking a lot lately', or 'I've been working,' unless it's notable."

"Unless you're Ville," Ari said. "If he ever did actually work, he would certainly tell you about it. Never mind," Ari continued with a dismissive wave of his hand, "I've been thinking. We're boring six-inch pipe; anything larger than that they're making staves and strapping them with iron bands like barrels. Why can't they make it out of plywood?"

"You'd still have to use iron to hold it together."

"No. I mean, roll it up in a tube any size you want and glue it together at whatever thickness you want the tube wall. No seams to leak, and almost no wasted wood."

"How would you clamp it while the glue dries? You can't put it in a press."

"Sure you can. You make an exterior mold in two halves and then you drive in a core tapered on one end."

"That would work, I guess."

"Well write it up and put it in the suggestion box."

"You write it up," Kaapo said in a light-hearted voice.

"Kaapo, you know I can't write," Ari answered if it were a serious suggestion.

"So? Why not? Go take the classes and learn."

"Why?"

"So you can write up your harebrained schemes yourself instead of making me do it."

"I didn't hear you complaining when we got the bonus check last time."

Kaapo didn't have an answer to that one. One of his partner's ideas did get picked up and they did get a nice pay out.

"Okay, tomorrow after work, we'll get Sanna and Anna—" his wife and Ari's girlfriend "—to meet us at the inn. They can chat while we hash out how to write it up. You buy the pizzas."

"Hey? That isn't fair. You're getting half of the bonus," Ari objected.

"I'll buy the pizzas to celebrate when we get the bonus."

Kaapo could see Ari was thinking about how to object to that and cut him off. "That's fair, Ari. Unless, of course, you don't think they'll pick it up. If that's the case, why bother writing it up?"

"I'll buy." Ari's face went from sour to bright, "Anna loves pizza."

****

The foreman came to their work station and motioned for Kaapo to move the lever that shifted the boring machine into reverse, clearing the half-bored hole. "Shut it down. Ari, go sand bowls. Kaapo, the countess and your wife are at the clinic. They want you over there right away."

"Why? What happened?" a suddenly worried Ari demanded. The clinic did not invoke happy memories.

"You know as much as I do," the foreman replied. "A messenger just brought the note and I told you everything it said."

Kaapo started to take off his goggles. They were mandatory in the wood shop now and they were universally despised. They were made out of boiled leather with glass lenses protected by woven wire flip ups.

"Not until you're off the floor, Kaapo," the foreman admonished. Kaapo shrugged and left them on.

When he opened the door to the outside he retreated back to his assigned coat hook and shelf and put the goggles back on. The winter wind was blowing frozen sleet sideways. Out in the weather, with the wire guards flipped up the goggles actually made sense, not like on the shop floor.

When he got to the clinic he was directed to the consultation room where his wife was holding a baby and chatting with the countess who was saying, ". . . wish I could keep them myself in the manor but I had an aunt who tried that and it created some very serious problems that she never has been able to straighten out and never will be able to either, for that matter. The foundlings ended up resenting the difference between their place and her children's, even though the boy went through the university and the girl was married off to the son of a very prosperous merchant family.

"And worse, very early on her children came to resent the competition for their mother's attention. They were being raised by nannies and when he was grown one of them told me he felt like he and his sister were no better than something the cat dragged in because their mother had no more time for them than she did for what the cat actually did drag in.

"Besides there are bound to be more orphans and I can't take them all in, now ca . . ." When she took note of him in the open door she stopped.

"Is this your husband, Sanna?"

"Yes, yo— Yes, Anna."

"Kaapo, thank you for coming," the countess said warmly and sincerely. "We have a situation here, and I need your help. Your wife is willing to take in a baby and her four-year-old sister. But she, quite rightly I think, feels that she needs your consent. I've already assured your wife we will see to it that the children will be no financial burden to you. It is simply a matter of whether or not you feel you can love someone else's children."

The countess took note of Kaapo looking around for the four-year-old and smiled understandingly.

"If you think you are willing to take on an instant family, we will bring the girl in and let you meet her. We didn't want to talk about her as if she wasn't here. And, we didn't want her to go through a rejection if you don't think you will say yes."

Kaapo looked at his wife. She looked down at the babe in her arms and back up at her husband. She didn't say a word. He knew that if he said no it would break her heart and she would grieve for the loss of this child, along with the loss of their own baby all over again. When she grieved, he would grieve with her, and he did not want to face that heartbreak again.

"Can we meet the four-year-old please?" Kaapo asked.

The little girl was freshly scrubbed and dressed in brand new clothes. The rags which wrapped her feet when she was found were replaced with the first shoes she had ever worn and she moved as if she found them uncomfortable.

She hid behind the nurse, clinging to the women's skirts, barely peeking around her and then only occasionally.

"Sanna, Kaapo, this is Anni. Say hello Anni," the nurse said.

Anni buried her face in the nurse's long, soft, white skirts. After a bit she peeked out. Kaapo squatted down so they were close to head height to each other.

"Come here, Anni," Kaapo said softly.

She buried her face again and the nurse pried her loose and moved her around front where the child backed as far into the nurse as possible. With a firm grip on each shoulder, the nurse slowly propelled the child forward.

Anni's pinched face made her blue eyes seem huge. They were eyes a man could get lost in and Kaapo promptly did. As an adult male he was hardwired to love and protect little girls. He didn't know why and didn't care. They were giving him this one. This one was his! That was all he needed to know. "Come here, Anni."

While the nurse held her, Kaapo placed both hands on her hair which had just been washed and combed for lice. "You are a very pretty little girl, Anni, did you know that?" This was not particularly true. Anni was particularly average. But then, as Jewish law wisely decrees, all brides are beautiful. The same applies to little girls. And with the words "Did you know that?" he held her head and kissed her on the forehead. "Would you like to come home with me and my wife? It's a tight house, it's got warm floors just like here, we've got an iron cook stove and running water. We've even got a glass window. And you'll have the loft to yourself until your sister gets old enough to share it with you."

Anni did not say a word or so much as close her eyes. She barely even blinked.

Kaapo looked over her head at the countess and said, "We'll be going home now if that's okay." The mill language was heavily sprinkled with up-time English loan words by way of the up-timer they brought in to make the papermaking machines run.

The countess nodded. "Carry her to the store first. She'll need a winter coat and boots and a sleeping gown and a second set of clothes. And see if she'll pick out a toy. Get anything else she may need. The furniture shop will send over a loft set today."

A loft set was two narrow and low cot-like beds with shallow drawers underneath and two small lampstands. The loft was not very large, after all. The steep roof was designed to shed snow and the loft conversion included a small gable for a smaller window so there was natural light in the loft. The countess had seen one of the early episodes of the story of the Ingalls family and their little house while in Grantville.

The countess spoke to the nurse, "Get the tooth brush you cleaned her teeth with; there's no point in letting it go to waste."

There was a small brush shop in one of the outlying villages. One family worked at it fulltime. He had given up being a half-farmer and ended up in Milltown. After working in the lumber yard as a stacker for several months, he petitioned the countess to advance him the money to set up a brush shop. She did, but she sent him back home to do it, as she did whenever possible. The mill town was growing out of control and winter industries were needed in the villages. Now the rest of the village made brushes part-time as off-season employment. Half of what they made were Grantville-style tooth brushes out of wood and boar's bristles. There was an ongoing propaganda campaign to improve dental hygiene in the mill community. The countess bought all they made and there was a growing surplus stacking up. Come spring, when the shipping started up again, their sales agents would be looking for someplace to unload what the local community could not use.

Sanna and Kaapo exchanged glances. They would have to get toothbrushes and start using them if they were going to be insisting that Anni do so.

"I'm sorry, Anna. I am afraid I've thrown it away," the nurse said. "It was used and I hadn't thought of sending it home with the patient."

The countess looked very stern. "Make a practice of doing so in the future. We do not have money to waste. My husband is continuously asking me when we are going to be turning a profit."

This was not completely true. Her husband, who was serving as a military governor in Germany, was happy, at least for now. They were turning a modest profit as of last fall when the last ships were out loaded before the river froze over for the winter. Now they were stacking cut lumber, wooden pipe, and waterproof plywood and waiting for spring. Regular plywood was being warehoused inside a dry, if cold, building along with paper and paper products and a growing number of odds and ends, in weather-tight buildings. Anything left next fall would be shifted to warehouse space in various ports as far off as Venice, so the mills could start the winter with nothing on hand but floor space and food stuffs which would disappear as the floor space was needed.

The count was looking forward to the higher profits which would come when she stopped spending so heavily on infrastructure and new ventures. But a growing town needed so many things, and she loathed the very idea of importing anything that could be made locally. After all, part of the reason for opening the mills was to provide employment for the locals, but the town was being swamped. So like the brush shop, any industry that could be handled in a village was being set up out of town.

The countess found herself hoping that Anni and Alli would not be the first of a flood of foundlings. They would cope somehow, but the sooner winter industries could give some income and likewise some relief to the villages, the better.

"Kristiina, let's take Anni shopping," the countess said. Fortunately there was a covered walkway connecting the clinic and the general store.

Kristiina smoothly covered for the countess not knowing the manager's name. And the store manager was happy; this was a buying spree and not a surprise inspection. Normally, someone always sent word ahead a few days in advance of an inspection.

"Two of those, three of these, two of that," she directed. If the store had it in a size for Anni or Alli, it was ending up on the counter, and usually one and a spare. "Kristiina, we don't have anything like that diaper bag we saw in Grantville. We need something like that."

"Leather or cloth?" Kristiina asked.

"Get both and leave the buyer an option. I'd prefer leather, but I've got to remember that not everyone can afford the best of everything.

"Anni, dear, which dolly would you like?" There was a selection of locally made dolls and a few expensive ones imported from Germany. When the child did not respond the countess queried, "Anni, would you like a doll?"

The pinch-faced girl looked solemn and shook her head. Then she pointed to Alli. The countess smiled and said to the manager, "Make a note that Anni has credit for one of the German porcelain-faced dolls when she decides she is ready for one."

Alli was wrapped in a soft linen blanket and then in a thick woolen one. There were six large paper bags, what Vernon, the Grantviller who made the paper machines run, called grocery-sized.

"Kaapo," the countess said, "you can't carry all this and Anni too. Go tell my driver to bring the sleigh from the clinic to the store. He can give you a ride home and then come back for us."

The sleigh had a heated box with a glass window. There was an open one for better weather. The countess prowled the store while the sleigh was gone and came up with six new things to have the villages make and three more things she wanted imported to offer for sale.

****

The housing crew had finished installing the loft furniture by the end of the shift and had set the crib back down on the main floor in the process. When Ari and Anna showed up, Sanna was up the ladder with Anni, helping her put her new things away and get settled in.

"Kaapo? What happened? Is everything all right?" Ari demanded. Hanging his coat on a peg near the entry way. He left his boots between the two doors on his way in.

[image: cradle]Kaapo was leaning over the cradle which had been a gift from Ari when their child was born. He was singing softly to Alli while he rocked the cradle watching as the child drifted off to sleep.

"Shhh," Kaapo said. "Softly, my friend. You will wake my new daughter, Alli. And I just got her to drift off."

"Where did she come from?" Anna demanded softly.

"We don't know. They were left in the street early this morning."

"They?" Ari asked.

"Anni is up the ladder with Sanna getting settled in. Either Anni doesn't know where she's from or she won't say."

Anna climbed halfway up the ladder and looked into the loft. There was no room for a third person. With two people, and the new furniture in the loft over one half of the common bathroom that the four one-room apartments were built around and shared, the tiny loft space was full. Two apartments would never have a loft without a whole second story being added.

"So this is what the countess wanted, for you to take in orphans?"

"Anna, this is my daughter Anni," Sanna said. "Say hello, Anni." The little girl hid her face in Sanna's hair.

"Hello, Anni," Anna said. "Sanna, what are you going to do. You're not in milk."

Sanna smiled. "The countess has it arranged. Goat's milk for Alli and cow's milk for Anni will be delivered each morning. They dropped off a box to keep in the entry way between the doors so the milk does not freeze. There are two glass bottles with marvelous rubber nipples to feed Alli with. There is a special brush for washing the bottles and the bottles have to be scalded in boiling water before the milk is added. The nipples have to be, briefly, dropped into boiling water that is just off the stove, but they are a marvelous thing. A baby doesn't have to suck on a rag in a bottle now if the mother is dry.

"You will have to stop by often and tell me what is going on with the bag line. I've a baby to care for so my days as a bagger are over."

That night Kaapo nudged Sanna to wake her up. "Is Anni crying?"

Sanna listened for a bit. It was soft but the girl was indeed crying. "She must be burying her head in the pillow. It's no wonder she's crying after what she's been through," she said softly and then she called out a bit more loudly, "Anni. Why don't you come here and help keep us warm."




A bit over two months later

Kaapo, drying his hair, having just come back from one of the two showers in the shared bathroom, glanced up at the loft. "She's still up there?"

"The smell will bring her down," Sanna said stirring the pot.

"Hey, it was just once this week," Kaapo noted.

Anni had ended up in their bed almost every night for the first month she had lived with them. Having gone to bed in the loft, when she had a bad dream she would come down, crawl over Sanna, get under the covers between them, and then snuggle up tight against Sanna.

"Yes, it's getting better," Kaapo's wife agreed. Then she stopped making breakfast and headed to the bathroom.

"Kaapo," a neighbor's voice called out a minute later.

"What's up, Lea?" Kaapo called back.

"Sanna's sick," Lea replied.

In the bathroom, Sanna was on her knees head down, holding her hair out of the way, as she barfed in one of the two stalls. Lea had just flushed the other one and was lingering to offer assistance if needed.

"Lea," Kaapo asked, "can you watch the girls? I'm taking Sanna to the clinic."

"Sure," Lea said.

Sanna flushed the stool and staggered to one of the four copper lined sinks. Each apartment had its own sink by its door.

"That's okay, Lea," Sanna said, no more than just a bit strained. "We aren't going to the clinic."

"Yes, we are," Kaapo said.

"No, we're not. If we do you'll be late to work."

"We're going. You might have the flu. It's going around. They have aspirin. And it helps."

"I don't have the flu. I don't have a fever. I don't need aspirin."

"Okay . . . then why are you sick?"

Sanna looked sheepish. "I missed my courses. Twice."

"Your—" Kaapo stopped, looked blank, flashed through a very quick flicker of anger, and when he spoke again it was clear in his voice that he was more than a bit hurt. "When were you going to tell me?"

"When I was sure," she said. "Now I'm sure. We'll need a second crib."

Kaapo smiled and hugged her. "I'll get us on the list for a larger apartment."

****
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Early March, 1636 

The fourth ring hadn't finished yet when Alyse Glazer caught the phone in a corner of her apron. "Howdy, this is Alyse . . ."

Claudette Green's voice over the line sounded vaguely scratchy. "Alyse, we've got a bit of a situation . . ."

"What's happening at church," Alyse glanced at her tall-case clock and shifted to a hip-shot lean against the counter where she'd been wrapping slender, corn-shuck bundles of tamales for the morning Farmer's Market, "at nueve y media Friday night?"

"I need transportation quick as I can find some," answered the pastor's wife. "Moving a family, there's a kerfuffle. Al says if you can't help you'll know who can."

"Kerfuffle? ¿Sobre qué?"

Claudette answered, "Broken axle on the movers' wagon. Might have been overloaded with four adults, nine kids and all their stuff."

"Stuff like bedrolls and spare clothes, or stuff like house furniture?"

Claudette's sigh gusted down the telephone line. "Yes."

"Well, I can find you a draft team easy enough," Alyse said. "Maybe a driver, too, but I haven't got a wagon the size you need."

"Do you know who would?" Claudette's voice sounded weary. "The movers and the family are both threatening lawsuits, right now. I doubt they'll agree to try again."

"Talk to Huddy Colborn."

"The housing secretary?"

"Approves all the moving vendors, doesn't he?"

"Hadn't heard about that."

Alyse's snort had no feminine delicacy about it. "We do for one another, so Dr. Green's not burnin' daylight at the housing office. Huddy's had his hands full over spats like those Spitzenbergers claimin' the Hilltop Moving men deliberately wrecked all their portraits of saints. Nadie quiere believe accidents happen."

Contemplating the hullabaloo that must have landed Huddy Colborn with, Mrs. Green replied, "We have enough troubles without making them for each other, don't we?"

"Now," Alyse murmured, "si sólo people would believe that."

"People believe what they want, oftener than they ought," Mrs. Green commiserated. "Have you talked to Powell?"

"He sent me a letter full of orders. Sell all my trinkets and whatever's left of the livestock. He'll manage the money," Alyse gritted her teeth. "Make us a better life in the here and now, leave all that Texas and Mexico malarkey behind. Like I can just get shut of everything at a yard sale."

"That," replied Claudette, "won't do. You two need to talk, face to face."

"Sí," Alyse said wearily. "But I can't take home with me, so he sees mi trabajo to get us here. . . . That's another thing. I'm not sure he's willing to keep our foster kids."

"Surely," Claudette said sharply, "Powell wouldn't renege on that commitment?"

"I don't know," Alyse answered. "He did want to help Marty when his wife died."

Claudette sighed. "He spent a lot of time with Marty in prayer for Brida, and more after we lost her. Powell found him that job with Chip Jenkins so he could stay near his kids. Then that nasty sawmill accident . . . Al and I spoke to Powell by radio the night of Marty's funeral. He said if we thought you could handle the kids he'd adopt 'em both."

"Recuerdo. He about made friends with Marty at choir practice, but now . . . he writes as if he's gone through as many changes as I have, though," Alyse said. "Maybe you can look at his letter, Claudette. I don't want to bother Dr. Green."

Claudette Green made a sympathetic noise. "Does Powell really not understand how hard you've been working, all these years?"

"I don't know," Alyse said. "What I do know is, I really, really don't want to start over from scratch someplace else, now. The house is paid for. I made a bit of money out of all those Croat raiders' horses, and Luis is as much help as I could want with the kids and the house. If I had steady money coming in, maybe Powell would reconsider."

"It's hard, but you know the Bible says a man must be head of his household, Alyse," the pastor's wife reminded her.

"Says he's supposed to cherish his wife the way Christ cherishes the church, too," the tired Texan answered with asperity. "Powell's not reading those verses. No entiendo nada. ¿Pero este? ¡Este no está ninguno bueno en absoluto - este no ayuda a nadie, este no hace nada que vale la pena!"

The spate of Spanish left Mrs. Green behind as readily as it always had Powell. "Alyse!"

"I'm sorry, Claudette. I'm tired. I'm aggravated. I fall back on Spanish when I get upset." She sighed. "I don't understand Powell's thinking. What he's demanding isn't going to help anybody. It's not going to be worth the trouble."

"That's an understandable reaction," the pastor's wife said.

Silence stretched.

"Well, anyway, you called me about some horses and a wagon. I could probably have a team at the church before midnight, maybe scare up a freight sledge from Sundremda. But if you really need a wagon . . ."

"I really need a wagon," Claudette agreed. "I'll call up Huddy . . . no, I won't, at a quarter after ten with no real emergency. All the family members are safe at the church for tonight. I'll arrange a wagon through the Housing Office in the morning. Do you mind taking a team to pick it up?"

"I may bring Taylor with me. Luis can watch the babies while he does his homework," Alyse said. "I've got to finish up the tamales tonight to pack for Greta—remember Birdie's partner's wife?"

"That strawberry blonde who drives just like Hans Richter?" Claudette chuckled.

"It does make a person pack careful," Alyse agreed, chuckling herself. "I'll talk to you mañana, then?"

"I'll call you soon as I know what we need," Mrs. Green agreed. "Thanks, Alyse."

[image: tamales]"De nada," Alyse answered. She hung up the phone and went back to her tamales, spooning out spicy shredded-meat filling into masa spread across corn husks laden with a dough made of cornmeal and acorn flour. Three tablespoons of masa, then two tablespoons of filling, tuck, roll and tie each husk, stack them in the steamer's racks. Not for the first time, she blessed her grandmother's taste in wedding gifts.

Abuela Adalia's last care package to Alyse's West Virginia address hadn't actually reached her until the Tuesday after the Ring of Fire fell; she'd gotten the package notice on Monday. So many years had passed since she'd opened that box to find another pristine but secondhand South Texas Junior League cookbook swaddled in a silk bandanna tucked among nearly a hundred packets of hand-labeled seeds; many manila envelopes also contained Abuela's hand-ground spice blends, with her slightly listing copperplate handwriting explaining how to recreate them on the faces.

"Dios bendice a la abuela," Alyse murmured. She unfolded the onion paper air-weight pages of her grandmother's chatty letter again, wishing with all her heart that her husband's correspondence echoed the comfort and strength in her grandmother's letters. She read the account of the tamalada her great-grandmother had helped cook for during the big Viva Kennedy-Viva Johnson gathering another time, though she knew the words by heart long since; Adelia's voice seemed to fill the room, reminding her that las problemas de la vida only seem impossible until people work together solving them.

For the tenth time since she'd gotten it in the morning mail, she smoothed Powell's latest missive from his office over the knee of her faded jeans. The clock ticked softly as she tried to read.

"I know," he wrote, "you think you're doing the best you can, but . . ." For the eleventh time tears filled her eyes before she could finish reading the thing, and she crumpled it in her fist. She sat in the old wooden kitchen rocker, still, head bowed, until she heard a patter of footsteps cross the front porch.

"Luis?"

"Señora," the boy replied. "Yes, I'm home. Is everything okay?"

She nodded. "I'm almost done with tomorrow's tamales. Want something to eat?"

The teen shook his head. "I had the last of the beans and cornbread before I left for class. I needed to go in early this evening. I had to buy that special eraser and shield for the drafting test."

She clucked her tongue. "I'm glad. I need your help first thing tomorrow. I'm taking a team to help at the church, but I don't know where the wagon's coming from yet."

"Okay," Luis said. "Will Greta be picking up the tamales again?"

"I'll pack them tonight," she answered. "Can you keep an eye on the younger kids while you're studying tomorrow?"

He leaned his head sideways. "Can we have tamales for breakfast?"

"There should be enough. I made twenty dozen this time. Birdie turned out to be right about the corn crop getting better."

"Mucho gusto," the boy said with a grin.




Late April 1635

"I'm told you're a horse whisperer." Slim, dusty, the stranger propped a trail-worn boot on the bottom rail of Alyse Ballantine Glazer's pasture fence. "¿Verdadero, Señora Glazer?"

"I'm Alyse Glazer. But I'm no horse whisperer; I just come from Texas," the sturdily-built woman astride the trim bay mare replied. "My family are Kiñenos and Kenedeños. We've worked for the King and Kennedy ranches more than a hundred years."

"La mujer mirando," he sounded relieved. "Ella quién trabaja milagros con caballos."

"Why are you looking for a woman who works miracles with horses?" Alyse reined around to face her visitor. She hadn't heard so much Spanish since her wedding day; the musical syllables spirited her, for a moment, back to a brushy pasture under South Texas' far warmer sun. She could almost taste hibiscus and the not-so-distant Gulf of Mexico on the Thuringian breeze.

"Señor Chad Jenkins," ticking off names, her visitor folded in fingers, "Farmer Birdie Newhouse of Sundremda, and a Marine llamen Sergeant O'Keefe whom I met in Ciudad Magdeburg."

Chad and Birdie she'd worked with; the sergeant she remembered as one of the few Marines not a danger to themselves around trained warhorses." I know them. Who are you?"

A flashing grin lit his honey-colored eyes." Pedro Sebastian Rafael de Treviño, a sus ordenes."

"What puts Pedro Sebastian Rafael de Treviño at my service?" Alyse unsaddled, her morning's work irreparably interrupted. She swapped the mare a half-moon of dried apple for the bridle-bit. "Fair warning. All that fancy business-school knowhow Grantville's just soppin' with—that passed me by entirely."

Rafael shrugged. "I'm not looking for a woman of business. I'm looking for one to train horses so they behave as if by magic."

"At your service," Alyse said, grinning in turn. "Working the brasada, our horses had to neck-rein and ground-tie; that's how I train mine."

"Muy bien," he said. "You are the woman whose help I need."

Alyse put her tack up on the railing as the mare ambled out to pasture. "If the Ring of Fire'd hit twenty-one yards yonder way, I couldn't help you for all the tamales in the world."

"What do . . . tamales . . . have to do with horses?"

"Tamales pay my rent."

By the look on his face, he still didn't understand. Sixty-three feet west, the Ring's fall would've included the MacCraes' house, professors Dale, Norma, and all. Much as she'd liked her neighbors, Alyse knew they'd fare better up-time. "Ring cut off the up-time owners' house. West Virginia County leases me this land, same price they paid in yearly taxes. Comes to sixteen dozen tamales every week at the Farmer's Market."

He still sounded puzzled. "Surely, whatever those may be, you don't need so much pasture for so few animals."

"They come with the lease."

"¿Ellos qué?" He gave his head a shake.

Now Alyse smiled outright. " 'Til Powell joined the army, we looked after what stock the Ring brought through. Fifteen Rambouillets, a dozen mohair goats, a nice little Welsh mare, a few geese, ducks and chickens and those BLM burros Dale's grandkids adopted. Flo Richards bought Norma's Rambouillets, but I kept the rest. Didn't need the whole pasture 'til after the Croat raid."

"He oído," Rafael said. "Richelieu paid a cavalry force to destroy your town and school, I have been told. Is that so?"

Alyse nodded. "Come nigh takin' out the school. Not the town."

"You were here," Rafael sounded shocked. "the day of the raid?"

"Not right here," she said. "Evacuated downtown, like everybody but Irene Flannery. Vieja pobrecita—rest in peace. Made a sure-'nough bloody mess, from Dan Frost's plaza matanza clean out to the high school campus. Folks building nations don't have time for cleanin' up after battles, I reckon. 'Specially not carnage like Gretchen Higgins's busload of wannabe-gunfighters spread all over creation."

By then his eyes had stopped being saucer-sized. "¿Qué hizo?"

"What any sensible person would've done. Croats didn't need the horses anymore," Alyse said. "Swedes didn't want 'em all. Nobody else seemed interested in 'em either, so I commenced to gatherin' up strays."

Rafael's expression showed sharp interest. "Warhorses? How many?"

Alyse felt her face harden. "Gretchen Higgins and her trigger-happy idiots shot 'em all to pieces. Must've been four hundred head to start with. I saved about a third of that remuda."

"Cavalry chargers?"

"Not many. Looked like the Croat pendejos stole remounts on the way. Even Grantville PD couldn't trace 'em back to their rightful owners," Alyse shook her head. "I did ask."

"And you have these horses still?"

"Not anymore," Alyse answered. "Along come Chad Jenkins needing draft teams to haul logs, so I fixed him up the gentlest ones. He paid half in peeled poles, or I wouldn't have pens or sheds. Duke Hudson bought a bunch for his Marines, 'n' paid me extra to teach his greenhorns not to let their own mounts kill 'em."

[image: horse]"That must have been quite a schooling," Rafael murmured. "A charger is as dangerous as any man, correctly trained. More so than many."

She raised her shoulders in a shrug. "Owin' to how they're handled. Cap'n Lennox bought my last few real trained cavalry horses for his embassy remount. I got a letter back—some cat named Ruy took a shine to a big liver chestnut Friesian I sold Lennox. Rattlesnake-mean, looked almost Andalusian. Lennox wants another'n just like it. That's liable to take awhile. But I've got four of his foals in the pasture so far."

Rafael took his foot off the fence rail. "You raise horses here?"

"I will, if it'll make a little money. This sorta-livery business isn't very steady income, but I'd rather be here than emptyin' bedpans or scrubbin' floors in town. It beats starvin'. Speakin' of starvin', tengo hambre. Come on into the house. There's coffee." A moment later the heels of her boots rang across the wooden porch and the rock house's front screen door groaned gently under her hand. She watched the stranger watch her toe off her buckaroo work boots to leave on the rag rug just inside. "I'll pour, if you'll give me a couple minutes."

She peeked into the far bedroom on her way, where a black-haired teen sat, head bent over a lapful of homework as a scatter of toddlers and a cradled infant slept nearby. "Okay, Luis?"

"Alles en okay," the youth replied. Alyce ran a mother's gaze over the room anyhow. Neat as a pin, just like the children he watched while Alyce worked outside. "Greta says she'll stop back with your money after the market closes."

"Bueno," Alyse said. Ablutions tended, she headed to her kitchen. In the living room, she noticed as she passed, Rafael stood looking around, flat-crowned lefferto-style hat slung down his back by its storm thong. He had gray-streaked bronze-dark hair, and a light-olive complexion over high cheekbones and weather-creased wide-set eyes. "Quite a home you have, Señora."

"Call me Alyse." She assembled coffee on a handmade mesquite tray: heavy mugs shaped like barrels, a silver pitcher and a hollow oval of dark amber with a grater, then a wicker basket lined with a clean kitchen towel, pastries nestled in its folds. "Gracias. Our mortgage with the university's credit union stayed up-time; I just pay for what upkeep I can't do myself and taxes."

She poured, handing off caramel-colored liquid.

Rafael sipped; his eyes went huge and round. "¿Qué es esto?"

"What that is, is cafe con leche–coffee and milk with Mexican piloncillo," Alyse said, offering the basket. He picked up a pastry the size of an emu egg. "Goes good with pumpkin empanadas."

"Mmm . . . if you were to sell these in the market . . ." He licked, little-kid-fashion, crumbs from his fingertips and mustache, making Alyse want to laugh aloud. She managed to avoid doing so by answering, "I do, when I can. Learned to make 'em out of one of Abuela's wedding presents."

"Your grandmother must have been a formidable woman," he said.

"Not the only one—after World War Two and the Korean war, in South Texas the American G.I. Forum Women's Auxiliary raised money with tamaladas. Abuela bought me copies of about every Junior League cookbook from Corpus Christi to El Paso, then hand-wrote recipes in the blank pages at the back for me. When we got cheap cornmeal back, I could really go to town."

"Cornmeal?"

"Harina de maiz," she explained. "For the dough that makes tortillas and tamales. Birdie said this year's crop'd be better than the last one, and I'm glad. I've been stretching out the masa with acorn meal so long, I'm not sure I'd recognize real tortillas." She reached to refill his cup, and ran the amber oval down the grater, shaving coarse brown sugar into the coffee. "It'll be good to have enchiladas and burritos again, too. I put in a garden where Powell's lawn used to be."

"¿Él césped–this grass with no flowers, no fruit, nothing for the table? ¡Qué basura—such waste of water, and work!" Rafael, finishing his third cup with alacrity, looked scandalized. His expression made Alyse shake her head.

"Some folks like it. For me, the garden's better. Ron Stone's apprentice crew cleans out my goats' and chickens' pens every week; they built me some nice raised planters last winter. Ron's stepmother wrote that contract; I furnish high-ammonia manure for Lothlorien's chemical work. They pick it up, pay two-thirds in cash, and furnish me incidental labor for the rest. Birdie's co-op does the same with my horses' stalls. It's not just my sweat equity accumulated here—it's a balance between home and family and neighbors we all need, to keep us going."

Rafael leaned forward over the coffee table. "¿Ayuda alguien?"

"I do have some help–the contract work, and Powell when he's home," she affirmed. "Mostly Luis. Young'un's a quick study, and a good hand with little kids. Boards here for his evening classes at the Technical College. We can just about afford one another."

Now Rafael looked somber. "Señora, I wanted to make you an offer to move to Augsburg, come to work for our company there. I wanted to pay you well to train our horses and teach our riders to care for them. I can't make you that offer now."

"I couldn't say yes if you did, right now," Alyse replied. She didn't add how building her sweat equity for the past four years had helped her not to worry about Powell, let alone how long before his next leave. Instead she stretched into standing, gathering up the tray and taking the dishes to the sink for later washing.

"Permitame otra oferta. Could we send horses and their riders here, to learn to work together?"

"Owin' to what you want 'em trained for," she said judiciously, "maybe. But I have to tell you I'm not in any shape to house or feed your company's hands."

[image: horse]"Los mesanjeros especiales," Rafael said, sounding proud. "We will have a service of the couriers, the hub-and-spoke system, the special messengers, the special horses; we will have the stations and the relays. Si, radio takes important news to everyone. Thurn and Taxis handle mail very well, yes—where they are. We want to build a service like that, un Correos, too. But for things fragile or perishable, or that must be taken quickly, there will be our business. Our investor, H.A. Burston, tells us in the world he came from this is called Fed-Ex."

Alyse wondered how Powell would feel about that.

****
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Mountain Top Baptist Bible Institute

West Virginia County

Early summer, 1636

John Stewart rolled over again. The moonlight on the wall was in a different place from where it had been the last time he looked. He growled to himself, keeping it under his breath. Plain decency forbade waking Colm Donnelly, on the other side of the room.

There was no obvious reason why he couldn't get back to sleep. The up-time innerspring mattress was the most comfortable thing he'd lain on in his life. Nothing was weighing on his mind, though something certainly would be come daylight, if he wasn't rested for the morning's farm work.

There was a faint sound of some kind from downstairs, a scrape as if something was being moved, and a quiet footstep. That wasn't normal, at such an hour. Is somebody sick? Well, if he was the one awake, he should be the one to go see if someone needed help. He took his bathrobe from the bedpost and put it on. Handy thing, a bathrobe.

As always, the top step creaked when he put his weight on it. Instantly, there was a clatter from downstairs of things being dropped, a curse and a rush of footsteps, and the bang of the kitchen's screen door slamming shut. "Thief! Thief in the house!" He grabbed the handrails and went down in a leap. By the time he got to the back door and looked out, a dark figure was just disappearing around the near barn, heading toward the woods. John wasn't dressed for pursuit, nor did he have weapons or a flashlight to hand.

The lights came on. Claudette Green was there with her hand on the wall switch. John turned and looked around, and saw the open drawers, and a few pieces of stainless steel tableware dropped on the floor. Most of it was gone.

A few seconds later the rector appeared. "What is it, Brother Stewart?"

John pointed. "The scoundrel's awa' wi' the knives an' forks, Brother Green. I wasna quick enough to lay a hand on him."

Colm had gotten halfway down the stairs; now he turned back, probably going to fetch his clothes. Green reached for the kitchen telephone and punched three keys.

****

With the morning sun streaming in, Officer Gleiß finished photographing the disorder on the floor of Albert Green's study. Many of the books were irregularly pulled forward or even overhanging their shelves, a couple of middle bookshelves had been emptied, carelessly stacked on the floor, and then fallen over, and everything on the work table looked like an eggbeater had gone through it. Otherwise, things were mostly where they'd been. Al looked over the detective's shoulder as he moved in to take a close-up of a 1780 French Bible's broken binding. It really hadn't been all that rare up-time, just old. Gleiß clicked off the shot and set the camera aside. "All right, Doctor Green, you can shelve the books and tell me if any are missing. These covers will not give us any fingerprints."

"But you got one from a dinner knife?"

"A partial, yes. It's good that you put them away so clean." He smiled briefly. "It's unfortunate that there was nothing here for the dog to take a scent from. Our mobile units watched in a few places along the road below soon after you called us, but the Ring is a big place. Well." He bent down and started handing books to Al.

Five minutes later everything was back in place, and there were no gaps. Even the books that had lain on their sides on top of the standing books were back where they belonged.

"So nothing is missing here? Not even something that was behind the books, or tucked into them?"

"There wasn't anything behind them. There were a few scraps of paper in some of them for bookmarks. Nothing valuable there, just the books themselves. Just a minute while I look around some more." He opened his desk drawers one at a time, and poked around a little. "There's a gold-plated letter opener missing, that I got on my seventeenth birthday."

"Expensive?"

"Not really, but I suppose a collector would pay something for it. I'll make a sketch for you." He sat down and reached for a notepad.

"You have valuable books? Valuable because they're from up-time and of interest to rich collectors, or intrinsically valuable because of what is in them?"

"The college would be crippled without them."

The policeman nodded slowly and pursed his lips. "So. You may want to consider making this house harder to get into quickly, and perhaps get a watchdog. But I believe I've heard something about protecting books. I could ask around for you."

"Oh, thanks. Sure." While he drew, he couldn't help thinking about how many of the books lining two whole walls of the room existed nowhere else in the world. Losing his world had been bad enough, but losing those—his stomach roiled at the thought. And then there was that cardboard carton of photocopies on the top shelf in the corner, right up against the ceiling, that he and Pete Clark had made one long, busy night in his sophomore year. None of it was missing. This time.

****

This wasn't the first crisis he and Claudette had faced together.




Southern Baptist Theological Seminary

Louisville, Kentucky

1990

Al closed the textbook with a solid thump and slammed it down on the table like he was killing the world's biggest spider. He was shaking. He was going through some of the supplementary reading for his first-period class. The book and the teacher seemed to take perverse delight in showing the parallels between Christ the Son of God and the annually resurrected sun gods of a whole category of ancient religions. He stared at the wall for what must have been half a minute or more, wrestling with the clear implications of it all. But there was no resolving the contradiction, and no putting it aside. "Claudette, I can't stay. I don't belong here."

Her housecoat rustled as she turned from filling the percolator. "Do you want to explain that?"

"How can I preach now, having just been forced to the conclusion that there is no god that man did not create in his own image?"

Claudette stopped and turned to look at her husband of six years. It was one of the most intense looks he'd ever seen on her face.

He took a breath, and it all came rolling out. "First they taught us that the King James was a lousy translation from poor manuscripts. They said it can't be trusted, because it was skewed by politics and bad theology, and so the theology that grew out of it is bad too—even if people could still understand it, which they can't. Where I grew up, to say 'The Bible' meant the 'King James,' the absolute unquestioned truth, guaranteed to be right. To say something was Gospel was to say it was beyond challenge.

"So okay, if the King James was shaky, there were the Greek and Hebrew sources it came from, but then I learned that the world is full of different manuscripts that don't agree with each other. Between higher criticism and lower criticism, we find out that half of what the Bible says Christ said, He didn't. The New Testament and the Old Testament both have to be weighed, and then you must pick and choose, and you can't ever be a hundred per cent sure. And then we find out Christ wasn't the only sun god to die and be raised from the dead at the end of December. Angels are Djinn, Egypt had a one-god faith, and so did others. The deeper you dig, the more you find out it's all a lot of guesswork made out of nothing more than what people wanted to believe, filtered through a cultural legacy of kings and court politics. What isn't made up is plagiarized from a dozen different pagan religions. Scribes added their own notions and didn't bother copying what they didn't like. That business in Mark about handling snakes just came out of nowhere.

"And then that Scientific American article I read last year really rubbed my nose in it. I went and looked at a couple of books on astronomy and cosmology. It's the sheer size of the universe! Out of all the stars and all the galaxies, and the billions of light years between them, and space itself expanding at the edges faster than light, there's just too much of it for me to believe that there could be someone in charge of it all, watching us on this one little planet and guiding our affairs, who is even aware I exist, much less cares.

"Did I tell you that Tom saw Doctor Smith coming out of a liquor store? He went in and asked the cashier what he bought. The cashier said he 'bought the same brand of bourbon he always buys.' I couldn't believe it! When I was growing up, Christians didn't drink. That was a sin, and sinners were going to hell. And Doctor Smith is the best teacher I have this term. If that's what Christianity is here, it's not what I came for." He shook his head again at the contradictions. "I have to find something else to do. I can't do this!" He'd spoken quietly, but he was drained, out of words, out of anything more to say.

She took her time answering, meanwhile getting the coffee going and loading up the toaster. "Albert, I said, 'for better or worse, 'til death do us part.' But that was a promise before God, and if there isn't any God, then there isn't any promise. I'll start packing if I have to. I can take the kids and go back home and teach full-time again, and you can go wherever you want. But neither of us is going anywhere until you take it to the chapel and talk to God. Calm down and think it through. Settle in your own mind whether He exists or not. Right now you're not thinking clearly. You know, normally I'd love to win an argument about the Bible with a divinity student, but normally I wouldn't need to remind you that the passage in Mark about handling snakes doesn't come completely out of nowhere. Yes, we both know it isn't in the better manuscripts. Still, Paul got bitten by a viper on Malta in Acts 28 and came to no harm, when he should have died. And in Isaiah it says there will be a time when snakes shall not hurt a child, and then Psalms 91 talks about walking on lions and adders. So go to the chapel, go pray, before we think about going our separate ways. I'm telling you, I still believe. I am not going to give it up, and I am not going to live a life unequally yoked. So you go now, and let me know what you decide."

****

When he came back to their tiny student apartment close to midnight, he had two books in his hand. He was surprised and touched to see a pot of chili keeping warm on the stove. He wouldn't have blamed her for making herself and the boys a sandwich, washing up, and going to bed, but she was sitting up on the sofa bed in the front room waiting for him. He was hungry as a lost coyote. She didn't say anything, she just let him gather his thoughts and his words, and waited for him to speak.

As he ate she picked up the books and raised an eyebrow. She really didn't need to say anything. The first one was the Klingon-English Dictionary and the other was The Good News for the Warrior Race. He knew as well as she did how tight their budget was; this was just plain impulsive—especially today. He was going to have to explain that, on top of everything else.

When he finished the first bowl and put down the spoon, she gave him her best poker face and looked him straight in the eye. "Well?"

"I found the answer. The answer is faith, Claudette. I thought about everything back to when I was a little kid, and that's what I went back to. It was in Luke, 'Whosoever shall not receive the kingdom of God as a little child shall in no wise enter therein.' What does it mean to become as a little child? A little child accepts God on absolute pure faith without reason or understanding, to trust in the sufficiency of the parental love of God without question. It doesn't matter what they teach. I know in Whom I have believed, and He is able to keep that which I've committed unto Him against that day."

Albert repeated himself. "When I was a child I trusted. I accepted, without question. That's what I went back to, and there I found peace. All the questions don't matter. There is a God, whatever is His nature, and whether or not we can ever understand Him. He loves me. I know it. I accept it. That is the answer. That is all there is, and it's enough."

"So you're sure? You know what you want to do? You're staying?"

"Yeah."

She held up the Klingon Bible. Al laughed. "When I was walking past the bookstore the light was still on. It happened the manager was working late. So I pounded on the door until he opened it, and since I knew exactly what I wanted and he knew exactly where it was, he let me take it with me. I'll pay for it tomorrow."

"But why?"

"If I have to pick and choose between the different ways different manuscripts say the same thing, then I want as many choices as I can get."

She came to her feet with a laugh and put her arms around him.




A storefront Flacian church

Grantville

1636

"You sent a fool, Rausch. A bungling fool! He failed, and now they will be on guard." Pankratz Holz was flailing his arms with rage.

Martin Rausch gripped the back of a chair with one hand and leaned forward with his nose practically in Holz' face. "A fool? It was a fool's errand. There are no scrolls in that library, Dead Sea or any other kind. Not anywhere on the shelves or in the drawers. And in case they aren't scrolls any more, and were turned into a book, he looked at the titles on the spines of all the books, just as you said. Nothing like that, in Latin or English. He says he even looked behind the books, in case the scrolls were there, and he damn near broke an ankle when a pile of them fell over. Then somebody woke up and he had to run."

Holz snorted. "You mean the bumbler made a noise, and woke somebody up. But I tell you, Green has them. It's reliably reported that he showed some to the Bibelgesellschaft. That heretic is already throwing all kinds of doubt and confusion on scripture. I tell you, if he only wanted to introduce his students to the original Greek New Testament, he could have just bought a few copies of the accepted Erasmus text, but no, he had to have a special printing made of this Nestle-Aland monstrosity with all kinds of variant texts and commentaries, setting them to arguing every verse. And the way Green argues, he could talk your ear off and then explain away the severed part. What chaos will he let loose now, with this new trove of scrolls that nobody but him has seen? It must stop!"

"Then they must be somewhere else in that house, if they're in the house, or if they exist at all. Not in the library."

Holz pointed his finger at the pile of eating utensils spilled out on the floor. "And what was the idiot doing stealing the silverware? Something for himself, instead of what I paid you for? And what I paid to rent that battery-powered flashlight for him to use, so he wouldn't make noise winding a spring? That wasn't cheap, I'll tell you."

"It's not silver, it's stainless steel, and it's worth plenty. But he took it on the way out after the search came up dry, to make it look like a common grab for loot. Just in case."

"Oh, a brilliant inspiration that was! It still put them on their guard!" Holz' finger shook. "And that common loot had better not show up anywhere around here."

****

Once again, Al needed Claudette's steady wisdom.

As he entered the old barn, she looked up from milking—the Mountain Top Baptists weren't the first farmers to discover that cows could get used to being milked at a decent hour. She just looked at him and waited.

He had to stop and search for words. That was supposed to be easy for any preacher, let alone one with a doctorate. After half a minute or so, he started with the core of what was worrying him. "I'm starting to wonder if we're really going to bring this off. I wonder if our mission is even what we think it is."

"Huh? That two-bit burglar didn't throw you that badly, did he? The things he grabbed from the kitchen won't be that hard to replace, just so we don't buy pewter—we need lead poisoning like a hole in the head. Is there something else eating at you?"

"It's not what we lost, honeybunch, it's that we can get hit any time. I didn't see that, or maybe I had my head in the sand. When Joe gave us the farm to start a college with, I figured it put us far off the beaten track up here, that we weren't likely to be bothered. But now? All it takes is one ignorant crank who thinks he has the Only Truth. Suppose that had been an arsonist, or some psycho Anabaptist-hating ex-mercenary with a big sword? Or suppose it had been a gang of robbers after the books? There aren't enough of us here to keep up a watch around the clock, and even if there were, we've got a farm to run just to feed ourselves."

"Speaking of that, let me finish milking Edna here while I think about it, before she gets upset with me, and then I've got to leave for work." She went back to the job at hand.

"Sure, go ahead. And the farming and outside work really cut into what we're supposed to be doing, teaching and studying, trying to bring along a few more who can preach. With the few of us here, I really wonder if we can train enough to make a difference in the world, or draw new members. This is the seventeenth century, and a lot of people don't like us. You know what happened up-time. In England and the Continent we were here all the time, right back to the beginning, never mind what the mainline historians claim, but we barely hung on, below the radar. It was only in America that we really grew. I don't know. We're such a small ember here."

"We are, but . . ." She worked in silence for a while. Finally she got up and moved the pail and stool aside, and patted Edna's side. "Someplace there's a key to this. I'll think on it when I've got a minute to myself, but we can manage without you for a few hours. What you should do is go into the chapel by yourself and pray over it. It's worked before. I'll tell everybody to leave you alone until you come out. Then we'll talk again."

****

By the time Al finally came in, both dining room tables were nearly cleared, and the residents were setting up for the evening group study period under the light of the room's hanging chandelier. Katerina Friedeberger had been cooking that day; she brought back the soup and the last of the grilled cheese sandwiches from the kitchen, and Claudette set a place for him.

John Stewart rested his crossed forearms on the table, and asked in the patiently practiced up-time English that he spoke when nothing distracted him from it, "Is it all clear in your mind, Brother Green? Do you know what we should do?"

"Not all of it. I know there are some things we can do to protect ourselves better. We need to put our heads together about that, and I particularly want to hear from you. If we can't fix the worn-out lock on the back door, we can at least put a bar on it, and one thing we should probably do is find a couple of good dogs and train them to keep watch for strangers. The detective said as much."

John nodded. "I wondered that the farm had no dogs already."

Al massaged his forehead for a moment. "It's partly because of what Old Joe said, I suppose. He didn't get a new dog when the last one died. He said it's hard enough when you outlive them, and worse when you worry about what will happen to them if they outlive you. But I suppose we don't need to worry about that now, there will always be people living here, as long as we're an institution.

"Anyway, here's the main point. No matter what else we might lose, the one thing that would hurt us the worst is the books. There'd be no replacing most of them, and that would cripple the college. It's just not good to have the only copy of some of those works. As far as I can see, the only sure way to protect them is to get them published, as fast as we can. After last night, I believe that's part of our mission in this world."

"Funny that you should say that." He passed across an unfolded sheet of paper with a broken seal. "Here's another letter from the Button family, those English Anabaptists stopping in Hamburg. They want to come to Grantville and study with us, and guess what their trade is? They're printers. It seems to me Divine Providence has taken a hand."

Al thought about that as he picked up a sandwich, and nodded. "Maybe so. Well, then, we should respect that, eh? The sooner we see them, the better." He threw John a quick smile. "Why don't you send them a telegram and tell them we eagerly await their arrival?"




Some days later

John's remark the week before was going around in Colm Donnelly's head, as he started across the dooryard to the shed to fetch a hoe. The Lord certainly had some mysterious ways of providing, at times. He was just about to go inside, when William Button came trudging up the hill with his three sons and the older daughter in tow. They looked exhausted, as well they might after praying all night at the hospital. Not that they'd been the only ones praying, not by a long shot. But Claudette Green's phone call an hour ago had said William's wife Melisa was out of danger, and her premature infant Providence seemed to have turned the corner during the night.

Colm turned in his tracks. "Come in, come in. We'll find you a place to sleep and show you where to wash up. Brother Green will talk with you about your work and studies when you've had some rest."

William raised his eyes from the ground in front of his feet. "I thank you. It's beyond me to express my gratitude, to all of you in this place. Whatever we can do, we shall do."

Colm smiled. "Well, I hold a hope that this fair day will bring less excitement than the one just past. Never before did we rush anyone down to the hospital in the moment of arrival, with hardly more than a word of welcome and a handshake. But I hear you were in time." As he led them in through the rambling farm house's door, he called toward the kitchen, "Sister Friedeberger, they're back. What have you got back there, besides a stale crust of bread?"




The following morning

Al Green laid down his fork. "You feeling a little more like yourself today, Brother Button? Seriously, I'm happy you've enrolled with us, though I didn't really expect any of you to do anything yesterday but catch up on your sleep. You surprised me. You and the boys were a big help getting the chicken coop closed in before the rain hit. I know working with rough-sawed lumber is no fun."

"How could we not? Your letter told us of the seminary's Rule—that all share in the work and all share in the bounty. We are beyond grateful at being received so."

"Well, we're no monastery, so we can afford to make a few allowances, especially for something like what happened. By the way, Claudette called a few minutes ago. They think they can let Melisa come home day after tomorrow to finish recuperating here. It's going to be a lot longer before little Providence can leave the incubator, though."

"Home. What a comfort to hear you speak that word!"

"Well, that's what it is while you're studying here. And that's one of the things we need to talk about. I want to sit down with each of you today to talk about some study plans, and Melisa when she's up to it. But there's something else I want to go over with you right now.

"You got my attention when you first wrote and mentioned that you're all printers. The rest of us sure aren't, and we've got a problem that won't wait. I want to show you and John some things. After that I'd like the two of you to visit every shop around here that does any kind of publishing, and find out what they can and can't do. I wouldn't know what I was looking at, and I wouldn't know what questions to ask." He stood up and passed his plate through to the kitchen.




Two days later

"It will not do, Brother Green! Look at it!" William Button stopped himself just in time from slamming the flat of his hand down on the work table in Green's study. Albert Green was not some overbearing noble patron, full of obstinacy and ignorance of the craft. He was, in fact, the greatest of benefactors to William and all his family, for without the intervention of the Greens, his wife and their new daughter would not be alive. But this was a matter bearing on William's honest craftsmanship, and for that matter on the reputation of the seminary itself. Yet the up-timer unaccountably failed to see it.

William tapped his forefinger on the sample of mimeographed work lying before them, a study syllabus for the minor prophets as it happened, and one of the more carefully executed examples of the method. "Forgive my speaking to you in such a sharp manner, but the mimeograph? Never mind that it would give us copies more quickly than any other method. It would. But see how the letters spread into the paper, and grow irregular at the edges. Look at the rough texture of the paper the mimeograph requires." He took a breath. "You called on me for the opinion of a master printer, and I have given it. The mimeograph will not serve your ends. Not in this."

Green's lips compressed in a frown. "Huh? You already told me the guys who reprint library books can't do anything with this." His hand flicked at the carton full of photocopied pages that he had taken down from a top shelf—all of them blurred, gray, blotchy copies of copies of copies from a lost world, and all of them made in the dead of night in defiance of academic rule and custom. Even with the full sunshine coming in through the room's two big windows and falling full on the top sheet, the best that could be said was that it was legible.

"No, they certainly cannot."

"So what are we supposed to do then, if photo plates won't work, and our mimeograph won't work either? And why won't it work? I don't get it."

William cast his eyes down for a moment. "It's not that it wouldn't work, Brother Green. It would. But this is not a problem of the craft, this is a matter of how people will perceive it. I know the clients of printers and their moods." His voice softened. "Consider what these pages are! Here before us lie images of what remains of the Dead Sea Scrolls, forsooth, a collection of works penned with ink on parchment sixteen hundred years ago or more, when Christ walked the streets of Jerusalem. For all we know, Christ might have seen those same scrolls, or held some of them in his hands and read from them.

"You tell me of your hope that by publishing them and sending copies to those who could best use them, you would ensure that these ancient writings will not be lost forever if the worst should happen here—and in the doing, spread the name of the Institute far and wide, and foster our reputation. But the mimeograph? No, Brother Green, they deserve respect beyond the power of the mimeograph to give. The scholars and great patrons will not take these seriously, and they will not give us the respect you seek, if we fail to treat these ancient words as they deserve. On the contrary, they must be printed as well as we are able to print them. Grantville is already famed for what its printers can do, and it is by that standard we will be judged. To mimeograph this—" he shook his head "—it would be received as if we mounted a fine diamond in a bent and battered ring of tarnished brass, and set it in the nose of a pig."

Green's eyes flared for a moment. "Brother Button, I've gotta say, you have an amazing way with words." He took a couple of steps back and forth, put one hand on his swivel chair, and pushed it aside so he could lean back against the edge of his desk with his arms folded. "Are you about to tell me what I think you're going to tell me?"

William nodded slowly up and down. "With regret, I must. Believe me when I tell you I have looked for other ways. John and I visited every printing shop within the Ring as you asked, and those in Schwarza as well. They willingly showed us all that they can do. Things we never imagined, enough to make our heads spin. Lithography. Photogravure. Printing in multiple colors with near-perfect registration. Photolithography. Half-tone etchings. Page composition by paste-up. Camera-ready computer printouts of celestial navigation tables, untouched by anyone's hand. Wonder after wonder, and talk of more to come.

"And Grantville University Press—there they print nearly perfect copies of enormous up-time books, and do it quickly, if the books themselves are well-printed and in good condition. And even so, they complain of 'bottlenecks' to be remedied." He paused. "They would like to know what books you have in the more popular languages, that might sell well." He looked around at the overflowing bookcases ranked the length and height of two walls, and shook his head. "But let us talk of that later. These papers—" he tapped one of the blurred photocopies "—are not well-printed."

"No, they sure aren't. So what's the answer, Will? Type them up clean, so they can use them to make photo plates?"

[image: typewriter]Again William shook his head. "Not with the Greek and Hebrew typewriters you showed me, and not with the best ribbons that can be made now, of inked cloth. I've been assured that nothing better will be possible for many years. As it is, they cannot meet the standard such a treasure demands." He sighed. "It comes down to printing in the ordinary way, and from new type at that. The best Grantville type, well composed. And since you forbid these papers to leave this room—" he raised one corner of his mouth in the ghost of a smile "—for reasons I would hardly dare to dispute—"

Green winced. "You want to bring a press here. And all the other stuff that goes with it."

William turned up his palm in agreement. "A small print shop in the new barn. I see no other way to fulfill your desires, for if we are to set type in this room, we could not hope to carry it into town without it all coming loose. And then we shall print copies you will not blush to send into the world, copies that will show forth the glory and grandeur of the legacy which Our Lord has caused to come into your hands."

"Product packaging, of all things. A print shop of our own. Something else to cost us money. I don't know how the few donors we have would go for that right now, after they just helped us put up the new barn." Green snorted and looked out the window.

William paused and looked at the colorful repeating floral decoration on the wall behind the rector. Even the wall was covered with printed paper from the middle of the twentieth century. "Well, then, would you like John and me to go talk with the town's printers once more, and ask if they can think of another way?"

Green closed his eyes for a moment. "Yes, please do that. Just don't talk about exactly what we have here, just say poor copies of old documents. Maybe somebody will have an inspiration, not that I really think so. And that being the case, put together a plan to do it your way, will you? Find out what it'll cost, and let's see if we can afford it. You do realize, we've had expenses lately."

William was acutely aware of that. Because of those expenses, his wife and daughter lived.




Friday

Verlag Jacob Hanauer

Deborah

The owner came out from the composition bench wiping his hands on a rag. "It's good to see you again, Master Button. How can I help you? Do you have more questions?"

"I'm not sure where to start, Rabbi Jacob. Is that the proper way to address you?

The man made a dismissive gesture. "Rabbi Jacob or Yakov, or Herr Hanauer, it makes no difference. So what is on your mind?"

William gave him a quick half-bow. "Well, then, Rabbi Yakov, if that might be the most respectful address, our rector Brother Green has asked me how best to print some old documents in poor condition, that he wishes other scholars to see. Many of them are in Hebrew, and the work in that language you showed me on my first visit was beautifully printed. Indeed, I have never seen such perfect Hebrew type."

Yakov grinned. "Give credit for the type to my fellow townsman, he is known here as Joseph Hanauer. We both came from Hanau, you see. Though, perhaps by up-time standards we've been here long enough to say we are from Deborah. But yes, his work is beautiful. You should see some of the tools he makes for dentists. But I wander, I wander. You are thinking of bringing these papers here to be published? We can certainly do that."

William hesitated. "Well, there is a difficulty. The papers are more than rare, and so the rector isn't willing to risk letting them be moved from where they are. The typesetting would have to be done at the seminary. What I would like to ask—" he hesitated for a moment "—would you be willing to rent out the type for a time? If you would like to send your apprentice with it, to see that the type is properly cared for, the seminary could provide room and board during the printing."

Yakov shot him a sharp look. "Hebrew documents, so precious that he will not allow them out from under his own roof? What are these, exactly? What should I know about this?"

William's fingers tapped on the table for a moment. He glanced toward the rear of the shop, where two young men were aligning several pages of type on a full-sheet framework, delicately tapping wedges into place. "He's trying to be quiet about them, at least until copies reach the scholars he intends them for. He has asked me not to say. I can only suggest that you speak with him yourself."

Yakov scratched his cheek for a few heartbeats. "Hmm. Then I think I will. Doctor Green is not ordinarily one to keep secrets. I will hear what he has to say, and perhaps he will show me these things."

"My thanks. I shall tell him to expect your visit. And until you hear him out, I ask you on his behalf not to speak of this matter."

"So? I think perhaps we should have this conversation without delay." He turned and raised his voice. "Ari! Hans! You have your work for the day! See that it is done and the shop is clean when I return. I'm going to call on a client."

****

"I see you've brought us a guest, William." Albert Green got up from his swivel chair and reached out his hand to shake. "Shalom, Yakov."

Yakov couldn't help smiling back. "Shalom, and blessings upon you, Albert." Some gentiles were touchy about titles and styles of address. Some Christian clergy wanted to be called "Father," others took offense if you did. Not Doctor Green. "So, what is this work you have in Hebrew that must not leave this house? May I see it?"

The expression on Green's face was unreadable. Amusement, maybe, but something else too. Without a word, he took down a paperboard carton from a top shelf in the corner, set it on the table, and carefully lifted out a stack of paper, the small up-time sheets they called letter size. There must have been three or four reams. Yakov examined the top sheet, then turned it aside, and scanned a few more before looking up. "These are Hebrew, as you say, but the letters are strangely formed. Where did they come from?"

"They came from scribes, seventeen hundred years ago, or maybe a little earlier. What you see is how they wrote, then."

"Indeed?" Yakov bent down again, working out the meaning of a phrase in his mind. He looked up at Albert in surprise. "This is a Torah portion. Tell me of it. How did you come to have copies of such an old Torah portion?"

[image: caves]"In the days when Rome burned the temple—" Yakov stared straight into Albert's face in astonishment "—a library was hidden in caves near the Dead Sea. No one lived to retrieve it. It was found by Bedouin shepherds about the time Israel became a state."

"Of this State of Israel I have heard. 1948?" For a moment, he recalled the discussions that had generated in the yeshiva, when the story had reached them. The messiah would gather the people home when he comes. Did someone form a state early, without the messiah? Did it matter? Could they do so in this century? The Ottomans would never allow it. Would elsewhere for a homeland until the messiah came be allowable? He brought his mind back to the business at hand. "Of a hidden library, I have not heard."

"It's probably mentioned in the newer encyclopedias. People started calling the whole thing the Dead Sea Scrolls, though as you can imagine a lot of the scrolls weren't intact by the time they were found. Some of the jars were full of fragments. These copies here—sorry they aren't any better than this—are from the part of what was found that ended up in Jerusalem, under proper care. Other parts were scattered to the winds."

"And you came by this how?"

Albert looked sheepish. "There was some trouble with some of the translators being reluctant to share the portion that fell into their keeping, and on top of that they were being slow about bringing out a translation. Someone made a pirated copy of most of it. I had a professor who was lent a copy of a copy. He asked two of us students to make him a copy of the borrowed copy, before he returned it. We made three copies, and each kept one. The copy machine wasn't working right, and that's mostly why this looks so bad. Shortly after that, in part because the pirated copy was circulating, the whole work was published, but I was a student, and the books were too expensive for me. This is all I ever got. And now I fear for its safety. A burglar got in here a few nights back. We're real lucky he didn't grab this, or any of the books nobody else has."

"Doctor Green, may I borrow a chair and a table with good light and read through these— is photocopies the right word?"

"Yes. Sure. We'll take them to the dining room. Plenty of room to spread out there. Need some note paper?" He reached into a desk drawer and pulled out a large hand magnifier. "You'll probably want this, too."

****

The afternoon was well along and Al was deep into drafting Sunday's sermon when Katerina Friedeberger stuck her head in. "That visitor you have studying in the dining room, Brother Green?"

"Yes?"

"Will he be staying for supper?"

Al mentally slapped himself for being a proverbial absent-minded professor. The only place they could get kosher food on short notice was the Kornzweig deli, down in Deborah. "He will, but he keeps kosher. I'll call Claudette and ask her to pick up something for him on the way home." He reached for the phone.

****

Al was close to done with his notes for the Sunday sermon, when the Greens' adopted daughter Emilia came in. "Dad? Johann and Harry and I need to set both the dining room tables for supper now. Everybody will be coming soon."

Al rubbed his eyes. "Oh, thanks, Millie. We'll get it cleared off."

He came out with the empty carton, to see Yakov a couple of hundred sheets down in the pile, looking back and forth between a couple of the pages like a cat trying to figure out which way a moth was going to turn next. He smiled. Any scholar would understand Yakov's fascination at seeing something like this. "So, Rabbi Yakov, what do you think?"

Yakov sat up with a start. "It's astonishing. What a treasure! I truly understand your caution with these pages."

"So you understand what this is. Well, they need us to clear the table and put this away, but I'd like you to sit down now with William and John and me, and decide what we're going to do. We'll be out from under foot in the front parlor." He set down the box next to the main stack.

****

Doctor Green was radiating energy to the point of impatience. Before Yakov and the two English printers had even seated themselves, he looked around at the little gathering. "I don't mind telling you all again, every day we have the only copy of this material is a day we could lose the whole works. Does everybody agree that the only real way to protect it is to publish as fast as we can, and send off a bunch of copies to places where they'll be appreciated?"

Yakov settled himself into the corner armchair and folded his hands behind his head. "Indeed. I would wish this even if you didn't."

"Great. So what do we have to do to make it happen? William?"

"I understand that you will not allow the papers to be moved out of doors at all, not even so far as the barn?"

"Would you risk having some of them blow into wet dirt, or get dropped? No."

"Then we must set the type here in the house. It must be cleaned after each use, because you forbid ink or any other liquid to be in the same room as the papers. Nor would I want to see inky fingers in this fine house anyway." He smiled. "Your study would be uncomfortably narrow for the work, but it might be done here in this room."

Yakov sat silently, listening.

William continued, "Then we can carry the set type to the barn, do the printing there, and then clean and distribute the type for the next use. I'm told that we might find a disused press at a good price, now that some of the shops in town are taking up other ways of printing."

Yakov fluttered his hand side-to-side. "Oh, no, no, there is no need to bring a press here. I would much rather make papier-maché stereotype flongs from the set pages, and take those down to the shop. My men could cast plates there for the press. Much less wear on the type, you see. Type is expensive."

John sat bolt upright on the sofa under the window and slapped his forehead. "Of course, stereotypes! I must have been blind! We'll lose no time washing the type, because it will never be inked."

A startled look appeared on William's face. "No press? But . . ."

Yakov suddenly understood. "You want a press here for other reasons? Of course. You wish to establish yourself as a master printer here to earn your living. I remember that you were happy there is no guild in this county to forbid you. But be careful about investing in what other printers are selling cheap, yes?"

William froze, obviously thinking through the implications.

Yakov went on, "You have seen all the shops, and the new methods. All that is only the beginning. I tell you, much more is coming. Why do you think I don't keep a press of my own, and go to my neighbor Bleiler with my set type? Take my advice and learn all the new ways, before you tie up your money. At the technical college they have a course of instruction in most of it. It will save you much time and trial."

William looked at John, and then at Yakov. "Learn the printing arts all over again, Rabbi Yakov? What can it mean, then, to be a master printer in Grantville?"

"You want my opinion? For our lifetimes, a master of any trade will be the one who is always thinking, always learning, always inventing, who always profits from change and is not run over by it."

Albert nodded, with a little smile on his face. "That's pretty much how it was up-time, and we ought to talk about it some more later, but right now we need to decide what we're going to do. The four of us. Tonight, tomorrow, the day after, and next week."

Yakov put his finger beneath his lip, and drew out his next words. "Ah, yes, what we are going to do. There are many things to consider, Albert. Much of the material in your copies is in Hebrew, or at least in Hebrew letters of an ancient sort. As William told you, I have good Hebrew type. Modern Hebrew type, of course, not like the script in your copies. The parts that are not Torah, we have no other source for. Though they are incomplete fragments, we can do nothing but publish them as they are. The pages in Greek and Roman letters are much the same, I think.

"Some of the Hebrew pages are Torah portions, though. It would be much more respectful of the text, and of much greater use, to fill in the missing words where the lines are broken into fragments. We would put the interpolations in brackets, of course. The sensible way would be to write out the merged text here and take it to the shop—merging and checking text while typesetting would drive us all insane. After our Sabbath and yours, I can bring one or two scholars here who are properly qualified for this, Jewish scribes who know what is required when they work with the words of the Torah. They must read aloud as they write, for just one example."

Albert stiffened, then sighed. "Which means nothing would get done until Monday. I hate just letting two days slip out of our hands."

"Is not 'Haste makes waste' an expression up-timers brought to us? But I share your concern. Tonight we can plan, until I must leave to be home for the Sabbath. And I think we could find steps you could take tomorrow to prepare for the work to follow."

Claudette Green stuck her head in from the dining room, holding a paper bag in her hand. "Dinner, guys! You can keep talking at the table. And look who's with me!"

Melisa Button came through the doorway, taking slow, cautious steps. William shot off the sofa and went straight to her, reaching out to gently take her hands. In a few more seconds she had an entire circle welcoming her home.

Albert returned to Yakov. "All right, if planning is what we can do now, let's see how far we can get with it over dinner. I'll drive you down to Deborah before the sun sets, and we can keep talking on the way."




Monday morning

Claudette surveyed the parlor and shook her head. It was fair to say the place had been transformed. All the furniture and Old Joe's good rug were tucked away for safety up in the new barn. A workbench that a couple of the men had hammered together out of green lumber dominated the middle of the room, along with a pair of card tables and a bunch of mismatched folding chairs. Instead of a single stack, Al's photocopies now rested in a neat row of file folders, sorted by alphabet and topic. They had Kat Meisner and one of her friends from the Bibelgesellschaft to thank for a big part of that job— Saturday had been a long day. There was half a ream of cheap newsprint for note-taking and a mug full of pencils. Al was looking as anxious as a racehorse waiting for the bell. She threw him a sideways glance. "The things we do for the faith. How long is it going to be like this?"

He returned a crooked smile. He understood, all right. "No longer than it has to, honeybunch. Once we're done with this batch, there won't be any more typesetting. We can get just about all the books done by photo reproduction. William and Yakov say they're in good enough shape for a job shop to do them."

"And aren't you glad you never wrote in the margins or underlined sentences, like some of those college nerds? Well, kiss me, and I've got to get going. John's taking the station wagon to bring up the paraphernalia and your new buddies, so I'll ride down with him. Crack the whip on those obsessive-compulsive fuddy-duddies and get this wrapped up and out of here, will you?"

He laughed, and took her in his arms.




Kornzweigs Delikatessen

Deborah

For all that the cookshop was named with a German word from another era, it was no idle boast. Delicate eating, indeed. But— "We could have brought our lunches from home, Leon. In your circumstances, thrift would not be an unwise practice." Yakov could have phrased the admonition a good deal more strongly, but he exercised restraint in the interest of a harmonious relationship. The eminent rabbi from Venice wasn't in Venice at the moment, and his spectacular absence of thrift had a great deal to do with his sojourn among the Deborah community. Yakov looked on in amusement as Leon turned his head, scanning all around the front room. Table linens to the left of the door edged in blue for dairy meals, those on the right edged in red, for meat. Two separate kitchens behind the counter. They sat waiting for their take-out order at a bare table in the middle, where only wrapped goods would ever be set down.

"We can afford it this once, to go visit your goyim who take no offense at food brought from outside. Very respectful, I should think. But will we really be there the whole day? Documents inscribed when the temple still stood, in the hands of this Protestant? Really? How would he have come by such unlikely things?"

That was not amusing. "Take care with Doctor Green. He is polite, and a man of peace, and he will always look for a position everyone can live with. But do not mistake it for softness. If someone should back him into a corner on a principle he considers essential, he will not yield. I have seen it. And never underestimate his knowledge. If he chose to convert, he could join our congregation with no further study. And one other thing. He says the Baptists are not Protestants, they pre-date the Catholics."

Leon's body language and expression spoke volumes. Well, he'd spoken enough earlier of the glories of scholarship into the Law and the Word as practiced in Venice, and his disdain for the necessity of taking refuge from his gambling debts in remote, outlandish Grantville—never mind that the Sephardim in town had grown numerous enough to support a famous rabbi—and never mind that he wasn't the Venetian rabbi they'd really rather have attracted. Nevertheless, when he spoke aloud, it was, "All right, Yakov, I will keep my eyes open and my mouth closed. We Jews know how to do that. And we shall see." He was clearly looking forward to that. So was Yakov.

The counter man caught Yakov's eye, only a second or two after he saw John Stewart waving from the seminary's station wagon. He rose. "Will you collect our lunches, Leon? I must return to the shop and direct the loading."

****

Albert came out to the front porch to meet them. As soon as Yakov reached the top of the steps, he went into the formal introduction. "Doctor Albert Green, this is Rabbi Yehudah Aryeh Mi-modena from Venice, also called Leon of Modena by those outside our community." Meanwhile, John Stewart took the station wagon around the far side of the barn so he and William Button could unload the stereotype apparatus and all the bits and pieces that went with it.

Albert extended his hand. "Welcome, Rabbi Yehudah. I've been looking forward to meeting you. Which should I call you?" After a barely noticeable hesitation, Leon shook it and answered, "Leon will do." Grantvillers could be surprising, and Albert was in a class by himself. He was already opening the screen door. "Let me show you what we've got. Yakov explained it, right?"

"Yes, he did." The noncommittal tone of voice was certainly to his credit.

The changes to the room struck Yakov as he came in. Though there were still pictures on the walls and a coat rack in the corner, it was now a place of work and no longer a place of comfort. He noticed the electric wires running across the floor to two lamps on the tables. "Leon, look out for those!"

Albert pointed. "All right, the Greek material is in the folders at this end of the table, and most of the rest is Hebrew. There's some Latin. I'm afraid I can't allow any food or drink in the room with these papers, or any kind of liquids, but the dining room is right on the other side of those sliding doors. Just ask Sister Friedeberger for some refreshments when you want them."

William's son John came in carrying a stack of type fonts wrapped for transportation, and set down the heavy load on the bench with care to keep them from any danger of scrambling.

Albert went on, "Anything you want to go over, before I go out to take care of some morning chores?"

John turned back from the door in surprise. "You will not remain with these guests, Brother Green?"

"No, Brother Button. I'll come back in a while, but if Rabbi Leon is going to give the book his endorsement when it's published, he needs time to make his examination and reach his own conclusions without me hanging over his shoulder. Besides, you know our rules. Priesthood of all believers. If I didn't do my share of the farm work, the rest of you would turn me into the high priest, and that's a headache I don't want."

"But you've studied so much longer and know so much more. Might you not be needed here?"

Albert's smile was of the sort bestowed on a clever student. "The Bible is not a shovel. Remember? It's not a tool to be used for making a living. Let's remember to talk about that again. Anyway, if something comes up that needs my immediate attention, you can always find me. I'll be looking in at the sawmill first." His gaze changed direction. "You all set, Yakov?"

Leon looked at Yakov. His eyes said, "Is he serious?"

Yakov nodded and pulled out a chair. "Let's sit down." He put his hand on a folder tagged as Torah text, and a bland expression on his face. "You might like to start with this."

****

Around noon Albert came back in. Leon hardly stirred when Yakov looked up from the Essene Rule of Order he was re-reading, a thing whose existence nobody had even imagined. A Jewish monastery? He motioned with his head toward the doors. Over a glass of cold water back in the kitchen, he lowered his voice. "I didn't want to disturb the Great Venetian Scholar. I've been enjoying watching him. He talked nonstop at the delicatessen and on the ride up here, about what a fool's errand this probably was. Then he took one good long look when he got your reading glass in his hand, and shut up. You should have seen his face! He hasn't said a word yet." He snickered. "Do you have any idea how hard it is to impress an ever-so-sophisticated Sephardic full-time professional Rabbi? Do you have any idea how much he is going to hate admitting that a German rabbi who works for a living knows what he's talking about? I'm so glad I don't have to get in a dither over the sin of pride and so forth, the way the Catholics do."

Albert raised an eyebrow. "Surely there isn't that much rivalry!"

Yakov snorted. "You Christians don't get along among yourselves, often enough. Why would you think we Jews do, even if we don't turn it into a Thirty Years' War?" He looked Albert in the eye and shook his head, "If he had anything to say, any way at all to tell me I was wrong, mistaken, confused or did not know what I was talking about, he would be telling me about it in pious detail. He would be perfectly polite about it, and perfectly thorough. He isn't doing that, because he can't. And right now he is lost among the pages making his mind see the common script when his eyes see the fuzzy odd block and then triangular script on the slick and shiny paper. Rabbi Yehudah Aryeh Mi-modena from Venice is staring at photocopies of Torah portions written when the temple still stood in Jerusalem. He understands what you have here, if anybody does. And I intend to keep my mouth shut and not tell him 'I told you so.' You and I agreed on what we want to accomplish, and it's not one-upmanship—charming word. We need Leon's endorsement to get this taken seriously when it's published. Not to mention his help editing. Have you heard from your Catholic and Protestant friends yet?"

"Larry Mazzare answered my telegram. He's on board with it, he came over and saw some of this stuff when I first came to town. Dean Gerhard hasn't said anything yet."

Leon came in and glanced up at the lunch baskets they'd put out of the way on top of the corner cabinet, then at Albert. "I just heard your congregation coming into the dining room and setting out lunch. I hadn't noticed the time. Where should Yakov and I eat?"

"You can join us in the dining room, if you like. We can leave a place empty on each side if that makes you more comfortable. Or you could use the picnic table under the maple tree out back."

Leon's face lit up. "That sounds wonderful, if you wouldn't mind. It's such a fine day out, and I miss my walks along the canals in the sun."

"Sure. I'll catch up with you afterward. I think it's time for us to talk."

****

Leon said nothing at first, though it wasn't the food that held his attention so closely. He was looking off into the trees, and probably not seeing them rustling in the warm breeze either, or hearing the blue jay overhead. Finally he let the hand holding what was left of his sandwich settle onto the wrapper, and came back to the present. "Rabbi Yakov, we must have those scrolls."

Yakov chuckled. "Green will not give them up. You might as well seek in the Wish Book for the Ark of the Covenant."

"Oh, I have not made myself clear. Not those atrocious copies, no, he should not give those up, and I do not mean us personally." He picked up the sandwich again, and paused with it half-raised. "I mean the whole community of the children of Abraham, we must have the actual scrolls, the hidden library. They must be found, and taken where they can be safe, before they fall into the hands of plunderers and strangers, the worst kind of goyim, not the ones like your friend. He is everything you said." The hand holding the sandwich wavered aimlessly in the air. "Yakov, I will speak to whom I must. There are letters to be written, money to be raised. Jerusalem shall be informed. Green told you there are books which hint at where to start looking? We must read them first, and act before others do." He paused for a few heartbeats, with his eyes looking somewhere off into the distance, probably seeing something that wasn't in front of them at all. "But until then, what he has is all we have. As he says, we must publish it all, and make sure it is done correctly, with proper respect for what it is." He sighed. "I could only wish they were complete."

Yakov sat back on the bench and cocked his head. "And when the scrolls are found, how are they to be cared for? For we are told, by now they are very fragile, and much may already have crumbled away beyond the ability of even the best antiquarians to salvage. Not that any such experts ever lived in Grantville."

The hand holding the sandwich twitched through a small gesture, half dismissive and half an acknowledgment. "Hmmph. We must study that question, and ask who has dealt with such things. I admit, I myself have never handled anything so old."

An admission of anything, from this man, was a marvel. Yakov kept his expression bland, in what Green called a "poker face."

****

Al and William stepped out the back door and glanced over to the picnic table. "Looks like they've finished eating. Shall we get this show on the road?"

William looked at him inquiringly, nodded as he seemed to get the gist of the idiom, and strode across the yard beside him.

Al climbed over the bench seat, settled down, crossed his forearms on the table top, and favored the two rabbis with a direct look. "What do you think?"

Leon put his fingertips together and a look on his face that was probably meant to project judicious wisdom. He sat that way for a couple of seconds, and then intoned, "I believe my colleague was right. It is wondrous. You do indeed seem to have here pictures of works that were written before Rome burned the temple. I understand you offer us the right to copy them? We will pay the expenses and provide you with your thirty free copies. Fortunately, we have the Greek and Latin portions to work on while the new type is made to match the script."

It was Al's turn to stare silently at him for a couple of seconds. "New type? What on earth are you talking about? What for? Yakov has some of the best Hebrew type there is."

"The manuscripts are not written in our modern style of letters. They are in an older script, used before there was printing. The Tetragrammaton, the Name of Our Lord, is in a script older yet." Yakov got a startled look on his face. Leon went on, "To publish them properly, and show how they looked, we will need to have the correct type made up. We can use the modern type for the words inserted from our own Torah, so that the complete text can be read, but that would not be suitable for the words from the manuscripts."

"Rabbi Leon, I think you're misunderstanding the whole purpose of this project. It's not to copy the appearance of the documents. It's to get the text out there verbatim in enough places to make sure it survives, before something bad happens and we lose it all. It'd take at least a month to make a whole new font." He shifted his gaze to Yakov. "Wouldn't it?"

Yakov scratched his nose. "Could be. I'd have to ask Joseph. And he might be busy with something else."

"Yeah. Leon, there's no way I'm going to agree to waste a month, just to make it look like a style of letters nobody today can even read without a struggle. Every day until the copies are printed and shipped out is one more day when we could lose the whole thing. I want typesetting to start today. William, can you do that?"

"Yes, Brother Green, within the hour. John and I have nearly finished setting in order the Greek font cases and the other tools of the trade. Rabbi Yakov has chosen certain pages as the first of the Greek portions that should be set in type, and as we do Melisa will proofread on the type itself, before we impress the stereotypes."

"Good. She's been wanting to do something useful, and that's a safe enough job for her while she's still recovering from surgery. And very much against my own preferences, I agreed Friday night that you could set scribes to editing the Torah material so the missing parts are filled in before the typesetting. Yakov, you and William assured me that typesetting on the edited notes could begin at your shop the morning after the editing begins up here. Two days have passed with no editing done, for reasons that I understand. Well, we did our planning. Now we execute. I want to see that editing get under way this afternoon, and set in type tomorrow."

Leon's hands had become occupied in folding the empty sandwich wrapper into precise squares. He put on a look that might have been intended to communicate patience. "But the script is the best way of saying how old it is."

"The preface is a perfectly adequate way to say it, and we can write that in ten minutes. You want to show a sample of what it looks like? Fine, somebody can make a copper plate engraving of a fragment, as long as it's done by the time the last pages come off the press."

William interjected, "Brother Green, even that would not be needed. I saw a light table at Schmucker & Schwentzel. It's used to trace illustration sketches onto thin paper, so they can be inked and then put under the plate-making camera. We could reproduce one of your photocopies by that method."

"Fine, William, that's even better."

Leon was looking back and forth between them. "Doctor Green, it is not that hard if you know Hebrew well! And this will not cause much of a delay, if the other Hebrew material goes to typesetting first. The Jewish community will appreciate the provenance of the documents better in the old script!"

Al felt his neck going stiff. Something about the Venetian's attitude was already wearing out his carefully cultivated mild manner. It felt as if the man was playing the part of an adult explaining to a small child just why what they wanted was ridiculous and that they should leave the important decisions up to their elders. He sat up straighter and changed his tone of voice. "First of all, we are not printing a book for pleasure reading, and it's not just for the Jewish community! And even if we were, few people read Hebrew well enough to do it without struggling with this unfamiliar script! Even Yakov, who is very proficient, has problems reading it. I know I do, and it's a rare Christian who can read Hebrew better than I can! In the end, it needs to be understood, or we won't have accomplished anything. And one avoidable day of delay is a day too many. No. It's got to be in the Hebrew type Yakov already has. No more messing around."

Leon's eyes flashed. "If we are paying for it, it should be done in the form we desire!"

Al leaned forward and gripped the edge of the table with both hands. "Paying for it? How in the world do you propose to pay for it? From what I heard, the only reason you're in town in the first place was because you couldn't pay your bills back home in Venice! If you're thinking of a fund-raising campaign just so you can goldplate the job, there's no way in the world to guess how long that would hold up production. Forget it! If you want to do something else with a second edition, fine, and you can take as long as you want. Maybe you'll even find a couple of people who want it."

Yakov was holding one hand palm-down a few inches above the table, rocking it gently from side to side. His lips were pursed a little. What? Before Al could figure out whether that was some kind of a message, or Leon could phrase a rejoinder, William exclaimed, "Gold plate? No-one spoke of illuminating the pages with gold leaf."

That stopped Al for a moment, and let off some of the steam. "What? Oh. Sorry. No, I don't mean gold leaf. It's a piece of up-time slang. It comes from defense contracting. Goldplating means wasting a lot of extra time and money on fancy frills that don't do anything useful. You remember, I wanted to just mimeograph it all and get it out of here, but you convinced me nobody would value what they got if we didn't put in the time and labor for a good printing job. Okay, you won your point and we made the decision to move ahead. But enough is enough." Leon wasn't talking for the moment, but he was looking sharply at William, clearly awaiting an answer to this sudden swerve in the discussion.

"The mimeograph . . . Brother Green, I have a thought. If the great matter is that there should be a copy without delay, to be taken elsewhere so that it cannot be lost or destroyed if ill should befall here, why not bring the Hebrew typewriter from the barn and make mimeograph copies quickly, for the immediate use of the scribes in their work? Then they might work where they will, perhaps where there would be room for more of them to divide up the task of editing."

Al turned that over in his mind. The editing bottleneck. . . "Hmm. Maybe, but not the mimeograph. That's for making thirty copies. If we only need one or two, carbon paper is a whole lot cheaper, and easier to do corrections on."

"Carbon paper?"

Yakov was looking puzzled too. "Yes, what is carbon paper?"

Al got up. "Better to show you than tell you. Let's take a walk over to the new barn. If we're even thinking of changing the plan, we'll never have more time to do it than we have this minute."

As they hustled across the yard, Leon started talking again. "These thirty copies you speak of, Yakov said something about it. I think perhaps you don't know our people. Many more than that could be sold."

"I'll take your word for it. The reason I'd have been satisfied with thirty is that the Christian world isn't ready to face the idea of a less than absolute unquestioned authoritative scriptural text. If I send thirty copies to thirty carefully chosen schools, it will be enough to guarantee that the text will survive. In time it will start a discussion among qualified scholars, and it will establish our school as a place of special learning. If you and Yakov publish it among your own people, that will only make it harder for every copy to be lost or destroyed. So it's a good thing."

He opened a door on the uphill side, and led the three men to one of the smaller work rooms on the second floor. "Okay, carbon paper." He poked around in a small storage cabinet for a moment, pulled out three sheets of typing paper and two carbons, stacked them, and rolled them into the Hebrew typewriter. "Here we go." Al had been typing academic papers since his first year of high school. He rattled off "Bereshiyth bara Elohim et hashamayim ve'et ha'aretz" in a burst. William had seen his speed before on the English typewriter, but Yakov's eyes grew large. Al spun the platen knob and rolled the paper up a couple of inches, so he could fan out the sheets and let them see the carbon copies.

Leon needed two or three seconds to take it all in. The first words out of his mouth were, "I need those sheets of paper, please. You have written a name of the Lord and I have read it. It must be preserved and properly disposed of. And I must have one of these machines."

Al turned his head and looked him straight in the eye. "Okay. Fine. Sure. Now, if I spend the next hour typing up some pages of the manuscripts with empty space where parts of lines are missing, would you be able to use that to do the editing and fill in from the Torah?"

"Er, yes, I would be able to do that. I will have to read aloud what you have written, of course."

"Right. Then if that's the plan, let's do it, people. Editing this afternoon, typesetting tomorrow."

Leon raised a finger, as if he were correcting a student in the yeshiva. "Typesetting Greek and Latin texts tomorrow, you mean. We can start editing the Hebrew tomorrow and print when we have the new type."

Before Al could blow up again, Yakov smoothly cut in, "Doctor Green, there will be plenty of printing to keep us busy. I will see to it that the press is not idle. The Hebrew that is not Torah can be printed all in modern type."

"But—" Leon fell silent at the glare radiating from Yakov and Albert, his words halting like an egg striking a wall. His expression was one of heel-dragging acceptance, not consent.

Al nodded curtly. "Good. Yakov, can you find somebody to come up in the morning and take over the typing?" He stood up and put the typewriter under one arm. William caught his sideways glance, and brought along the pack of carbons.




Grantville

A few weeks later

The brief rain shower ended. Pankratz Holz wiped the droplets off his spectacles and peered toward the synagogue, across the street and nearly a block away.

"Well, Rausch?"

"Those two boys who just went in are among those I saw getting off the tram near the path to the Baptist farm."

His voice dripped sarcasm. "Wonderful. I recognize one of them. He has been seen often lately at those mongrel Bibelgesellschaft meetings, where they pretend they're scholars. It's anyone's guess whether he's there from curiosity or because the Jews sent him. And did you find out anything about what it is they and the Baptists are doing together? What little I've been hearing is third-hand."

"Not really, Pastor, maybe writing a book or a newspaper or something. One of my men thinks he heard one of them say something about editing."

"Editing! I knew it! I knew it! That heretic Green is trying to change the Bible! I must write to Tilesius. But what would those Jews have to do with it? I must find out what's going on up there."

"They killed Christ, maybe they're trying to kill the Bible."

"Don't be stupid, read your Bible. Those conniving Jew priests were behind it, all right, but it was the Romans who killed Him. The Romans always thought they could solve any problem by killing somebody. Still, you might have a point. This time the Jews are getting the Baptists to do their evil bidding. Now, how are we going to get in there for a look? That sneak thief you hired was useless. I must go see for myself."




Rudolstadt

The bierstube was noisy enough with betting and drunken ramblings to keep anyone from overhearing a low-voiced conversation in a corner.

"I want you two to watch for anybody coming, and give a whistle if they do. Maybe carry some stuff. You in?"

The man across from him looked over the edge of his mug. "Depends what it pays, and who I gotta fight. But I wouldn't mind seeing what we could grab off those Anabaptist heretics up on the hill. Far as I can tell they got no friends to worry about, they're not even Christians."

Rausch didn't bother correcting that. It didn't matter, and he wasn't all that sure what they were himself.

****

A line from an up-time folk song went through Claudette's mind as she looked in at the scene in the front room. Some babies go to sleep to a lullaby, and mine was the sound of . . . two Hebrew typewriters? Melisa's foot gently rocked Providence in a cradle her stepson Andrew had built, while she checked Greek type. Meanwhile, David and Moshe rattled along in irregular bursts, occasionally stopping to swap pages and proofread each other's work. With any luck at all, that part of the job would be wrapped up pretty soon. That still left all the non-Torah Hebrew pages.

****

Hjalmar Schaub stood at the far side of the kitchen garden, taking in the back of the house and the approaches. Attractive, in a nineteenth-century American sort of way. Clapboard siding, white with dark green trim, overhanging eaves, large windows with that clear, smooth glass that was only now beginning to be duplicated. But the clear line of sight on that side ran only to the old barn. John Stewart was standing a few feet away, not saying anything, waiting for Hjalmar to speak. Hjalmar sighed. "Mr. Stewart, it comes down to what is at stake, what is the threat, and what are the costs. You've been a mercenary. I think what I have to say will only confirm what you've already concluded. With a good deal of work and expense, you could keep out nuisances and casual thieves. Maybe even amateurish vandalism. Iron shutters over the windows, outside lighting, a night patrol, maybe an ugly sprinkler system hung from the ceilings. Your dogs are a worthwhile measure, they will certainly make the cattle safer. But against a serious attack? No. Nothing like a battering ram or blasting powder would be needed to tear through those flimsy walls. Axes would be enough. Bullets would penetrate easily. And a fire could be started anywhere."

Stewart nodded slowly a couple of times. "Are you saying it's hopeless, then?"

"Not exactly. The buildings are basically indefensible, like most of Grantville, and so are the grounds. At best, you could gain enough time to take up arms. Actually fortifying this place would take months, even if you had a force to guard it at all times. But you said that it's not the buildings and possessions that matter the most, it's the books and papers. You have priceless written knowledge from up-time, and that's the only thing that's irreplaceable? If there really is an imminent threat, and of course that's the greatest unknown, it could arrive long before you could publish that enormous collection you showed me. But we at NESS have assisted with such things before. I think you need to become acquainted with the Academy of Conservators. Quickly."

Stewart looked blank. "What's that? Another college of some kind?"

"No, it's a small foundation with a state charter, a sort of secular order, I suppose you could think of it. But I hear your colleagues gathering for evening study. Why don't we go in and make our report, and I'll explain?"

****

Martin Rausch lingered with one of the men he'd hired, after the few worshipers at the weekday service went on their way. Holz put away the vestments and strode over to where they waited. "Well?"

"Gerd's watched them from the woods enough to have a good idea of their habits."

Holz snorted. "It's taken long enough. And so?"

"Sometimes there are lights on or some of them talking until almost midnight, but then they settle down. It's pretty much quiet and dark until after dawn."

"Mmph. All right. Is there anything else?"

"Not much. Well, the Jewish kids left early yesterday."

He flung out his hands. "What? Why didn't you say so in the first place? They must be almost done with whatever heretical business they're up to. We need to go find out what they're doing. Tonight, or we'll miss our chance. Then maybe I can get some support from Tilesius for whatever has to be done."

Gerd looked at Martin, and shrugged. It was plain enough what he thought of the whole affair. Whatever Holz was all excited about, he was the one paying them, and if somebody woke up, it wasn't far to the woods.




Schloss Schwarzburg

The guard at the castle gate spoke courteously enough, but there was nothing casual about the way he moved, the camouflage-painted polearm grounded within easy reach, or the very modern holstered pistol at his hip. "Good morning, Director Bolender, Herr Döpfner." He looked over the State Library's truck. "You are visiting the arsenal building today?"

Josef Döpfner leaned out the driver's side window. "Yes, Corporal Kreider. And good morning to you."

"And this other gentleman? We have not been introduced."

"This is Mr. John Stewart, from the Baptist seminary. We're showing him the facility and giving an orientation."

"Very good, Mr. Stewart. You are to stay with your escorts." He took a visitors' register from the guard shelter and handed it through the window to be signed.

A minute and a half later the truck pulled up in front of the building. Elaine Bolender got out first, with one of the keys, and a few seconds later Döpfner came with the other one. John raised his eyes. She explained, "The building is a no-lone zone. Nobody is allowed in here alone."

John looked over the exterior while they unlocked. The walls were stone, but where there had once been windows, the openings were now bricked up. The roof overhang didn't look like seventeenth century construction at all. It certainly wasn't wooden. Neither was the green-painted door. Things clanked when she turned the handle and threw her weight on it.

Inside, the only light was what came in through the door. There was electricity in the castle, but not in here.

It was one big room, paved with stone. When John's eyes adjusted after a few seconds, he saw rows of shelving filling close to half the space, holding numbered boxes. Aside from that, there were several spring-wound flashlights standing ready on a table beside the door, and little else. There was nothing that could make a flame at all.

She started up a light and led him over to one of the aisles. "This is what we've got, Mr. Stewart. It's pretty much bare-bones. Most of what you see here is the State Library's overflow, a lot of material we couldn't stuff into the main building and still be able to move around. Piles of donations land on us every time somebody clears out an attic or a barn for whatever reason. We get everything from esoteric reference books to rent receipts, all mixed together. Whenever we can get some help from volunteers, we bring a few boxes down to the staff rooms to get sorted and catalogued, and then put them back here. And we find out what kind of Easter eggs are buried in all the junk."

Döpfner was carrying in boxes from the truck and consulting a chart before shelving them.

John watched that for a moment, then turned back to the library director. "Easter eggs?"

She gave a sort of amused snort. "Yeah. You could call them buried treasures. The things we come across once in a long while, that make it worthwhile to go through it all. Of course, there's no telling whether something that looks absolutely useless will be just the clue somebody needs ten years from now.

"But anyway, it was a whopper of an Easter egg that got us this building. Up until last year, the stuff used to be in a rented cubicle down at the Higgins storage yard outside of town. While Josef had the door open one morning, a thief ran in and grabbed a box. Right in front of the Earl of Arundel—he was in town then. The box turned out to be a set of Debian software CDs, filled with open source code that would cost some incredible amount of money to rewrite from scratch. And it was complete, everything released up to 1999."

That was an unfamiliar term. "Open source code?"

"Computer programs, in a form that people can work on. To fix mistakes and make improvements. Explaining exactly what that all means would probably take longer than you'd want to listen to right now, but the point is that when we can start building computers big enough to run it, it'll move us ahead half a century in one jump. We'll have the Internet again, the real one, not that crippled skeleton we have in town. You and I will probably live to see it."

"That sounds . . . far-reaching. I've heard folk speak of missing it greatly."

She made a sharp gesture with one hand. "Yeah, no kidding! You can imagine the fuss it raised, when it hit the newspapers. Well, the earl had a bee in his bonnet already, ever since he heard about the Croat raid. He wants England to get a big boost from our technical knowledge, you see, so until there's time to publish what we have, it has to be protected. From everything.

"So he and Lady Alethea decided to organize the Conservators to do it. They put in a little of their own money, which made them Patrons once the charter went through, but mostly what they did was put their contacts and influence behind it. That drew in Count Ludwig Guenther, and he decided he wanted bragging rights as a Patron himself. What he gave us is a lot more valuable than money. He's letting us borrow this old building he wasn't using, for as long as we need it. The way his garrison guards this castle, I don't think we need to worry about any thieves or vandals getting in."

John chuckled. "That would present a few difficulties."

She waved her light around at the bare walls and the empty space under the roof. "Of course, this place doesn't have anything for humidity control, lighting, alarms, or sprinklers. That's on the way, though, now that the Patrons and the state have managed to scare up enough funding for a start on the repository annex. The first part of it, anyway. We just broke ground."

"A new building? Is that what I saw when I came up the driveway to the library?"

"Where the steam shovel is, up on the slope? Uh-huh, that's it. Going to be it. Anyway, now you've seen the place. How much are you folks thinking of placing with us?"

"Herr Schaub thinks we should store almost all of Brother Green's library with you, until it can be published or at least copied. There have been hints of possible trouble, and after the riots last year, we have to take it seriously. And we had a break-in not long ago."

She leaned back against the end of a row and ran the fingers of one hand through her hair. "His whole collection, huh? Jackie Pascal told me how much she saw in his study. Eight or ten full-height bookcases?"

"Yes, and boxes of books and journals in the attic that haven't been unpacked since the move."

"Which would all have to be catalogued. And if the Academy hosts all that, can we borrow the bookcases too?"

"I'll ask him. And by the way, why is your group called the Academy of Conservators?"

She gave him an amused smile. "Well, a couple of our Fellows do teach book and document conservation, among other things, but mostly because it was the most boring name Lady Alethea could think of. Sometimes it's good to be ignored, don't you think?"

Döpfner was starting to carry out some boxes from a different bay of shelving.

****

When John Stewart got back to the seminary, Melisa Button was proofing what looked to be the last of the Greek, while nursing Providence at her breast. Even with her back to him, just the way she was sitting spoke of quiet happiness.

With the last of the copy typing on the Hebrew pages done and sent down to Hanauer's shop, the place was starting to return to normal. Maybe they could bring back the furniture tomorrow and make the missus a lot happier.

Brother Green must have recognized the sound of John's footsteps; he came out and buttonholed him. "You look like you have some answers. Is it a go?"

"It is. They'll accept the books into safekeeping as soon as we can get them there. The NESS people told me earlier we should move them at night, when there's not much traffic on the streets and hardly any bystanders for troublemakers to hide among."

"Probably right, Brother Stewart. I just wish we didn't have to do it. Everything here is going to be slowed way down, until we get at least some of the books copied."

William Button had a thoughtful look on his face. "Perhaps, if we can find a few more typewriters, we could copy out the most essential ones fairly quickly and resume our studies. Or even mimeograph them."

[image: microfilm]John paused. "Ah, Brother Button? Director Bolender was telling me they have a much faster and cheaper way to make one or two copies of a printed book, if you don't mind viewing it through a magnifier. They call it microfilming."

William just looked at him.

Green gave William a rueful half-smile in acknowledgment of yet one more upset to the publishing trades, and came back to the subject. "Well, if they can take them as soon as we can get them there, it's a question of how soon we can do it." He nibbled his lip for a few moments. "If we skip study time this afternoon, you think we could get them all packed and on the truck tonight?"

That caught John by surprise. "Maybe. Probably, if we all help. It's a lot of books you've got, but the old truck's pretty big. But are you that worried?"

"Well, you said Woof was acting strange a few times, staring at the tree line. Like maybe something was there. Or somebody. And you said NESS and the police haven't picked up anything definite, but there was a rumor some low-lifes have been talking about us in a dive. Nothing that anybody could say for sure is a threat. Just somebody talking about us. It made me think of Pearl Harbor."

"What's Pearl Harbor?"

"A defeat the USA suffered up-time. A bad one. There were hints, people were worried, but they didn't do anything about it, and time ran out."

"You think time might be running out?"

"We can't tell, can we? You think NESS could put together a mounted escort for a run tonight? Let's say, three o'clock in the morning? The drunks should be out of the bars and off the streets by then."

"Brother Green, I'll find out. And if we're not done loading by then?"

"I don't think that'll be a problem, if we don't spend a lot of time trying to figure out what somebody else has, or what isn't important to protect. Let's just run it all up there where nobody can get at it, and then take our time deciding what we can take a chance with."

****

Miss Schäubin from NESS called back. Yes, they could send four riders, for three in the morning. The usual rates, for a regular customer. She would take care of alerting the police to the move.

William Oughtred from the Conservators called. Yes, it was arranged. He and a Minor Fellow would be at the castle at half past three to identify them to the guards and unlock the arsenal building.

The afternoon and evening went by in a whirl. It wasn't like you could run to the supermarket these days, and ask for a pile of discarded cartons, though Claudette had flattened and put away a good many from the last move. It was something pastors' families learned to do. They used harvesting baskets, clothes hampers, burlap sacks, tool carriers, whatever they could find. Some of the books ended up in bundles tied together with string for carrying. With the dining room furniture stacked and pushed to one side to clear a passage, supper was sandwiches, mostly eaten standing up. By midnight, the front parlor looked like moving day. The last weather report before WVOA went off the air for the night predicted clear skies.

Al Green looked over the chaos. "I guess we're ready to start loading."

John Stewart thought about that. "I suppose so. It might be safer to keep everything inside until we're ready to go, but on the other hand, if anything happens, it'll be ready to drive away. All right." He picked up the keys and went to bring the truck around to the front door.

****

"We've been sitting out here in the dirt for an hour. There's nothing happening but a couple of cows moving in the barn."

Rausch touched Holz' arm in the dark beside him, and whispered in his ear. "Patience, Pastor. And keep your voice down. We're listening to make sure they're sleeping, not trying to wake them up."

"Yes. All right, how soon?"

"I told you, when moonrise starts to glow in the east and we can see where we're going, so we don't stumble over things and make noise. Soon, now."

"What's wrong with using the lantern, then?"

This amateur was getting irritating. Rausch touched the shielded lantern, to make sure it was still lit. They hadn't been able to get hold of a silent flashlight on short notice. It was just bad luck. "That's for when we're inside the library with the door closed. If anybody's watching and we uncover it out here, it would be a beacon."

Another ten minutes passed, and a faint light started to appear above the Ringwall. Rausch nodded to himself.

"Gerd, you watch from that side. Pick a spot where you can see the house and the yard behind it, and lie down in the weeds. Lajos, over there, and watch the far side where the man's library is. We'll open the window as soon as we're inside, in case we need to leave fast."

The two men slipped away, crouching low and as near to silent as would make no difference twenty feet away. Each one had a toy cricket to signal with. Rausch waited another minute for the lookouts to get in position, then touched Pastor Holz on the shoulder and rose off the ground.

The truck hadn't been visible from where they'd watched from behind the underbrush. When they came over the slight rise in the ground, it was right in front of them. Holz pointed. "Look. They're sending something out. That might be the key to what they're doing." He changed direction toward it.

Rausch grunted under his breath and followed. In a few footsteps they were at the tailgate. For a beginner at this, the pastor hadn't made much noise. Piled sacks stretched across that end of the truck. Holz felt around one of them for a few seconds, then hissed, "I need to see what's in here." He started trying to untie the cord by touch.

It was ridiculous to waste time that way. Rausch took out his belt knife and cut the cord. He raised the lantern, ready to open the shutter and shine the light on whatever was in the sack.

****

All the lights were out, to maintain Colm Donnelly's night vision. He was taking a turn watching and listening from cover, near the head of the trace coming up the hill from the road.

There was a change in the night's sounds. It was hard to make out the direction, the way sound reflected off the barn walls. He came up to one knee and scanned his eyes around, very slowly. There! Movement, black against black, just behind the loaded truck. He had a pistol, but firing that in the dark would be a last resort. He grabbed the pick handle lying on the ground beside him and stood up. "Hey!" He started toward the intruders. That woke up Woof and Warp, and they both started barking their heads off. About five seconds later the porch light came on and the front door opened. Brother Green came running out, with Stewart right behind him carrying a shotgun.

****

Scheiße! They were supposed to scouting the place and maybe stealing something, not getting into a fight. Rausch turned around to run, with the knife still in his hand. Before he could take a step, someone ran into him, and the impact knocked the lantern out of his hand. He didn't see where it went, but the man who'd collided with him let out a loud shriek. Rausch pushed him away, jumped sideways to get around the corner of the tailgate, and ran for the tree line.

****

Halfway up the seminary's pathway, Hjalmar heard the shouting. Something wasn't going according to plan. There was light enough to move faster, though not enough to gallop safely. He kneed his horse. The rest of the team spread out slightly behind him, then matched his pace.

****

The second man by the tailgate wasn't as quick. He was just starting to run when John Stewart got there and kicked his feet out from under him. Brother Green was on the ground holding his thigh and groaning. The man who'd run was about fifteen feet away; John raised the shotgun and started to aim, when Colm ran in from the side and swung the pick handle at the man's legs. He went down with a scream. Somebody he couldn't see went crashing away through the underbrush.

There were lights coming on and running feet everywhere. Amid the voices there was one he couldn't immediately identify, shouting, "Fire! Fire!"

Fire? Fire at who? Then he saw it, from the corner of his eye. A puddle of flame was spreading on the front porch.

The man he'd knocked down was rolling over, starting to get up. Help was coming, but he needed to buy a little more time. He kicked the man again and pointed the shotgun. "Stay where you are." The cold fury in his voice probably did as much as the weapon, to hold him until Emil Gertsch and John Button got there from the new barn. John still didn't know what had happened to Brother Green, but there was the fire. Before he had to decide which to deal with first, Claudette Green climbed out of a window and shouted, "I got it." She ran around the corner of the house in pajamas and bare feet, and came back in seconds with a garden hose. She started pushing the burning lamp oil off the porch with a stream of water.

That left John free to turn to the rector and give him his full attention. What he saw was a spurting wound in Green's right thigh. John dropped to his knees and started applying direct pressure. The bleeding slowed, but this wasn't going to be enough. He started to think through what he should do next.

The horses arrived.

****

Hjalmar took in the scene. It looked like the aftermath of a small skirmish. There were tongues of flame from a patch of dirt in front of the house, men down, and people running around. Some of it even looked purposeful. "Whoever is in charge, what happened?"

John Stewart looked up from where he was kneeling and gave a commendably clear and concise report. Well, the man had been a mercenary.

"All right. Phillip, handcuff the prisoners. Karl and Jakob, perimeter watch." He dismounted to look at Albert Green's wound. One fast look was enough. "This man needs a tourniquet. And that means he needs to reach the hospital immediately." He went to his saddlebag for the first aid kit.

Mrs. Green was right there. "Tourniquet?" She looked. "Load him in the station wagon. I'll get the keys." She started running toward the kitchen door.

"Not the ambulance?"

She shouted over her shoulder, "It's three miles away. I can have him in the ER before the ambulance is halfway here. Katerina! Get everybody out of the house in case the fire lights up again. Put somebody on the hose."

Hjalmar nodded. It was as sensible a plan as any. "Mr. Stewart, there may still be danger. We must escort the station wagon. Since we must also escort the truck as planned, we must all leave here together. Your men can hold the prisoners until the police come. The ambulance for the one with the broken leg, yes?"

Mrs. Green was already coming back with shoes on her feet and keys jingling in her hand.

****

Claudette looked around as she ran across the yard. Who can I put with Al? Just about everybody she could rely on had something urgent to do. She spotted their foster daughter, looking under the porch. All right, she was only nine, but she'd already had some basic first aid training in Girl Scouts. "Millie! With me! Ride in back and watch Dad!"

It couldn't have been half a minute before they were lined up behind the two lead riders and moving out, with John Stewart in the truck falling in behind her and the other two horsemen covering the rear.

Her next thought was to get some help on the way—maybe somebody had called on the phone, maybe nobody had had time yet, and maybe the wires had been cut. She switched on the CB rig and spun the knob around to channel 9. John was already talking to Grantville Dispatch.

The only thing left to do was drive. She felt like she was made of ice. Your husband needs you. Don't screw it up. Have your jitters later.

It was as long a ten minutes as she'd ever spent. She didn't even take notice of who the two orderlies and the triage nurse were, when they popped the rear door and whisked Al away on a gurney to the waiting surgery team. By the time she parked and came inside, there were no call bells ringing or people hurrying through the halls.

There was no point in bothering anybody for answers, and anyway, she'd already seen the wound, and she knew her staff. It was nothing a competent surgeon couldn't fix. She came to a stop, took a long, deep breath, looked down at Millie, and squeezed her hand. "You did fine. Our job's done. Let's go get a cup of hot chocolate, okay?"

Millie looked back at her with tears in her eyes. "Okay, Mom."

****

Engine 2 was the first unit to arrive. As the truck pulled to a stop, Heinrich Dürfelder jumped out and began evaluating the situation. Typical nineteenth-century American stud-and-clapboard construction. Two of his men started stretching a hose without waiting for orders. Standard protocol.

The man with the broken leg wasn't his problem. The ambulance was no more than two minutes behind him.

The other prisoner wasn't his problem. The police would be along, as soon as they got done chasing a suspect who had emerged from the woods down along Carberry Road.

The few flames flickering fitfully on what looked like bare ground, a short distance from the stairs, were his problem. Underground gas leak? There was gas all over the Ring, even this close to the wall.

A middle-aged woman bustled up to him and pointed to the front porch. "A kerosene lantern fell there and broke. Sister Green drove the burning kerosene away with a garden hose. Everyone is out of the house."

"Danke sehr." That made things much clearer. He moved in for a closer look. Some of the deck boards were badly charred, and there was a large patch of scorched and blistered paint on the front of the house. There was lumber piled underneath. He called over his shoulder, "Get that wood out from under the porch. Then we'll overhaul and inspect."

The firefighters laid down the hose, since it wasn't immediately needed, and began pulling out boards. Some of the men and boys standing nearby came to help. Heinrich told them, "Don't stack the boards. Lay them flat, at least thirty feet from any building." He wasn't sure what foot these people used, and added, "Ten meters."

He went up on the porch and started feeling the house wall. It wasn't hot anywhere, other than some warmth where the paint was damaged. Probably no fire in the hidden spaces, then. He went inside, and was gratified to find the room almost empty. He started feeling the inside walls for heat.

When he came out, the ambulance and the police were there. His crew was ripping off the damaged deck boards. Mario reported from under the porch, "I don't feel anything hot along the sill, lieutenant."

"Good." Heinrich started throwing the debris away from the building. After a few more minutes, the understructure was exposed. It looked all right, except for two joists so heavily burned in mid-span that they crumbled at his touch. The woman who'd reported to him earlier was watching from a few feet away. He turned to her and pointed. "Those two framing members are unsafe. To spare the house any more damage from tearing them out, I'm going to cut away only the burned part now. That will get rid of any sparks that might be in them. But they must be taken out altogether and replaced when you make repairs." She nodded, and he went to the truck for the small chain saw.

****

On the day Claudette brought Al home, the new boards on the front porch were still bare wood, and the two younger Button kids were scraping scorched paint off the siding. He got out of the station wagon gingerly, to keep from putting any strain on the stitches, and reached back for the cane they'd issued him. He stopped and looked around. "For a guy who wasn't planning to hurt anybody, Holz and his goons sure made a mess."

Claudette sighed. "I guess it tells us we've got religious freedom in the laws, but it's not in the culture yet."

"Yeah. That'll probably take a couple of generations. If we're lucky."

"Oh, but speaking of the law, I forgot to tell you. The noon news said they decided on the charges for the three guys they caught. Burglary and reckless conduct."

"Not arson and assault?"

"Nope, the prosecutor said the fire was an accident, it wasn't set. And Rausch didn't stab you, you just ran into him while he had a knife in his hand." She fixed him with a mock-stern look. "You'd better not do anything like that again, Al Green. You're a lover, not a fighter, I oughta know."

John Stewart came across the yard to them. "Welcome back, Brother Green. We all prayed for you. How do you feel?"

Al couldn't help coming out with a quick laugh. "Like I got a knife in the leg. But thank you all. It looks like you got along fine without me."

"Hah, that could be debated. But the place is still standing, and the fields are tended. Dinner will be along in a bit, and you might like to put your feet up until then. But afterward, the whole college is to gather in the chapel. There are things we must decide."

Al made a face. "Oh goody, just what I wanted to come home to, a staff meeting."

John laid a hand on the station wagon's top and grinned. "Oh, aye, but no doot we could have a wee prayer meetin' afore it, eh? A prayer o' thanksgivin' or two, I should think." He switched back to up-time English. "But we've got to figure out what learning we can carry on for now with what we still have here, then which of the books we sent away we're most in need of, to be microfilmed right away. And then, what will be our first choices to reprint."

"Well, that'll be a busy enough agenda."

"Oh, we'll surely think of issues aplenty as we go along."

"Great. But I hear what you're saying. We're not gonna let the lunatic fringe slow us down for long."

Claudette looked up from unloading a few wound care supplies. "For pity's sake, was there ever any doubt?"

****

Excerpt from "Wild, Wild Heart" by Bill Staines used by the gracious permission of the author.
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Henry sat at the bar. He had barely touched his drink. It was an extremely boring day and what he really wanted was something to do.

A father and son were having a conversation at the other end of the bar. It was early in the day and the establishment was pretty much empty customer-wise, except for the three of them. Henry couldn't help but listen in on what they were talking about.

The son was droning on and on about seeing some "horror" movie at an up-timer's house in Grantville. He was as an energetic as they came. His father was shorter and heavy on the muscle.

Henry pegged them as farmers and sure enough, he was right. The father was complaining, long and loud, about some mule that kept getting out of his barn. Every day the guy was having to go coax the mule back inside.

With a grin, Henry got up and walked over to them. "Hey," he said, sliding into a chair next to them. "I think I can fix your mule problem."

The son stared at him with a rather unfriendly expression.

The father grunted. "That so?"

"Father . . ." the son started but the older man stopped him.

"Let him speak, son."

"Sure thing," Henry assured them, ignoring the awkward exchange between the two of them. "I got something from one of those up-timers I've been itching to try out and see if it works. It's supposed to be made for the exact sort of problem you're having with your mule."

"And how much are you asking to fix his problem?" the son asked as he continued to look Henry over.

"Not a thing." Henry shrugged. "It's a long afternoon and I got nothing better to do. Like I said, I have been looking for something try out my new purchase on ever since I got it. Just tell me where you your farm is. I'll go get my device and we'll teach that mule of yours a lesson."

"What could it hurt?" the father laughed. "I'm Robert and this is my son, David."

"Henry," he said, offering Robert his hand. Robert took it. The man's grip was firm and strong.

"Good to meet you, Henry," Robert smiled.

"You sure you're not an up-timer yourself?" David asked. "You sound like one."

Henry chuckled and shook his head. "No. I just work with some of them."

Robert gave Henry directions to their farm and Henry left the bar, promising to meet them as soon as he could.

****

When Henry arrived, Robert and David were waiting for him.

"So where's this mule?" Henry asked.

"In the barn for once." David chuckled.

"Good," Henry said. "It'll make it easier to get this on him."

Henry produced a strange-looking collar from the sack he carried with him. He followed Robert and David into the barn, and they led him to a mule that looked nasty-tempered. Henry wrestled with it, snapping the collar around the mule's next at last.

"What now?" Robert asked.

"We go outside and wait on him to follow us," Henry explained. "Once he does, I'll wager you won't have any more worries about him getting out on his own again."

The three of them took up a position a good distance from the barn door and waited on the mule.

"This collar?" Robert asked, "What does it do?"

"The up-timer who sold it to me said it was called a shock collar. It's supposed to teach animals to obey."

"But it won't hurt him right?" The concern in Robert's voice was clear.

Henry shrugged. "Not supposed to. At least nothing lasting. It's just meant to teach him to stay inside."

"Look," David pointed at the barn. "Here he comes."

Henry was fiddling with a small box-like thing he held.

"What's that?" David asked.

"This is the collar's controls, boy." Henry showed David the remote. "You don't have to use it. The collar has its own settings on it but from what the up-timer told me, I think one good jolt will be enough to teach your mule to stay where he belongs."

The mule was fully out of the barn and on its way to them. Its eyes were beady and mean-spirited as it watched the three men carefully.

Henry stabbed a button on the controller. The mule stopped in its tracks. It let out a monstrous yeehaw as its body went rigid. It seemed to vibrate where it stood as if jarred about by some invisible force. Its ears pointed stiffly skyward. Its tail stuck out straight at an unnatural forty-five degree angle.

Robert appeared as stunned as the mule, his jaw hanging open in utter horror.

Letting go of the button, Henry said, "See? No harm done. Every time he heads out toward the fields, we just hit the button until he figures out going that way is bad."

The mule swayed like a drunk man as whatever force had held it disappeared. Shaking itself, it let loose a series of angry noises and started for the field again.

"It didn't work." Robert sighed. "I tell you that mule is possessed by the devil. Not even that . . . that up-timer thing can make it know its place."

"Hold on now. That was just the first time," Henry adjusted the control he held, kicking it up to its highest setting. "Have faith," he told Robert and David. "This time will teach him for sure."

As the mule was making its way for the field again, Henry stabbed the button to activate the collar harder.

This time, the mule didn't just stop. All of its hair stood up at once. Its body shook and its lips parted, shrinking back and upwards around its mouth which seemed to extend forward from its face. The sound that came out of the mule was like the noise of a demon from Hell being set free upon the world of man might make.

"Holy mother!" Robert wailed. "Turn it off! Turn it off!"

David shouted a word that Henry didn't fully understand. It sounded like he was crying out for someone named Allen.

Henry's attention became glued on trying to find the collar's off switch on his controller as David sprinted towards the small house where Robert's family lived still screaming "Allen" or whatever, over and over.

The mule was dancing now. Its movements all messed up as its mouth sunk back to normal only to shoot out again like that of a monster every few seconds.

Finally, Henry managed to get the shock collar shutdown. The mule's eye rolled up to show only white and it flopped over onto its side and lay there. One of the mule's leg twitched, kicking into the air. He and Robert approached it carefully.

"Is it dead?" Robert asked as Henry and he knelt beside the mule.

Henry shook his head. "Just knocked out but I bet that was enough to teach it not to go where it's not supposed to."

Robert stared at him, wide eyed. "By the holy spirit, let's hope so. It smells like burning chickens."

Henry avoided asking Robert how he knew what burning chickens even smelt like. "Here," he offered. "Let me help you get him back inside."

The two men managed to wake up the mule and get it onto its feet. It wobbled back and forth between them as they led it inside the barn. When they were done, they stood watching the partially open barn door.

"I've set the collar as best I could to activate if it comes out on its own again without you here to turn the collar off. Doubt you'll be having any more problems though."

"Thank you, good sir," Robert said.

David was running from the house, up the small hill, towards them with a gun in his hands.

"What is he doing?" Henry asked. "Looks like he thinks the devil himself is chasing him."

"After seeing that," Robert gestured towards the barn where the mule was, "Only our Lord in heaven knows."

The mule poked its head out of the barn, unseen by the two men, who were watching David. It began its way toward the field, stubbornly determined to get there.

As the collar activated, the mule began its screeching dance, its mouth jutting outward, lips curled back in a deformed mockery of a snarl.

David shouted, "Get down! It's got one of them inside it trying to get out like in the movie!"

Both Henry and Robert started to protest David's wild claim, whatever it meant, but as the kid raised the rifle in his hands, they hit the dirt instead.

David's shot rang out, whizzing over their heads. Thankfully, the shot missed the mule. It blew a rain of splinters from the wood of the barn, far behind where the mule stood. The mule took off across the field, fleeing for its life.

Henry watched as Robert leaped to his feet and charged David. He tore the weapon from David's hands. "What in the devil do you think you're doing?"

"I was just trying to save you, Father!" David was pleading. "If that thing had gotten out of the mule, we would all be dead!"

"What thing?" David demanded but then shook his head. "No. Don't tell me. I don't want to know. There's nothing in that mule boy except stubbornness and the desire to drive me mad."

Henry retreated a step as David's fury fell on him next.

"And you," David eyed him. "Take that infernal device of yours and get off my land."

"I was only trying to help," Henry said. Watching David reloading the weapon he had taken from Robert, he decided maybe it was time to go. Henry retrieved his shock collar and hurried off toward the road that led back into town.

Henry felt bad about the mule. As far as he knew, it wasn't supposed to have caused all the pain it had and he was greatly relieved that Robert hadn't shot the animal. Someday, when Robert cooled down, he would go back and offer his apologies for the whole mess.

Fiddling with the collar in his hand as he walked, Henry headed home, wondering what on Earth he was ever going to use the thing for now that he had seen how it really worked.

Suddenly, he doubled over in laughter as it finally hit him what movie the boy had seen and why David had tried to shoot the mule, remembering demonic jutting out of the mule's mouth. It was called Alien. He had seen that movie himself at an up-timer's house not long after he had arrived in Grantville, during a time the up-timers called Halloween. With teeth like that mule's, Henry supposed he couldn't blame the boy for reacting like he had. Still laughing, Henry picked himself up and continued his walk home.

****
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First USE Division sector, Siege lines around Posnan 

14 November 1635

Sergeant Richard Hartmann heard a muffled shout moving toward the latrine ditch. He took one look, then roared, "Halt!" The three men who were holding another man over the trench turned, staring at him. The twenty-nine-year-old NCO pointed at the ground without a word. The soldiers immediately put the man they held down, but as he tried to flee, Hartmann caught him by the neck of his uniform blouse, dragging him back to where he had been.

Hartmann looked them over. They weren't part of his platoon, but that didn't matter. "An explanation would be good about now." When all four started to speak, he merely glared them back to silence. Then he pointed at the one who had been about to go latrine diving.

"They attacked me for no reason!" Hartmann looked at him, noticing the eyes that were still looking for a way to escape. He pointed at the largest of the attackers.

"This schwein was going to use a letter from home as toilet paper!"

"A letter from home? If he wants to use a letter from his family that way—"

"May I speak, Sergeant?" The smallest of the three interrupted.

Hartmann looked at him mildly. No one who knew the senior sergeant of the First Company, Second Battalion, Third Regiment First USE Division was fooled by his expression. He was the kind of man who would look calm even as he was breaking your teeth with his boot. Almost sixteen years of war had taught him that. "It is impolite to interrupt another, especially a superior," he commented. "However I will let the matter go this one time. Speak."

The man gulped, but pulled a letter from his blouse, and extended it. Hartmann looked at the addressee, then looked again.

Soldier of the USE Army

The return address was I. Schiller at the grade school in Grantville.

"It is not addressed to anyone."

"It is from someone in Grantville," the one who had tendered it said. "We heard this schweinhund commenting that if it was not a woman willing to service a soldier on her back, he would find a use for it when he went to the latrine!"

Hartmann looked at the letter, putting it into a pocket on his own uniform blouse. "The second thing you will do, is notify your platoon sergeant of what he has done. I will deal with this letter."

"I beg your pardon, Sergeant?" the last of the attackers asked nervously.

Hartmann looked at him, an eyebrow cocked in question.

"Second?"

"You were about to throw him into the latrine as punishment. Continue. But not head first. He might drown, or get sick."

Hartmann turned as the man began to plead. As he walked away, he considered the letter. While in Grantville, he had heard that the up-time children would write letters to Santa Claus. This letter had been just as undirected. Why would a child write such an undirected missive? How did it end up here?




Hasenheide, five miles West of Poznan

Frau Zwinkov, the lady who ran the gasthaus, turned as he entered. "Are you hungry, Sergeant?"

"No, Frau Zwinkov, I am not. But a cup of broth would not be amiss."

She nodded, bustling out. A moment later, her seven-year-old daughter came back, the tip of her tongue extended as she carried the mug to him. "Thank you, Svetlana." The girl blushed, bobbed a quick curtsey, then vanished back into the kitchen.

[image: Battle of White Mountain]Hartmann sat at the empty table, sipping his broth. Ever since he had been captured by Johann Tserclaes, Count Tilly, before the Battle of White Mountain, Hartmann had been first a boy among the camp followers, then a soldier. When Tilly had divided his army into parties to forage after Magdeburg, he had been a sergeant arquebusiers at the Battle of the Crapper and had been badly wounded. He had survived because of the up-timers, and been allowed to stay because Gretchen Richter had marked him as a man to be trusted.

When given a choice between leaving the army or staying, he had raised his hand in the up-time manner, and been inducted into their army. Afterward, speaking with the up-timers, he had learned a phrase he had cherished ever since.

He had seen the elephant. By horrid chance, at the cost of his entire family slaughtered or dying on the march, he had found his one skill in life, that of a soldier.

He had proven his skill and worth since. Because of his manner and skills at training, he had been assigned to stiffen a CoC regiment before Ahrensbök, and his men, nervous and terrified, had held.

But it had cost. His father and older brother butchered when the emperor's army had slashed through toward White Mountain. His mother, still bleeding from being gang-raped, dying that night. Anna and Hans dead that first horrible winter.

He took out the letter and looked at it. Mainly the officers received letters, though there were some enlisted who did now. But for him his family was his unit, home the place wherever that unit was assigned. His work reaping the souls of those who faced him until he embraced death to be with his family again.

He opened the envelope, taking out the one sheet of paper.




Dear Soldier,

My name is Ilse Schiller. My mother brought me to Grantville when I was very young, but I am nine now! Soon I will be all grown up! I am in the third grade here in the town.

Yesterday in class Frau Clinter, my teacher, said we who remain home should send letters to those who fight to protect us. I was so excited I could not sleep, so I wrote this letter, and surprised her when I asked that it be sent to you. I did not know who would receive it. I know so few families that include a soldier. I am sorry I did not have a name to make it more personal. Forgive me.

I know I am not really old enough to interest you. One of my classmates tells me that soldiers are only interested in girls with breasts or who serve beer, and I understand that . . . a bit. But I felt that if you just needed a friend we could write to each other.

Awaiting your reply,

Ilse.




The letter was in a scrawl, as if she were excited as she claimed. He smiled gently. He was reminded of Anna, of how she would also say she would soon be grown up. The smile vanished. He remembered Anna's face, gaunt with hunger, tired from the marching, coughing her life away as her fourteen-year-old brother carried her. He did not know a lot about what the up-timers called disease, but perhaps it had been Anna carrying young Hans when he was sick that had made her sick. Richard had not cared. She had carried the two-year-old boy until he died. He had carried the eight-year-old girl until she joined his brother in death, and he had buried both with his own hands as the priest spoke of God's will, and Richard had silently cursed a god that murdered children, and left him alive.

He started to crumple the letter, then stopped. He walked over to the desk where the NCOs had their paper for reports. He took a sheet, and considered. Then he bent to the desk.




Fräulein Ilse,

The person who received your letter was not a nice man. It was taken from him by members of the CoC, and was given to me before they punished him. I had intended to pass your letter to someone else, then decided to write you myself.

I am Richard Hartmann, the senior sergeant of the first Company, Second Battalion, Third Regiment First USE Division. I am sorry that my title is so long. There are many men in a division, and many smaller units with many sergeants.

I am twenty-nine years old, and was born in Bohemia in a village that was destroyed before the first battle of White Mountain. My family is all dead now. Your letter reminded me of my younger sister who died during the winter of our first year as camp followers. She would perhaps be a married woman today if she had lived.

So, what shall we talk about?

Sincerely,

Richard




He took the letter and sealed it in an envelope. It took only a moment to cross the small village to the orderly room, and he sent it.




First USE Division section, Siege lines around Posnan. 

28 November 1635

"You are an idiot!" Hartmann roared, his punch throwing the offending sentry off his feet. "Your weapon, your duty, your comrades, before anything else!" He looked at the guard he had caught drunk on duty. "Get up!"

The man staggered to his feet.

"Pick up your weapon, you poor excuse for a soldier!"

The man bent over, and Hartmann kicked him in the bottom, throwing him onto his face. "I said get up!"

The man scrambled to his feet out of range of another blow, then slowly moved back to where Hartmann pointed directly in front of him. "I will not report you today. But I warn you now. The next time I find you drunk on duty, this boot—" He motioned to his right foot. "—will be shoved so far up your ass, I will see the sole in your mouth. Do you understand?"

"Yes, Sergeant!"

"Assume your post!"

The man walked to his position in the trench leading to the Battalion Headquarters.

"You have such a way with the men, Sergeant."

Hartmann turned. His lieutenant, Heinrich Reicher waved idly at the salute. "Stand at ease."

The sergeant relaxed.

"I was just at regiment, and was told you received a letter." The lieutenant held it out. "I thought your family was dead."

"They are, sir."

"Then why is this Ilse Schiller writing you?" The lieutenant grinned. "A young woman of your acquaintance, perhaps?"

"Yes, sir." Hartmann lowered his voice. "But she is a young girl in Grantville. She is only nine."

"Ah." The officer passed the letter to him. "What does she look like?"

"I have no clue, sir," Hartmann replied. "She wrote using just 'soldier of the USE' as an address."

"Such an optimist. But like any gambler, you sometimes win. Such luck deserves a reward, on both your parts. Why not take time to read it? Except for shelling the enemy, we don't have a lot to do this morning."

"Yes, sir." Hartmann snapped another salute. This one the lieutenant actually returned. He looked at the sentry he had chastised. "Not a word. Remember I have two boots, and I can shove the other one down your throat to meet the first." He spun, walking away. He didn't go far, just enough that the sentry would not see him. He leaned against the trench wall and opened the letter.




My Dear Richard,

It is good that you answered, and so quickly! The rest of the class, for that matter the entire school is jealous of me! They even mentioned it in the paper this morning that I sent a letter, and you replied!

One of my classmates suggested that the man you took the letter from was going to use it in the bathroom. Is that the case? I would have been saddened that I was that unimportant to the brave men who fight for us. Now everyone in my class is working on letters, and a lot of them from my school will be going to your unit because of your response.

I do not understand how the army is put together. Is a company a large group of men? Should we send not to the company, but to one of the larger units?

Oh, my teacher had me read your reply in front of the class, and she laughed when she heard what your name is. The up-timers have copies of a movie named Casablanca, with a man named Rick and his girl friend was named Ilse!

The last section had been lined through.

Sorry, I blushed and scratched out that last, when my class heard of their relationship, I was teased about my lover. But I am far too young to have a boyfriend according to everyone I know, both my age and older. According to Frau Clinter, Rick in the story was a man betrayed by the woman he loved. I promise never to betray you. May I call you Rick?

I have heard the weather there is bad. That it snows often. I hope you will not get sick.

So what would you like to talk about? I am getting extra credit, because of these letters. What is it like being a soldier?

Awaiting your letter,

Ilse

Included was a clipping from the newspaper in Grantville. Just a small one about a local girl who was the first to send a letter. He folded the letter back, and put it in his pocket. He would write to her later.

****

[image: soldier]As the sun set, he sat at the table.

Dear Ilse.

It is nice to have received such a prompt reply, and I am happy you have received praise for your actions. Praise is what keeps a soldier from becoming a pig in war. As for being teased, friends always tease those they like, or when it is just fun.

The division is only a part of the army facing the Poles, only nine thousand of the almost twenty thousand men that encircle this city. My company is only a hundred men. We could not answer all of the letters from your school! I do not know who you would speak to, but you could have someone talk to the High Command in Magdeburg and ask that the letters be divided between all of the armies. That way men facing our enemies wherever they are will get a chance to receive a letter.

I would also suggest they ask for men to volunteer to receive them. But I think even the most warlike of our men would enjoy the chance to read of a place that is not filthy, cold, and where death is not something they expect.

It is hard here. It is cold, and we face freezing winds and snow. Men get sick, and some die because of it. If it were not for the rules the up-timers taught us about sanitary conditions, we would have many more sick. High Command makes sure we get the food we need, and hot broth to drink. Last month I had the chance of tasting coffee when one of our men who was from Grantville got a package from home. I am not sure I like the taste. I am told it is good with honey and milk, but it is too bitter otherwise.

Being a soldier is a hard job. It is very hard for people such as myself and the officers because part of our job is to lead the men into battle. I spend most of my time right now assuring that they are dressed warmly, and eat, because when it is cold, and you are outside all day as we sometimes are, the men get tired, and the cold makes them forget. If you do not try to stay warm, if you do not eat, you will get even colder, and may die.

Some fools drink, and while it makes your body feel warm, it also makes you stupid. I had to punish a man who was drunk today, and if he is sick tomorrow, or dies from the cold, I will have failed in my duty to him.

What is this extra credit? Is it something you can use to go to a store and buy things?

Stay safe, my girl,

Rick




First USE Division section, Siege lines around Posnan. 

21 December 1635

Hartmann stepped into the house, shaking off his hat, then hung up his great cloak. The weather had been clear for part of the day. Except for a small firefight between some cavalry probing their positions, the area he was in was quiet, though there had been reports of cavalry trying to break through the siege lines over in the next battalion sector. A package the size of a shoebox was sitting on the table, and George Himmler was looking at it. The sergeant looked up then pointed. "Something from your little girlfriend, Rick."

He sighed. "She is not my girlfriend. If I were a father, she would be young enough to be my daughter." He scraped the mud off his boots, then took them off, walking to the fire to set them down to dry. "Why was it not delivered to me in the trenches?"

"It just came. One of the men working at the airfield delivered it." Himmler looked impressed. "It was sent in one of the Gustavs!"

Hartmann walked over, looking at the brown oilcloth wrapping tied with twine. He sat and carefully untied the string. Private Kohler could use the twine. Inside the wrapping was a box made of cardboard they were now manufacturing, and he opened it. Right on the top was a pair of mittens, and the letter. He took the letter out first.

Dear Rick.

I was in the paper again! I was even mentioned on the radio show! There is even a picture of me one of the people who does pictures for it took. I do not understand the entire process, but they call it daguerreotype. I actually had the man spell it out the word for me. What it meant for me was that I had to sit still for a long time, which is hard for me. I wanted to move, turn my head, even jump up and down, it was so hard! Somehow they printed it in the paper, but the editor of the paper allowed me to have the picture to send to you.

I intended to spend some of the money I make helping out at one of the old folks homes on some coffee for you, and went to the McAdams Mining Company, where they process it for sale. I did not have enough money, but the woman I spoke to asked if I was Ilse Schiller. I said I was, then she asked if the coffee was for 'my Richard.' I laughed, and said yes. So she gave me half a pound of it! And even gave me a pot of honey to sweeten it! All because we have started people caring about our soldiers! We have become famous!

My mother knitted you some warm socks, and I knitted a pair of mittens. I am not good yet, but one of my classmates who is an up-timer said it is the thought that counts. If they are too poorly made, I will understand if you do not wear them. But my mother is making money knitting socks, and everyone buys them as fast as she can knit.

I have included a copy of the paper, and some sausage. I know you have food there, but I was also told by my up-time friend that sending things from home, especially foods. is part of what I should be doing. After your comment about being sure to eat, I worried. Are you keeping warm? There is also a surprise in the box, but I will let you find out when you open it. I only hope it arrives before Christmas.

Stay safe, my dear Richard. You are in my prayers every night.

Ilse

He sighed, then looked into the box. He chuckled when he took out the mittens. They were uneven, thick in some places, thin in others. And she obviously didn't know that a soldier cannot fire his rifle with them on. But he tried them on. They were snug, and he felt a warmth from them far beyond the simple wool. The socks looked warm, and he knew they would be.

He stopped, then with a gentle hand lifted out the picture. It showed a blonde girl, sitting on a chair, looking into the camera. She was dressed simply, and except for how clean she looked, could have been any village girl he had seen in his years of war. He could see a little rebellion in her eyes, or perhaps it was because she had said she liked to move. He set it down reverently.

Then the paper. He opened it, and found the same picture above a headline:

LOCAL GIRL A DRIVING FORCE IN LETTERS FROM HOME!

Beneath it was a small package marked MCADAMS MINING COMPANY CHICORY BLEND with a folded paper which explained how to make coffee. He was glad they had explained. He expected he would have to just throw the ground mixture into a pan of boiling water, which was how Corporal Zimmer had made it. Then a glass jar full of honey. Beneath it was a wrapped bundle of sausages.

There was another small package at the bottom, and he opened it. Cookies, wrapped in paper with the same scrawl. Made with love! Ilse. Beneath that in a much more refined hand was the addition, I had her mix the ingredients, and let her time them. But I supervised, signed by Hannah Schiller.

He looked at all of it, eyes blurry. A hand slapped on his shoulder. "What is this? The most terrifying sergeant of the entire army crying because he gets a gift!" Himmler asked.

"Shut up, George." Hartmann wiped his eyes. "Have a cookie."




First USE Division section, Location classified

15 January 1636

Richard marched in and stood at attention before the desk. "Sergeant Hartmann reporting as ordered, sir."

Colonel Krüger looked at the papers on his desk, then at the man before him. "Stand at ease, Sergeant." then he held out a message form. "You are being sent to Grantville."

"Sir?" Richard looked at the message.

From: First Division

To: Third Regiment Command

Re: Hartmann, Richard, Sergeant.

INFORM THE SERGEANT THE YOUNG GIRL HE HAS BEEN CORRESPONDING WITH WAS INJURED 10 JANUARY IN AN ACCIDENT. HIGH COMMAND HAS ACCEPTED THE REQUEST OF THE PRESS THAT HE BE ALLOWED TO BE WITH HER BRIEFLY FOR THE MORALE BENEFIT TO THE NATION.

THE ABOVE NAME MAN IS GRANTED COMPASSIONATE LEAVE NOT TO EXCEED THIRTY (30) DAYS TO GO TO GRANTVILLE SOTF. MOTOR TRANSPORT AUTHORIZED.

Hartmann felt as if he had been hit in the stomach. He had gotten used to receiving a letter from Ilse every two weeks like clockwork. It was a glimpse of a gentler life he had not known he hungered for. Somewhere that didn't include having people he didn't know trying to kill him. In fact, he had begun to worry because she had been so punctual in her replies and had never missed a day. He looked at the officer numbly.

"You have done good work with this, Sergeant." the colonel told him. "You are used as an example everywhere these letters have been sent. I am told you made sure other units are getting them?"

"Yes, sir. When she asked if she should send them all to my own unit, I imagined higher command wondering why one company was doing nothing but answering letters. So when the first large number arrived, I spoke with the other sergeants in first the battalion, then regiment, then the division."

"Very well done. Morale has improved thanks to your efforts."

"Thanks to her efforts, really."

"Yes." Krüger stood. Hartmann was looking at the message. He was not responding at all. "Pack your gear and get to division. They will expedite."

"Yes, sir."

"Dismissed."

****

The next morning was a blur. Hartmann arrived at Division headquarters, and a Lieutenant had him get in one of the pickup trucks. "Are you afraid of heights, Sergeant?"

"No, sir."

"You will be!"

Hartmann looked at him curiously, then his eyes widened as the truck pulled in at the small airfield. Before he really understood, he was stuffed into a Belle, and was in the air. He found yes, he was afraid of heights.

Finally the pilot pointed, and he saw Grantville as he never had before.

The field was crowded. In fact, it was a madhouse. As he climbed down, it got worse, because most of those madmen it seemed were there to see him. Questions were shouted by people from as far away as Hamburg and the Rhine. The only paper he recognized was the one of Grantville itself, though he heard the name Associated Press in one shouted question.

"Sergeant Hartmann, is Ilse seriously injured?"

"Sergeant, have you been called home because the girl is dying?"

He wanted his rifle, and the bayonet. He was sure he could force his way through with them!

Finally, city police had to force their way through the crowd to one of the up-time vehicles, and he was hurrying now faster than a horse could run with a siren blaring to clear the streets ahead.

He had heard of the Leahy Medical Center, and was amazed by it. They had only been building it when he marched off to war, but now it stood on its own precious acreage, and again, it was packed with reporters. He forced his way through the crowd to the entrance where he found blessed silence at last.

"Sergeant? I am Nurse Kimmel. Come with me, please," a short, attractive brunette said.

"Ilse. What happened to her?"

"She slipped on the stairs at school," the nurse replied. She saw his face, and smiled gently. "It was not that bad an injury. She broke her right arm, and it is in a cast. But she was worried that you would wonder what had happened, and the press found out, causing this madness."

"Ah, good." A burden lifted from his shoulders.

Finally they came to a door. The nurse motioned to it, then bustled off. Hartmann looked at it, then gently pushed it open.

A small blond girl lay on the bed, a platform of some kind before her, with a book open. She looked up to see who had come in, and her eyes widened. "May I help you?" she asked.

"I don't know." Hartmann asked. "I am looking for Ilse Schiller?"

The girl's eyes grew sad. "Are you here to tell me that Rick is dead?"

He was shocked. "Dead? Why would I be here to tell you that?"

She looked down, tears on her cheeks. "When Rudi's father died at Ingolstadt, they sent a soldier to tell him. Ever since then, I have dreaded that someone would one day come to tell me that Richard was dead."

"No." He walked over to the bed. "When you were injured, high command ordered me here." He wasn't sure what to do. Finally he said, "I am Richard Hartmann."

She looked at him in amazement, then suddenly began to grin. "Oh! I am going to have the entire class jealous again!"




Grantville Train Station

4 February 1636

The departure was more subdued than his arrival. Hartmann walked down toward the train, Ilse skipping along beside him, her mother following. He stopped, kneeling down to look the girl in the eye. "I have to go now."

"I know." Ilse sniffled, then flung her arms around his neck. "Oh, be safe, Rick! Come back to us."

He hugged her back, then wiped the tears from her face. "We'll always have Paris."

"Oh, you!"

****
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Friday, November 18, 1633

A couple days later, Leutnant Keller was running Fuchs Company through firing drills.

Firing drill is really repetitive, Andreas Strauss thought. Rather like making barrels. Worse, it was dry firing—no one was going to let a leutnant burn through gunpowder on his own. So the men were shouting bang when they pulled the trigger. The bangs were noticeably less enthusiastic than they had been at first.

"First rank! Present!" Keller ordered.

The first rank—First, Fourth, and Seventh Squads—was already kneeling. They leveled their muskets.

"Fire!"

Thirty men shouted, "Bang!"

"Reload! Second rank! Present!"

The first rank began going through the motions of pulling a cartridge from their cartridge boxes, biting off one end, priming, and loading. Meanwhile the second rank leveled their weapons.

"Fire!"

"Bang!"

"Reload! Third rank! Present!"

[image: cartridge box]Andreas and the rest of the third rank had one additional step to their drill—literally. Each stepped up right behind a second ranker, close enough to physically close the second ranker's cartridge box if its weighted flap hadn't already done so. If a spark from the pan fell into an open cartridge box and caught, it couldn't fire a musket ball. But it could flash the paper cartridges and set a soldier's clothing on fire. And if that happened, it wouldn't be just a case of one wounded man; everyone next to him would scatter, opening a hole straight through the company.

Andreas's rank leveled their muskets.

"Fire!"

"Bang!"

"Reload! First rank! Present!"

Leutnant Keller ran them through the cycle twice more before adding something new.

"First rank, stand! Open order . . . arms!"

The men at both ends of the formation stepped sideways, and then the next, until the company took up twice its normal width with an empty slot between each man.

Keller centered himself in front of the company. "We are going to fire while advancing. This technique is used to push a weaker enemy force back with continuous fire. Never use it against an enemy force that's capable of charging because it spreads us out too much to stop them.

"First rank! Present! Fire!"

"Bang!"

"Third rank! Ten steps forward!"

Chaos ensued. Andreas Strauss and about half of the third rank tried to march forward through the gaps and collided with the half of second rank that hadn't been paying close enough attention. Where third rankers did get through the gaps, some of them began counting ten steps from their initial position while others counted from where they passed the first rank.

"Company, freeze!"

Several men scrambled into what they thought were the correct positions.

"Nein!" Leutnant Keller shouted. "Go back where you were!"

He walked into the middle of the company. "Look, I'm not interested in yelling at you for screwing up. But I do want to see what happened. Most of it was because you weren't paying attention when I ordered third rank to advance instead of second. Now this . . ." Keller pointed at a completely tangled part of the line. "This was more. Very slowly you men walk backwards to where you started from."

The soldiers started moving backwards.

"Freeze!" Keller snapped. "Right there! And there." He stabbed a finger at two men. "When you advance forward through a formation, always pass on the left. When you went right, you stepped in front of the man who was supposed to be there. This time, third rank will advance first, and everyone will pass on the left.

"Third rank! Ten steps forward!"

This time, the third rank made it into position without incident.

"Present! Fire! Second rank! Ten steps forward!"

Fuchs Company cycled through twice.

"Close ranks!" Leutnant Keller ordered. Second and third ranks simply closed up on first rank. "Again! Open order . . . arms! Company will fire while advancing! Third rank! Ten steps forward!"

Third rank marched forward.

"Halt! What is this?" Erster Leutnant Kohl strode up. "This is completely wrong! Keller, close up those ranks immediately! You try this in combat, and cavalry will ride you down! Second rank, step up and fill those gaps at once!"

Way to screw it up, Strauss thought to himself.

Some men moved. More did not.

"I told you to move!" Kohl screamed in a fury.

Second rank moved forward into the gaps in first rank.

"Form column! You first ten men on the right, step forward. Now the next ten."

What a flaming disaster this will be, Strauss realized.

****

Kohl marched them off to the barracks. Hauptmann Arentz met them there.

"First Squad, enter," he directed.

Every other men in the front two ranks stepped out of formation. The captain just watched for a moment.

"Second Squad, enter."

The remainder of the first two ranks entered.

"Third Squad."

Third Squad was the seventh rank.

Arentz waved his officers over. Strauss missed what they said as Sixth Squad went to dinner. He didn't miss the fact that there was quite a bit of muttering in the ranks during dinner. He also noticed Bohm pulling Spitzer and Heiliger aside. A little while later, Spitzer returned.

"Bauer, Strauss, give me a hand with the fire."

As he tossed wood in the Franklin stove, Strauss muttered, "Nicely done, Spitzer."

"Eh, hopefully the men aren't paying too much attention to us," Spitzer returned. "Hauptmann Arentz knows what happened with the formation," he said, his tone just official enough that Strauss figured he was speaking for Feldwebel Bohm. "Remind your men that Leutnant Keller was teaching us firing by rank while advancing against a small, scattered force while Erster Leutnant Kohl was concerned with maintaining a tight formation in the face of a cavalry attack. Quietly let them know that Leutnant Keller set up firing while advancing correctly. Or at least he set it up like the Grantville regiments do it. It's one of those things where there's more than one way to make it work, but we are going to do it the way Leutnant Keller showed us."

"Makes sense to me," Bauer said.

"Me, too," Strauss agreed.

"Good. Tell your men, and then meet out front to march to chosen man school."

****

The ten chosen men marched past a few gaggles. Strauss heard at least one man tell his buddy, "See, Fuchs Company marched. We should have, too."

Inside they found Drill Sergeant Thomas, a Scotsman, and the old soldier who had addressed the regiments . . . was that just two days ago? Strauss wondered. It seemed like a long time ago.

"Seats, men," Thomas directed. "Corporal MacLeod is going to translate. I'm not sure I've got the German for everything that needs to be said tonight, and I want to make sure you understand."

He paused for MacLeod to translate.

"I think you've probably all heard soldiers talk about what war is like. And obviously you've all lived through the last fifteen years of war. But tonight I want to make sure that you hear at least once what effect it has on you as a soldier."

Must be serious, Strauss realized.

[image: poster]"I was a twenty-year man in the United States Army. I was airborne, which means I jumped out of perfectly good airplanes. I had a bad landing in a practice jump, screwed up my knee. Ended up having to retire at twenty years. I'd've liked to stay in a while longer. Sometimes my knee hurts, and I really miss the up-time painkillers."

Strauss nodded to himself. That is why he limps.

"But compared to a lot of guys, I'm doing just fine. I was lucky; they could fix me up up-time. A lot of injuries we could fix up-time we probably can't fix now, at least not as well. There are some other injuries you need to know about, the mental ones."

Drill Sergeant Thomas spoke quietly but clearly, each word distinct.

"Just like war breaks some people's bodies, it breaks some people's minds. We used to say some people couldn't handle it. We used to call them malingerers or shell-shocked. But then our doctors realized that sometimes there was damage to the brain and sometimes there was psychological damage."

Strauss heard an English word he definitely didn't know. Then MacLeod translated, ". . . sometimes there was damage to the soul."

Huh. Never thought about it that way, Strauss mused. It seems to make sense, though.

Thomas concluded. "I'd like you to listen to Sergeant Miller very carefully."

Sergeant Miller stood briefly.

"I'm not as young as you troopers, so if you don't mind, I'll take a seat." He sat back down and started speaking, pausing for MacLeod to translate. "I taught school for a number of years and eventually earned my master's degree in school administration. That let me move up to a series of administrative positions. I taught Drill Sergeant Thomas, and Prime Minister Stearns was one of my students when I was the principal. I hope he's as much of a troublemaker for the League of Ostend as he was for me.

"I was retired when the Ring of Fire happened. My wife Vera passed away some years ago, and both our boys James and Larry and their wives were left up-time. My brother and his wife and their kids and grandkids are in Grantville, though. Ed Piazza asked me to put together a teacher training program. I just handed that off to someone else earlier this year.

"After Mike Stearns and the Captain-General worked out that all of Thuringia was joining the NUS, a bunch of the Thuringian towns wanted to hear how education works in Grantville. Ed Piazza was Vice-President and Secretary of State, Len Trout was dead, and Vic Saluzzo had his hands full as the new principal. So Ed asked me to go talk to them.

"I caught a ride with a wagon train headed to Erfurt. I met with the city council and some of their teachers and explained that it's not the up-time technology that produces the kind of people who are willing to start a new, free country. It's that kind of people who produce technology if they're given a chance. It went pretty well, considering. But one of the city council had business in Weimar, so I went on to Weimar with him.

"You know the big curves in the road partway between Erfurt and Weimar?" Miller looked around and saw a handful of the chosen men nod. "They were still there three hundred and twelve years from now. I guess I must have jumped a bit, because the wagon driver asked me if I was okay. I told him I'd been there before.

"I explained that while we came from the year 2000, I was there on that road in 1945, in World War II. A platoon of Germans was set up right there, with a couple machine guns covering that first curve. Just kids, really. Couldn't have been more than 18, any of 'em. The 317th Infantry was moving fast. We'd just taken part of Erfurt, and we were planning to roll right through Weimar on our way to Jena and Gera. We did it, too.

"We called down mortar fire on those kids and forced them back some. But there were a few of 'em that clustered around one of the machine guns set up in a burned-out barn. One of them was a pretty fair sniper. Wounded two of my men. I left my corporal with instructions to keep the pressure on without taking too many risks while I took half my squad around to the left. We came in from the flank and opened fire. Had 'em pinned down. One of my men spoke a little German and tried to get them to surrender. They wouldn't. Said they'd die for their fatherland. Couldn't reason with them. I had to crawl up close and lob a grenade in. It killed three of them and wounded most of the others. They surrendered then."

Miller sat there remembering. The men respected his silence for a few minutes but finally one of them spoke up.

"If that bothers you, Herr Miller, why are you helping train us?"

"Feuer!"

"Nah, it's a fair question," Miller said. He sighed. "Troopers, you need the help. And it's my responsibility to pass on the training I had—training that you can trace back from soldier to soldier back to von Steuben, like we told you the other night. So really, I'm just returning that training to you. I just want you to know ahead of time that you're going to be killing young men on the other side. That's bad enough. Most armies these days kill a lot more than just enemy soldiers. Stay right away from that. You'll lose your soul. You might hurt it anyway, but this whole sacking cities and raping and killing civilians has to stop. There better not be any of it coming from you."

In that moment, Andreas Strauss saw both the World War II sergeant and the school administrator in Frederick Miller. Not a man to cross, he realized.

"They tell me I'm too old to fight," Miller said. "I don't know that I agree with that, but I've got to help somehow. Everybody else in the family is doing something useful. I'm not going to just sit around. So I'm staying with you for a while."

"So you're going to help train us, Herr Sergeant?"

"Yep. Cap'n Coonce and the drill sergeants have your Valley Forge all set up."

Feuer spoke up again. "Grosstalgaubachschmiede? This isn't a valley. And there's not much iron around."

"You're the iron," Sergeant Miller told them. "Let's get to work, troopers."




Saturday, November 19

On the following day, Fuchs Company was assigned to help prepare wagons. They were making good progress when one of the other regiments marched by, evidently returning to its barracks for lunch.

"Look at that." Metzler caught the rest of the squad's attention. "They've got a flag."

"Do we get one?" Gunter wanted to know.

Heiliger stood up. "I see a feldwebel I have talked to a few times. Once they fall out, I'll ask him about it."

He returned quite a while later and reported, "Their flag has an adder on it. It is based on an up-time flag. He said people are flying those down around Suhl. They started calling themselves the Gray Adder Regiment after they heard about the Hans Richter Regiment and a Freiheit Regiment up in Magdeburg."

"How do they know what a regiment in Magdeburg calls itself?" Sauer challenged.

"They heard it from an officer."

****

Old Reinhold was straightening Major von Hessler's quarters—not that there was any need of it. The colonel and both majors had quarters in the last cabin on the right, along with any staff and servants. The other half of the cabin was a big headquarters room. The major's room was fairly Spartan—a wooden bed with a thin but clean mattress, a small table and chair, and a set of wooden shelves divided into compartments. There were several pegs on the sides of the shelves. The major's spare uniforms were hanging there along with a couple sets of civilian clothes.

Reinhold stopped sweeping to answer a thump on the door. A half-dozen men were waiting outside, four of them in uniform.

"Major von Hessler is not here . . . Reinhard Gerstenberg! What are you doing here?"

"Old Reinhold! Tell these guards that I am one of Herr Hans Heimlich von Hessler's men, bitte."

"He is," Reinhold told the soldiers.

"When the men from the USE told Oberst Hans Heinrich the younger that the regiments would march through our part of Saxony, his father told me to ride for his estates at Rabis and Schlöben and find someone to guide me the rest of the way to the big camp near Grantville."

"That is me," the other civilian put in. "Hans of Schlöben."

"So what do you men want?" one of the soldiers asked.

"Oberst von Hessler knows the regiments march one at a time. He would like to know when Herr Hans Friedrich's regiment will arrive."

"We do not give that information to civilians," another soldier stated.

"If you will all wait here, I will go get Major von Hessler," Reinhold said. He returned with Hans Friedrich von Hessler a short time later.

"Reinhard Gerstenberg!" Hans Friedrich exclaimed. "You are a long way from Burghessler."

"Oberst Hans Heinrich von Hessler knows that a regiment will march through Saxony every three days, beginning tomorrow. He would like to know when yours will arrive."

Hans Friedrich had been briefed on the plan. With a regiment arriving every three days, he couldn't see how it could matter if anyone knew in which order the regiments appeared. They were all brand-new units.

"Guards, outside, bitte." Once Hans Friedrich, Reinhold, Reinhard, and Hans were the only people in the room, he said, "We march on November 27th and should cross into Saxony on November 30th."

"Bitte," Reinhard said.

"May I ride with him?" Hans of Schlöben asked. "I would like to help Oberst Hans Heinrich. Reinhard has explained that he is one of only a few mounted couriers."

"You are not a Saxon," Hans Friedrich pointed out. "But tell my brother that is his problem to figure out. I will see him—and you—in eleven days."

After Reinhold found quarters for the two men for the night, Hans Friedrich told him, "Reinhold, one of the things Oberst Derfflinger wanted to discuss with me was the state of our camp followers. I explained that you are our major domo and could organize them. Oberst Derfflinger said we are not authorized a major domo, but if you would consider a demotion to captain domo, he will place you in command. They are to be organized as a support company, even though every one of them is a civilian. You would be in command and responsible for the personnel, as well as for making sure the cooking, laundry, and tailoring all happen. There is a separate Supply Corps that is responsible for delivering the food, ammunition, and forage. Your people take it from there."

"Captain domo?"

"I, ah, believe that may be as close as Oberst Derfflinger comes to having a sense of humor. It is better than what they usually call the officer in charge of the camp followers."

Reinhold gave a single sharp nod. "I accept, Herr Major."




Monday, November 21, 1633

Two mornings later, drums rattled across Camp Saale. Red Platoon spilled out of their barracks. Hauptmann Arentz and his leutnants were headed straight for them.

"Achtung! Fall in!"

Hauptmann Arentz didn't waste any time. "I know you are all looking forward to working on wagons again, but Oberst Derfflinger has called a regimental formation first. Dress right!"

Everyone's head snapped to the right except for those of the chosen men at the right of each rank which snapped left instead. Individual chosen men directed various individuals to adjust their positions.

"Chosen men, fall out and check your squads!"

That's unusual, Strauss thought. Not unheard of, but we usually don't bother.

"Today would be a good day to look sharp. Keep the manual of arms crisp! Stay in step! Drums to the rear!" Hauptmann Arentz executed an about face. Erster Leutnant Kohl drifted into place at his left. Meanwhile the company's drummer, bugler, and piper took position behind Tenth Squad.

"Forward . . . march!"

"What do you think is going on?" Sauer asked as they marched along.

"We'll find out in a few minutes," Mohr said. "I'm more interested in why we are working on wagons."

"That's easy," Barbara Danker said. "We'll need the wagons to haul supplies on campaign."

"But not for months. Why fix them up now?"

"I think we are moving," Strauss answered.

Surprisingly, Metzler backed him up. "I heard one of the other regiments already left."

The regiment marched past the parade field and lined the road to Camp Saale's main gate. Strauss spotted Colonel Derfflinger and Majors Rochow and von Hessler. Whatever was going on was important. Then he heard the drums of another regiment. As they drew closer, Strauss saw the flag of the Gray Adder Regiment.

The bugler next to Oberst Derfflinger sounded, and Fuchs Company's bugler repeated the same call.

"Present . . . arms!" Hauptmann Arentz ordered.

Each soldier's rifle was on his left shoulder. Right hands came up and grabbed the barrel forward of the lock. Then they thrust their rifles out, holding them vertically with the locks facing out. Then the soldiers spun them so the triggers were out. Finally they stepped back with their right feet while dropping the rifle most of the way to the ground.

More bugles sounded, and the Gray Adder Regiment returned the salute, officers' swords coming up with their men's rifles and then flashing down to their sides. The two colonels exchanged greetings. The Sixth held the present arms until the Gray Adder Regiment had marched out of Camp Saale.

****

Reinhold moved through the camp, taking notes on paper pinned to a thin piece of wood, when he nearly bumped into der alte soldat.

"Excuse me," the old soldier said.

Reinhold blinked. People did not normally excuse themselves for almost running into a servant.

"I don't believe we've met," the man said in German.

"Reinhold of Klosterhäseler."

"Frederick Miller. What do you do?"

"Ich bin der batman." Reinhold was a little offended that Miller laughed.

"You don't look like Batman. You look more like Alfred."

"Who is this Alfred?"

"I'm sorry," Miller said. "Batman was a fictional character up-time. Alfred was his butler."

"Then I am indeed more like Alfred. I am Major von Hessler's batman."

"Von Hessler," Miller mused. "Sixth Regiment, right? Oberst Derfflinger?"

"Ja."

"Do you have your orders yet?"

Reinhold hesitated.

"Never mind. Loose lips sink ships and all that."

Reinhold definitely had no idea he meant.

"I've been watching regiments start to march out," Miller said. "I got back to Grantville for a couple days to put some things in order so that I can march out with one of them. I figure the next one to go is either yours or the Ninth."

"Do you plan to fight in the war?"

Miller grimaced. "They don't want to let me. But I keep helping train the men. What does von Hessler have you doing?"

"Today I am counting the camp followers."

"Oh. Right. They'll be going with us, won't they?"

"Ja. The oberst has made me the captain domo of camp followers."

"That's quite a bit more than just being a butler," Miller stated. "How many camp followers do you have?"

"One hundred forty-seven adults and nearly as many children. So far."

"Children?" Miller asked.

"Ja."

"I guess I haven't been in the barracks much," Miller said. "I've mostly been around the drill fields or the classroom. What kind of school do they have for the kids?"

Reinhold looked at him in confusion. "There is no school, Herr Miller."

"No school? How do the kids learn?"

"They are camp followers' children. They help their mothers with the laundry, the cooking, mending uniforms."

"They need to be educated," Miller said. "You can't expect an industrial revolution in a democracy to go anywhere if the kids aren't going to school. Who do I see about this?"

"I have no idea," Reinhold told him.

"Well I aim to find out," Miller said in English. "Mind if I come with you? I need to meet some kids."

****

Captain Henderson Coonce headed back to his office from sick call. There were always some soldiers and camp followers at sick call and no matter how careful they tried to be, some men managed to get injured in training. They had finally started getting some medics. But of course they started losing them, too, every time a regiment marched out. So he still helped out, taking the athletic-type injuries himself and keeping the drill sergeants from running the men ragged before they were healed. Some days it didn't seem like it made a difference, but Harley Thomas had privately told him that it had really cut down on what they'd called broken private syndrome up-time.

And it gave him a break from the endless paperwork. He had a stack of messages, two leutnants, and Mr. Miller waiting for him. He took care of the leutnants first.

"Now, what can I do for you, Mr. Miller?" Coonce couldn't bring himself to call his high school principal anything else.

"I just found out there's a whole other side to Camp Saale with a lot of camp followers and children."

"Yes, there is."

"The kids aren't going to school."

"Crap." Coonce wanted to kick himself. "I knew that. I meant to get something started. That was . . . weeks ago."

"You've got your hands full, Henderson," Miller said. "I've got some time on my hands, especially in the mornings."

"The regiments are moving out."

"I know. I figured I'd go with them."

"Now, Mr. Miller . . ."

"At least as far as the big camp outside Magdeburg."

Coonce figured they could leave it at that for now. "I'm not sure how we'd go about setting up a school. I certainly don't have the funds for teachers."

"We can start with one or two teachers and have the older kids help teach the younger ones," Miller said. "Like a one-room schoolhouse."

"You'll have to beg, borrow, or steal space in a building or it'll be a no-room schoolhouse. I don't have books, either." He thought of something else. "And I can't even give you paper. The colonels are burning through it just about as fast as the supply people can get more shipped in."

"What about cartridge paper?" Miller pressed.

"The men need all the firing practice we can manage," Coonce told him. "I can't divert any of that."

"What if I gave it back?"

"What do you mean?"

"Let the children write their lessons on it, grade it, go over it with them, then give the papers back to you. It doesn't matter if cartridge paper has been written on."

Coonce rubbed his chin. "Yeah, that could work. You're going to have to buy pencils somewhere."

"You pay the cooks and laundresses and so forth, right?"

"Each regiment has a fund for that. Some of the older kids already get paid to help."

"Can you make school supplies part of their pay?"

"Mr. Miller, the regimental funds are pretty much the bare minimum they need to make up for the fact that the USE Army has hardly any combat service support units. I can't do anything; that's a USE decision. I'm NUS. But if you can find a way for the kids to be useful, the right colonel might work with you."

"Who do you recommend?"

"Derfflinger. He's prickly, and he'll probably want you to do something for him. And his regiment is moving out on Sunday."

Miller grinned. "Derfflinger. I wanted to meet him anyway."

****

A couple hours later, Oberst Derfflinger was staring at him with a fascinated expression. "So they really named an ironclad after me up-time?"

"A cruiser, sir. Bigger than an ironclad."

Derfflinger appeared to be considering that. "I will look into this. Thank you, Herr Miller. You may try to set up a school among the regimental camp followers. The children may write on the cartridge paper if they give it back in usable condition afterward. If they roll it up into cartridges themselves, I will see about paying them."

Miller waited expectantly.

"With a similar amount set aside for school supplies."

"Danke, Herr Oberst."

****

That evening, Strauss was finishing his dinner of schnitzel, cooked vegetables (heavy on the kale), and beer, when the barracks door unexpectedly swung open.

"Achtung!"

Red Platoon braced to attention. Hauptmann Arentz entered the barracks.

"This is a surprise inspection," he remarked as he slowly made his way around the cabin. "I want this cabin cleaned up. In fact, I want you to stay busy this evening. Sweep. Clean. Polish. Clean your weapons. Fourth Squad, fill some pails with water. Once they get back, nobody except the chosen men leaves this cabin except to go to the privy. Danker, you are in charge. Chosen men, fall in outside."

Strauss strongly suspected the inspection wasn't the only surprise coming. Bohm, Thaler, Riemann, and Schneider were already waiting.

"Surprise inspection?" Bohm asked.

"Ja."

"I'm not sure what's going on."

That was bad. Bohm had excellent contacts, not least because the hauptmann used him to pass messages to the men.

"Hauptmann Arentz went to get the others. He said it might be a few minutes, and we should wait for him."

"Huh." Strauss tried to think through the possibilities, but he really couldn't think of any reason to vary the usual routine of the chosen men marching themselves over to chosen man school three evenings a week.

"Uh, Bohm?" Riemann spoke up. "I see Gustav Company's chosen men and a few of Hoch Company's, but nobody from Echo Company."

Strauss watched Bohm's expression darken. Why does that make him mad? What does Echo Company's chosen men not being outside have to do with Hauptmann Arentz wanting to march us over to chosen man school himself? Oh!

"As Drill Sergeant Sloan says, the little light bulb just came on over your head, Strauss," Bohm said.

"Ja, I just figured it out."

"Fall in!" Arentz was approaching with Heiliger, Loeb, and Feuer. The chosen men scrambled into a column of twos. "Bohm, cadence but so only we can hear it. Forward . . . march."

Gustav Company's chosen men promptly fell in behind them. Hoch Company's were still forming up. They reached the end of the row of cabins and wheeled onto Camp Saale's main road.

"Halt!" a voice rang out, followed by a form materializing out of the darkness. "Halt! Surely you heard me, Hauptmann Arentz."

"Detail . . . Ready . . . Halt!" Arentz ordered.

"Well, Arentz?"

"I heard you, Hauptmann Graupner. But I do not understand why you are giving me orders."

"Because I rank you, Arentz."

"And why have you stopped us, Hauptmann?"

"You are not going to be taking the men to that ridiculous chosen man school." The last word was delivered with a sneer. "It is illegal."

"Perhaps you should explain yourself . . . Hauptmann."

Strauss knew he was still green, but not so green that he didn't know that deliberately pausing before addressing someone by rank was a not-so-subtle way of questioning that rank.

"Arentz, it may have escaped your attention that we are officers in the army of the United States of Europe."

"I was, indeed, aware of which army I joined," Hauptmann Arentz agreed.

"This so-called chosen man school is run by the drill sergeants, who are part of the army of the New United States. They have no authority at all over our troops. And the major agrees."

That seemed downright improbable to Strauss.

"So take these chosen men back to their cabins. That rank will be abolished in the morning. It already has been in my company. I intend to show all these men they are no better than the others. And then we will start using proven training methods."

Strauss's heart sank. Evidently Graupner had this all planned out.

But Hauptmann Arentz asked, "Hauptmann Graupner, may I remind you that we were told how our companies would be organized?"

"Now that we are legally free of the up-timers' influence, I will organize my own company. Now march these men back to their cabins!"

"Ja, mein Herr. Detail! To the right . . . wheel!" Arentz started the column back toward the cabins.

But not by the most direct route, Strauss realized. After a while he realized two more things. First, Arentz was doing it on purpose, and Graupner was getting mad. Second, Arentz was staying in step, off to the right of the column, halfway back. But Graupner wasn't bothering. Strauss mentally started calling Graupner all the new expressions he'd learned in the army.

Then he fought it down. He could feel the other men's anger and agreed with it. But he should probably try to keep a clear head, so that he didn't cause any more trouble for Hauptmann Arentz.

"Detail . . . Ready . . . Halt!" Arentz ordered.

There was absolutely no one from the Sixth Regiment outside the cabins—just two drill sergeants.

"Guten Abend, Hauptleute," one of them said. Strauss recognized Drill Sergeant Thomas's voice. "We're missing 2nd Battalion's chosen men."

Hauptmann Graupner ignored them. "Fall out and return to your cabins," he ordered.

Strauss hesitated, shocked that Graupner would be so purposefully rude. So did most of the others.

"I said move!" Graupner roared.

"As you were!" The drill sergeant's command cracked across the encampment.

"You are not in command here!" Graupner shouted. "What's your name, soldier! I'll have you punished!"

That drill sergeant very slowly marched right up to Hauptmann Graupner. "I am Drill Sergeant Harley Thomas, and you'll do nothing of the sort. My orders are to train a group of chosen men in each regiment . . ."

"I am not having my men's fighting spirit destroyed by some jumped-up peasants!"

"General Torstensson has specifically requested that we train his forces," Drill Sergeant Thomas returned in a reasonable voice. "Hauptmann, what you do with your own company is up to you . . . tonight. Drill Sergeant Sloan, march the chosen men from Fuchs, Gustav, and Hoch Companies to class."

"Ja, Drill Sergeant," Sloan returned. "Fall in! Detail, forward . . . march!"

"I will have you whipped!" Hauptmann Graupner roared at Drill Sergeant Thomas.

Harley Thomas stepped right up to Graupner before he could say more. With his face about six inches from Graupner's, he said, "Hauptmann, go ahead and try to whip me. It'll be the last mistake you ever make in this army."

****

Hans Friedrich von Hessler finally had a chance to sit down in his room. Reinhold was fussing about, straightening everything in the room.

"Everything is fine, Reinhold," Hans Friedrich said.

"Will there be anything else, Major?"

"Nein. How are the camp followers, Reinhold?"

"Shaping up, Herr Major, shaping up," Reinhold allowed.

Hans Friedrich smiled and began to follow up but was interrupted by a knock at the door.

"Enter!"

An officer stepped in and braced to attention. "Leutnant Keller, mein Herr. Fuchs Company, Black Platoon. Oberst Derfflinger requests you report to his quarters."

"Very well," von Hessler said. "If you would lead me there?"

Oberst Derfflinger was not a happy man, Major von Hessler realized at once.

"Major, did you give Hauptmann Graupner the idea that he can ignore the drill sergeants' training schedule? Or that it is somehow illegal for an NUS drill sergeant to issue orders to USE troops?"

"Nein, Herr Oberst. I understand that there is some feeling that the NUS soldiers are not as used to warfare and that the new regiments will need a firm hand by experienced officers."

"Where did you learn this?"

"Tonight at dinner, Herr Oberst. Hauptmann Graupner—" Hans Friedrich broke off.

"Ah, now you see. Hauptmann Graupner firmly believes that the old training methods are best. As you say, some believe that the up-timers are soft. But tell me, have you ever been on the same field as them—from either side?"

"Nein, Herr Oberst."

"But you are familiar with their battles and how long they lasted?"

"Ja, Herr Oberst. Half their battles were over in minutes."

"Exactly," Derfflinger said. "They value their men's lives—up-timer and down-timer alike. They will not throw men away because they think they are individually important. They are training our men to think the same way. Frankly, Major, I am not entirely comfortable with that, but I cannot think of anyone else who has killed or captured an entire Spanish army."

Von Hessler nodded.

[image: Breitenfeld]"I understand Hauptmann Graupner's concerns. I agree with him, to a point. But it will be this army that fights the League of Ostend next spring, and I do not believe we have any choice other than the most effective training available. You were at Breitenfeld, and the Swedes spoke well of the way you handled the retreat from Prague. Do you think the old ways will work?"

Hans Friedrich thought that over. "Herr Oberst, I was at Magdeburg, too, the day after Wismar Bay when we did not fight. The Swedes would have cut right through us. That was clear to anyone who was not blinded by pride. The old methods will not defeat the Ostenders. The Swedes and the USE together . . . might."

It was Derfflinger's turn to nod. "We agree. Make it clear to Hauptmann Graupner that we share his concerns but that he may not interfere with how the drill sergeants are training the men. He needs to keep the same chosen men. The drill sergeants have watched them longer than Graupner or you or I have. If we see that they do not measure up, they can be replaced. But not just because Graupner wants to."

"Ja. Herr Oberst." Von Hessler hesitated. "Herr Oberst, what exactly happened tonight?"

Derfflinger filled him in.

"If I may ask, how did you find this out so quickly?"

Derfflinger didn't quite smile. Von Hessler had the impression that he rarely did. "Your Hauptmann Arentz in Fuchs Company sent Leutnant Keller to the drill sergeants and then on to me. Very respectful young man, even though he was in an awkward situation. Keep an eye on him." He cleared his throat. "Arentz made sure I knew what was going on without getting into a public disagreement with Graupner. And he outflanked him very neatly. But you outflank an enemy. Have a word with him, too. See to it that he's not thinking of Graupner as an enemy."

"Ja, Herr Oberst."

Derfflinger simply stopped talking, as if he had run out of words for the day.

Von Hessler realized he was done. "With your permission, I have a couple of officers to talk to."

****

To Be Continued . . .
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Chapter 29: An Unruly City




Freiberg, 1 Obermarkt, Schönlebe House 

September 1635

[image: Schonberg]"That is a rebellion!" Georg Friedrich von Schönberg boomed, his voice filling the personal office of Jonas Schönlebe. "You're crazy if you think . . ."

He jumped up, knocking the heavy armchair over, and started to pace the room.

Jonas watched—fascinated and without saying a word—the way the big man acted out his temper tantrum. Hopefully the amount of damage would be bearable. Georg reminded him of another man. Constantin Ableidinger, the famous leader of the Franconian Ram Rebellion was, according to his unofficial biography, a rather similar type.

What would happen if von Schönberg and Ableidinger were forced to meet one day? Most likely, the house they met in wouldn't survive.

Jonas frowned. Georg had been his friend for a long time, but he also was Berghauptmann of Freiberg. Appointed by the recently deceased Elector, the mining captain was ultimate authority in all things concerning mining in the Freiberg area.

If any miner was dissatisfied with the Berghauptmann's decisions, they could appeal to the Elector, and in the past that had happened. There were documented cases, where the captain had been reprimanded or even ousted.

Georg, on the other hand, though member of the nobility, was highly esteemed by all of Freiberg's miners. Even the fact that he had also been appointed Amthauptmann in 1629, and in that capacity was the leading ducal bureaucrat in the Bergamt Freiberg, hadn't done any harm to his reputation.

The fact that he was the Elector's topmost representative in Freiberg had kept Jonas from bringing him into the loop of his plans earlier. But now the Elector was dead, his succession completely uncertain, and the cat was out of the bag anyway.

"Rebellion against whom?" the third man in the room said softly. Superintendent Abraham Gensreff was the counterpart of Georg in nearly every department. Georg was tall, broad in the shoulders and sported a substantial belly. Abraham was middle-sized and lean, bordering on haggard.

Georg couldn't stop his voice from booming even in small rooms. Abraham, if not just delivering one of his famous sermons, spoke softly, sometimes bordering on insecure.

Georg was the secular authority, Abraham the religious one. Although you couldn't really separate those two worlds, regardless what those Americans said, Georg and Abraham had developed a certain understanding not to interfere in the other's turf.

Jonas had been friend to both during the last years. He only hoped that wouldn't end here and now, one way or the other.

"What?" Von Schönberg stopped dead.

"Every 'rebellion' needs a nemesis, an image of the enemy, someone to rebel against. Who do you think is ours?"

****

Georg stared at the little man in the corner. His mind worked at high speed. One month ago, the Elector had been the commoners' bogeyman. Although Johann Georg of Saxony had been highly respected in his first years of reign, turning against the USE in the wake of the war against the League of Ostend had cost him all his reputation with the commoners.

Sure, nobody had dared to run him down in Georg's presence, but he had heard enough hidden criticism in the voices of the men he dealt with in the last couple of years. And he couldn't always contradict them. He seldom could contradict them with clear conscience.

"He'll come to his senses sooner or later," he had said, privately dreading the opposite.

After the news of the lost Battle of Zwenkau had reached Freiberg, Georg had honestly assumed that the Elector would give in, surrender, and abdicate in favor of his oldest son. That was standard operating procedure since the proclamation of the Eternal Peace in 1495.

But that idiot couldn't do anything the right way. He had fled with his wife in a carriage, and finally ended on a dirt road in the Vogtland, allegedly torn into pieces by a cannon ball. Good riddance. One more chapter of Saxon history closed.

But that meant that the next chapter started with the same problem that had led to several wars in the decades past: The succession was completely uncertain now. The Elector's sons were caged in Leipzig with von Arnim or possibly dead. His daughters married to supporters of the Swedish emperor. The same emperor who allegedly had just postponed the decision of whom to give the duchy by appointing Ernst von Saxe-Weimar, the brother of the USE's Prime Minister, as new interim administrator of Saxony.

The Thuringian Wettins suddenly had their fingers in everything political. Wilhelm, who had ceded his duchy to his younger brother Albrecht, was now the most powerful man after the emperor. Albrecht himself played a powerful role in Thuringia, together with his uncle Johann Ernst and his cousin Johann Philipp. Now the third brother was well on the way to settling down in Saxony. For how long, nobody knew.

If he was to become the new duke or—for now—only "administrator" was secondary. Precedents were being created here.

"We won't deny tax payment to the government," Jonas Schönlebe just said, as if his friend had followed Georg's train of thoughts. "As temporary and jury-rigged that government might be for now."

Georg sighed. Now the Americanisms had found their way into the Ore Mountains, together with radical political theories.

"And we basically don't stage a revolution, but a restoration," Gensreff chimed in.

Georg stared at him. Sure, Freiberg—as the name suggested—had been founded as a free mountain city, and stayed free for its first centuries of existence. Only recently, the Imperial Diet had decided that it was to be considered part of the duchy of Saxony. The Americans would laugh at the idea of calling something "recently" when it happened a century ago. But Germans had something like a racial memory of things that happened to their great-grandfathers.

So Gensreff was right in all departments. Declaring Freiberg an independent city was no rebellion. But there would be people who saw that differently.

"Haugwitz will see that differently," Georg heard himself say, lifting the armchair up again, and sitting down carefully. Slowly he realized that he had come to a decision.

"We'll have to deal with him," Jonas said, "before we hold our referendum."




Zehntscheune, Obermarkt 

September 1635

[image: scribe]Elias Lindner looked up from his desk, squinting against the sun, when a shadow fell on his desk. A tall man was standing there, dressed in colorful clothes, a large pistol in his belt, and another one in his right hand.

"You give food and beer," the man said, with a heavy accent Elias couldn't place.

Behind him, there were other men, slowly scattering to the left and right, roughly the same clothing, holding short pikes. "Who are you?"

"You give food and beer for soldiers," the man repeated, lifting his pistol and aiming at Elias' head.

[image: men]Okay, so those were part of the ducal troops, residing in Castle Freudenstein. And somehow, it dawned on Elias that they perhaps hadn't received any supplies since the Elector's sudden disappearance. The government of the duchy had allegedly panicked and left Dresden in hurry when the first USE and CoC contingents had arrived.

The new administrator would have his hands full with people like the Richterin now holding the reins and the CoCs patrolling the capital. The five hundred infantrymen in Freiberg's castle were certainly forgotten at the moment. They deserved to eat, too.

But Elias was not authorized to simply open the gates of the Zehntscheune, where the farmers had delivered their produce for paying the tithes. Everything had to be done correctly. Their colonel had to appeal to the mayor first.

He slowly shook his head, thinking about simple sentences to make the situation clear to these outlanders, and cleared his throat. Then his world went dark.

****

"His head is hard like a rock," Elias heard a male voice say. He opened his eyes, but only saw blurry silhouettes.

"That's what I always told him." This was the mayor's voice. What had happened? Last he could remember was doing his normal job, registering the delivered produce. Then these foreign mercenaries came . . .

The other voice continued. "He has a severe concussion and needs to stay in bed for at least three days. Don't try to feed him solid food now. His stomach won't keep it. Give him broth and tea. According to the Americans' pamphlets, you should put salt and sugar or honey in it."

[image: doctor]"Yes, Herr Doktor." This was his wife Agnes's voice. "I thank you. What do we owe you?"

"He was wounded in the line of duty," Schönlebe said. "The city will be paying."

Then the world went black again.

****

"It's getting worse," Agnes said, putting down the tablet with his midday broth.

Elias flinched. "I thought I was recovering," he said. He was somehow grateful that the Hungarians who had plundered the Zehntscheune had been decent enough to send one man around and club him instead of simply shooting him in the head.

On the other hand, gunpowder was expensive, so perhaps it had been simple economic aspects on the Hungarians' side. Not that he had any objection against their decision.

Agnes shook her head, her eyes red. "Not you. The city. Some of these soldiers plundered Braun's butchery. Thomas was away, so they jumped at the opportunity and raped Mathilde."

He tried to sit up. "I must—"

Agnes pushed him back with firm hands. "You don't have to do anything but to get well again. Doctor Horn was crystal clear in this regard. Lie, sleep, do nothing. Nothing!"




Freiberg, Castle Freudenstein

[image: building]Jonas Schönlebe had tried to invite Oberst Andreas von Haugwitz, the commander of the ducal—ex-ducal—troops in Freiberg into the town hall, but the man had flatly denied leaving the shelter of the fortress.

Jonas had also sent message to Haugwitz's lieutenant, one Georg Hermann von Schweinitz, who had lived in Freiberg for some years, and was more popular in town, but the man hadn't even answered.

The atmosphere in Freiberg had deteriorated quickly over the last week since the Hungarians began to forage for food. In the meantime, not only the city, but also the villages around had experienced visits of unbidden guests.

[image: plunderers]It didn't always end in people raped or knocked down, but in a few cases men trying to defend their wives, livestock or supplies had to be treated in the Johannis-Hospital. The last event of that kind had a farmer's complete flock of swine killed, when the soldiers started to use them as targets for musket practice.

Finally, Jonas had decided—against the advice of several of his fellow councilmen—to visit the lion in his den. He needed to know what Haugwitz planned, and how that would influence further developments in the city. If—as his wife feared—he wouldn't be allowed to leave the castle afterward, it would also be an answer to their questions.

"You may enter now."

Jonas awoke from his woolgathering.

The armed man was back, who had stopped him at the gate. He waved Jonas to follow, and then pointed to the entrance of the ducal rooms. There the dukes of Saxony had resided, when they visited Freiberg, in splendor and luxury.

Ex-ducal as well, Jonas thought. The condition of the rooms he traversed was catastrophic. Apparently, not only conferences had been held here, but orgies, too. Tables, chairs, and even the tapestry were damaged from sword strokes or bullet holes. Stained from red wine and who knew what. In the ex-duke's ex-office, Haugwitz was perched on a sofa, two women at his side, feeding him nibbles of a grilled ham lying on a silver plate.

Jonas frowned. "Can we have a more official atmosphere here?" he said in place of a greeting.

"I don't see why that should be necessary," Haugwitz spoke with his mouth full. But he at least stopped one of the women from feeding him more. He took a glass of wine from a side table, and downed it in one swig. Then he sat straight, his arms around the women at both his sides. "What do you want?" he said, his speech slightly slurred.

Jonas took a deep breath. He had explained what he wanted in several letters. Nevertheless . . .

"We, the city council of Freiberg, want your soldiers to refrain from foraging. The city can provide enough food for them."

"And beer," a voice from another corner of the room shouted.

Jonas turned around. Several of Haugwitz's men and a number of women were sitting there, doing as he did. Jonas had never been a soldier in his life, but this situation showed, in his opinion, a remarkable lack of discipline. No use investigating further. They were all more or less drunk.

"And beer," he confirmed. "We'll send a weekly wagon train into the castle. Under one condition . . ."

"Which is?" Haugwitz said, his eyes suddenly alert.

"Stop the atrocities. I can understand that your men want to leave the castle and—um—explore the city. But have them leave their guns at home and tell them to refrain from raping the women."

Haugwitz nodded and waved him to go.

A small victory, Jonas thought. But after the door had closed behind him, he heard maniacal laughter. His shoulders slumped. He knew he couldn't do anything. And where in the world was von Schweinitz?




Rathaus, 24 Obermarkt

One Week Later

"We must do something!" Georg Friedrich von Schönberg boomed. "We can't allow them to continue like this."

And even worse, Kyle Bourne thought. The mercenaries had stopped carrying their guns when visiting the city, but that hadn't kept them from causing the first casualty.

Der Dumme Hans, a mentally retarded young man, had unfortunately crossed the path of one of their groups on the way back to their quarters completely sloshed. Somehow he must have aggravated them. They beat the poor guy up, and left him bleeding. None of the few witnesses on the street had dared to intervene, and when Hans finally arrived in the hospital, it was too late.

Von Schönberg paced the room up and down, then pounded his fist on Jonas' heavy office desk. "We must tell the administrator in Dresden what is happening here."

Kyle was still not sure that making this bureaucrat privy to their plans had been a good thing. What if an order from Dresden or Magdeburg arrived telling them to surrender even more supplies to the soldiers? Some statement along the lines of "And while you're at it, you can send a train full of food, black powder, and Reichsthaler to Dresden too." How would von Schönberg react to that? His first idea was always to refer to official channels.

"No," Gensreff said. "That would be the worst thing to do."

Strangely, the Lutheran pastor was often on the same wavelength with the young American radio operator.

"That man doesn't have enough wiggle room," Abraham continued. "We would alert the CoCs in Dresden."

Kyle quickly amended his misestimation.

Gensreff turned to the only woman in the room. "No offense intended, Katharina."

"None taken," the middle-aged woman answered. "They bear the same name, but they are not comparable to ours here in Freiberg."

Katharina Hilligerin née Löwe, aka "The Lion," captained Freiberg's Committee of Correspondence. The fact that she was also the mother-in-law of Kyle's sister Nikki had given him a number of opportunities to talk to her and learn about her attitudes.

He wouldn't really call her a reactionary, but for her the duties of CoCs more or less ended with keeping the city clean and safe. Sure, they had recruited a number of the unemployed and homeless people living in Freiberg, but most of them were young miners or journeymen, members of the society, not outcasts like the hard-core revolutionaries in Magdeburg or the detachments now ruling Dresden for all practical purposes.

The most radical idea she supported was to give women an equal vote for the upcoming elections, but a grassroots revolution to overthrow nobility was far from her mindset.

In fact, most of the older people present in Schönlebe's office were members of the nobility. The Schönlebes had the imperial privilege to bear a coat of arms, the Hilligers had been ennobled a century ago, and the von Schönbergs owned a number of villages near Freiberg.

If Kyle had dared distribute the works of Marx in Freiberg, as his sister Nikki had suggested in her last letter, his fellow revolutionaries would most likely expel him from town before he could say "working class."

But at least they had taken his speech at Hilliger's barbeque earlier that month to heart. Full voting rights for all adults living in Freiberg had—after some struggle from the older council members' side—entered their proposed constitution.

Kyle hoped that this would bring some of the more liberal thinkers into the town's upcoming city parliament. Those were mostly young people with Andreas Möller and his wife at the front line.

"But what can we do?" Andreas Möller's voice ripped Kyle out of his woolgathering.

Silence. Long silence.

Kyle cleared his throat. "I know I'm basically only an observer here, but there is a method we used up-time, when nobody had a really convincing idea. It is called 'brainstorming.' "

He looked around, but the men and the woman only looked at him wordlessly.

"Well, if nobody objects, can I get the largest sheet of wrapping paper available in town, a number of needles, quills and ink, and a lot of smaller sheets?"

****

It took the rest of the day for Kyle to first explain all the American terms to the Germans, and then bring his makeshift project management tools together. What surprised him most was a large sheet of cork they found, which he could use to pin smaller sheets onto.

****

"Okay," Kyle said at the beginning of their next meeting. "The first thing we need is a clear statement what our problem is."

"Get these troops back in rein." "Get rid of these mercenaries." "Kill these beasts." And from there on the suggestions went steeply south.

"Please, please," Kyle lifted his hands. "Rule #1: No interrupting the others. Let them speak to the end. Can we have someone—Herr Rudolff, perhaps—to give the floor to the next speaker?"

Common nodding. The oldest council member of Freiberg straightened with a pleased expression. Kyle could see how pleased that man felt, when "democracy" meant that he was to call the shots.

"And," Kyle continued, "can we take 'Protect the citizens from atrocities' as a headline?" Phew. One hurdle cleared; uncounted more to come.

****

After some time two factions crystallized. One strictly advocated wholesale killing all the mercenaries in town. Five hundred trained mercenaries in a fortress against at best—at very best—two thousand militiamen/hobby hunters, who were able to hit a target very well but lacked the training, and possibly the mindset to perform an ongoing siege.

The other group—centered on von Schönberg—opted for an unbloody solution, but they had no idea how to achieve that.

"The next step," Kyle said, "is to find out how to achieve these goals. And now everyone of you must come up with ideas to solve the other group's goal. These ideas can be absolutely crazy, and nobody is allowed to contradict now. Is that understood?"

The ideas for killing the Hungarians without a siege were mostly based on the Freibergers' skill with mining. Kyle learned that it had been in this city, only twenty years ago, that Germans had started using gunpowder in mines. So some of the people in the room featured a wide range of ideas how to undermine the entire castle and blow it to smithereens afterward.

Kyle frowned. "How much gunpowder do you think you would need to achieve that?"

The mining experts present looked at each other, shrugging.

"Two years' production," von Schönberg boomed. "At the very minimum. And it'll take half a year to dig all the tunnels you need. Don't you think I had this idea long ago? Who's the Berghauptmann here?"

"Please," Kyle lifted his hands. "No criticism now."

"But," another man, who had been very silent up to now, said, "there are tunnels under the castle."

[image: markscheider]Kyle fixed his gaze on him thoughtfully. The man's name was Elias Morgenstern. His job was Markscheider. Kyle had been bombarded with a lot of strange German terms since started this discussion with these people. But this was one of the strangest.

When Kyle had heard it for the first time, he thought Elias was a butcher. Mark was the German term for marrow. The next thought was that he had something to do with minting, because Mark was also a coin, and a weight, and an area of land.

In fact, the last interpretation was the most correct one. Elias was responsible for determining borders between different mines below ground. In a heavily exploited area like that of Freiberg, mines tended to join their tunnels, so it was not easy keeping their spheres of mining separate from each other—which was the exact meaning of the German verb scheiden. At least in this context.

But the map of mines Kyle had seen didn't show any tunnels below the castle.

"What kind of tunnels?" he asked.

"Anzüchte," Elias said.

Kyle moaned. What, for Heaven's sake, was it with the Freibergers and their weird terms?

****

Early next morning, Kyle stood with Elias at the Untermarkt, the "lower" market place, in front of the cathedral. There was a small iron grate, which Elias now opened.

A vertical tunnel went down; their lamps were barely able to light the first yards.

"There is a Stolln twenty-five shoes below," Elias explained, "coming from the Obermarkt, and leading down into the Mulde." He pointed in the direction where the castle stood. "There are short branch tunnels ending in the cellars of the houses to the left and right. In case of heavy rain, this Anzucht takes all the water out of the center of town."

"Is that a sewer?" Kyle asked.

"What?"

"A tunnel to flush sh—um—feces."

The concept of transporting human wastes from houses to sewage plants by means of water-filled tunnels needed some explanation.

"No, no," Elias finally said. "We can't risk blocking these tunnels. They are very narrow and need to convey a lot of water in a very short time."

"And this one extends to under the castle?"

"Yes, and there are a couple of inflows from the castle's cellar. Closed by iron grates like this one, of course."

Something else was nagging Kyle. "You said these tunnels are very narrow. How narrow exactly?"

Elias looked at Kyle and extended his hands—a little more than shoulder width. "You can fit through." He grinned. "But our esteemed Herr Berghauptmann will most likely get stuck somewhere."

So, that was nothing to bring an invading army through, and the idea to blow the whole castle had already been dismissed, too. But if they combined some of the other "crazy ideas" that had come up . . .




Freudenstein Castle

Early October

"They are funny, aren't they?" Andreas von Haugwitz said. His lieutenants and noncoms, accompanying him on the wall of Freudenstein Castle, laughed approvingly.

"Like monkeys," Lieutenant Albrecht Ajtósi said, "playing with guns for the first time."

Now everybody broke out into roaring laughter. It apparently reached the Freibergers below, because some heads turned in their direction.

On the large square in front of the castle, the Freibergers called it Schlossplatz, the "troops" of the town's militia had gathered. A letter from the mayor had informed Andreas that they were about to hold their quarterly maneuver there.

Not that that would alarm him. But he had reinforced the guards at the gate and on the walls. You never knew. But the spectacle taking place before his professional eyes proved that—come what may—these people were no threat to him and his battle-seasoned mercenaries.

The Freibergers had formed a number of groups organized in columns and trying to march in step.

Their sergeants feverishly, and in Andreas' opinion rather futilely, tried to keep them from stumbling over the man in front of them.

"Halt!" one sergeant shouted. The men took two or three more steps; the column changed into a snake, whose tail wiggled a little longer, before it came to rest.

The men standing around Andreas dropped some pejorative remarks in a mixture of Polish, German and Hungarian, which nobody really understood, but was good for exchange of insults.

"Rechts um!" the sergeant down in the yard shouted. A quarter of the men turned left, looked, wondered, and then corrected their mistakes.

Another hailstorm of laughter from the castle wall.

The militiamen looked up, talked to each other, and then tried to concentrate on the next insurmountable barrier.

They now stood widespread before a heap of large tree trunks, which teamsters had delivered in the morning. They showed targets painted in red.

"Kneel!" the sergeant shouted. The men—most of them had surpassed middle age by a fair margin—followed his order groaning and steadying themselves on their guns.

"Aim!" and a couple of breaths later, "Fire!" A shot fell, then another, then a number in quick succession, while most of the men still struggled lifting the heavy guns they were wielding and homing them in on the targets.

Oh my god. Andreas shook his head. They still had arquebuses. And, as far as he could see, only a handful of them hit the trunks, wider than the broad side of a barn and half as high, from a distance of twenty feet.

When the two hundred or so men had gathered late in the morning, they had looked much more professional than they obviously were. Still scattered shots came from the group—each time one of them had persuaded his gun—while others had started reloading their guns, talking to each other, often spilling the black powder on the ground without taking notice.

One of the men stood, a shot fell, going straight—ninety degrees from the target—into the castle wall. The mercenaries on the wall yelled and applauded.

"We should stand before these trees," Albrecht Ajtósi said, "it would be much safer than here."

Another outbreak of laughter and frowning from the militiamen below.

Andreas slowly nodded. Due to the increasing problems with the citizens, he had feared that Schönlebe was up to something.

And then Albrecht had shown up yesterday evening. "Colonel," he had said, "some of my men have not returned from their leave."

Andreas had frowned. "And that should concern me why? They're most likely spending the night with some whores."

"It's not only my men. I asked in the other companies. Everywhere there are missing men. My brother is among them."

And he didn't tell you that he's planning to desert. That's where the hare lies in the pepper.

The size of Andreas' unit had slowly diminished during the last weeks. Desertion was always a factor in mercenary units. Not as much in the field, when they were too occupied to leave under the screen of the night.

But here in the rear echelon, without any chance to increase the poor pay . . . perhaps he should let the city bleed. Their famous Defension had just proven that they weren't worth a Pfennig.

There was still shooting. Another shot fell, and once more, the mercenaries yelled and sneered shouting filthy insults. This time there was an angry answer from below. Andreas looked up from his woolgathering. One of the men below was just lifting his museum piece, pointing to the men on the wall.

"Shut up," Andreas heard him cry. "Or else . . ."

Oh shit, that might escalate a little too much.

Laughter again. "No chance," Albrecht yelled. "Try it!"

Andreas straightened. "Albrecht!" he shouted. The Hungarian turned to him, his face still expressing a sardonic smile.

"What?" He pointed down. "That guy was going f . . ." A shot fell. A bullet whirred past. "Arrgh!" A punch knocked Albrecht down.

The Hungarian lay in his blood, his chest torn wide open.

Andreas knelt without thinking. A perfect hit. Albrecht's blood was forced out in squirts.

Andreas took a deep breath. He had to stop his men before anything else . . .

But his men were already beyond that. The first had readied his musket and fired. A second one. "Nein!" Andreas shouted, but they didn't listen.

Several shots from below answered. Another man went down. Andreas, kneeling, and protected by the parapet, peered past the crenel.

The men below, who had just been distributed in groups over the whole yard, weren't visible any longer. The next cloud of gunsmoke proved that they had retreated behind that heap of tree trunks.

Andreas' Hungarians had now taken shelter behind the crenelation and were passing a burning fuse around. They had stopped shooting and were looking at him.

Should he stop them? Scheiß drauf! Those Freibergers deserved a lesson.

"All together," he said. The men signaled readiness. The muskets were prepared. "Aim!"

But the moment they put their guns in position, new shots fell. Not from his men, not from the makeshift parapet below, but the white clouds rose from behind bushes and trees along the periphery of the yard.

And these shots hit home, in spite of the big distance, and in spite of his men being mostly protected. Several of them fell down, rather small holes in their foreheads.

Scheiße! These guys had hunting rifles. The whole circus had been a trap. The Freibergers somehow anticipated the mercenaries' reactions and hid their real shooters in the copse beyond. Andreas had to take serious action.

"Riadó! Riadó!" he shouted down into the castle. "Alarm! Alarm! This is no drill." He turned to the men on the wall. "Load the cannons with canister."

Two men were already running down the stairs to get gunpowder from the storeroom. Due to the wet weather of the last days and the missing roofage, they hadn't stored gunpowder on the wall.

The term "cannons" was a little exaggerating. In the castle's yard stood a real cannon, a Halbkartaune, over half a century old. The twenty-four-pounder would be the real thing to deliver the correct message to the Freibergers.

But half the day would be gone before Andreas and his men—with no real artillerists among them—loaded that monster, pulled it to the gate and anchored it so that the recoil wouldn't push it into the buildings on the other side of the court yard. And nobody knew that it wouldn't explode with the first shot.

At least they had a couple of three-pounder Falkonetts on the wall.

The two men returned, each of them carrying a barrel, one filled with gunpowder, the other with grapeshot.

"Aim at the people in the copse! There and there!" Andreas shouted, pointing with his finger to the places white clouds had appeared earlier. "Double the canisters. That isn't far."

"Ready!" a man at the first canon shouted. "Ready!" the second echoed.

Andreas looked quickly to the right and left. "Fire!"




One hour earlier

Fifty feet deeper

[image: tunnel]Darkness. Wet feet. Where are my rubber boots when I need them most? Kyle plodded along in the narrow tunnel, trying to avoid running over the man in front of him, while breathing through his mouth. The musty smell was terrible. This might be no sewer, but most likely a lot of vermin had been flushed in and drowned during centuries of flooding, leaving their rotten corpses everywhere in the cracks. Even in the hottest summer, this hole didn't really dry up.

"Stupid idea," he grumbled. "Who the heck hatched this stupid idea?"

"You," Moritz answered from behind. "You thought we should use the Anzüchte to surprise the mercenaries."

"Next time," Kyle grumbled, "you'd better stop me and tell me what a damn stupid idea that is."

"It is an absolutely splendid idea," Elias Morgenstern commented from farther ahead. He lifted the oil lamp he was carrying. The tiny flame was nearly invisible from a couple of yards away. "Shut up now; we have to take the branch soon. There, we'll be in the castle's Anzucht and can be heard if anyone's in the cellars."

They had entered the tunnel system in the basement of a house in Weingasse, and then reached the main Anzucht below the Burgstraße, which went with a constant slope straightaway to below Freudenstein, even underpassing the castle's water-filled moat.

Elias' flame veered right. The Anzucht they now used was even narrower than the main tunnel under Burgstraße and sloped upward. Kyle's shoulders constantly touched the walls to the left and the right, the small keg he was carrying hit the water bottle at his belt again and again. No, a career in mining wasn't anything he would pursue in his life.

Above them on Schlossplatz, the "maneuver" of the city's militia should start now, as a diversion for what they did down here. The "old timers" of the Defension had been very eager, in spite of the possible danger for their lives, to get their heirloom weapons out of the trunks and shoot them once again. It had taken Kyle and the other people from the "project management committee" a great deal of coaxing to make it clear that these experienced veterans should behave as inexperienced and clumsy to keep the Hungarian mercenaries entertained with a compelling spectacle as long as possible.

They reached the end of the tunnel, a manhole above covered with an iron grate. The men in front of him held a small ladder, which they—Kyle still couldn't see anything, but heard the wood scratching along the wall, which was masonry here—brought into position. He heard rungs creak, when one man was climbing upward, and then scrunching of iron on stone when he lifted the grate.

"Yes," the man whispered. "This is a storage room." How the guy could notice that eluded Kyle's grasp. . . . "I can smell the beer." Well!

Now everything went quickly. The men left the manhole, lighted their fuses and left the room. Kyle and Moritz, the only ones wielding up-time guns, set off for the armory. It was not very likely that anyone would come down once the chaos started in the upper floors, but you never knew.

Kyle opened the heavy wooden door and put his keg down at the very front. With his Zippo and a watch, he wasn't dependent on a long fuse, and the content of his keg—a mixture looking like gunpowder but designed by the experienced miners to not explode but to ooze thick, acrid smoke, reeking of sulfur—wasn't overly dangerous.

"Kyle!" he suddenly heard Moritz say. "Someone is here."

That was unexpected. The sound of Moritz's voice was not as panicky as the words suggested. Why should anyone be in the cellar? Kyle drew his pistol. The whole action was planned to go smoothly without casualties. They wanted to drive the mercenaries out of town without fueling hatred and risking too much vengeance against the city and its inhabitants. But just to make sure . . .

Kyle looked around in the dim light of the armory, closed the door, and then followed his friend's voice. The gravedigger had opened the next door. A window—a tiny light hole—let some sun fall into the hallway. Even from the distance, the stench of death reached Kyle's nostrils, and he could hear muted moaning. Damned! Did they have a graveyard down here?

He looked back once again to the stairs where the other men had disappeared. Everything was quiet—still. Then he turned his gaze into the room.

"Shit! What's that?" he hissed, trying to breathe as low as possible.

Really? A dungeon? People—or rather their corpses—were chained to the wall with honest-to-god shackles and chains. The stench was so strong; Kyle barely could refrain from retching in the corner. It seemed his intervention for an unbloody solution had been a little premature. People who did this to fellow men deserved to die.

What would the mercenaries do, once chaos erupted upstairs? Would any of them come down here and look for the prisoners? Most likely not. Kyle looked up and down the hallway, and then closed the door.

"What are those guys?" he asked.

"Perhaps some mercenaries who didn't want to follow orders," Moritz answered without turning around. He held his face much closer to one of the bodies than Kyle'd ever dare. Well, being a gravedigger made him accustomed to this.

"Or," Kyle said, "they tried to desert." Whatever! Now it was too late.

"This one's still alive," Moritz said, straightened and looked around.

Kyle was the first to notice the tools in one corner. "Here," he said, handing Moritz something roughly resembling a wrench. "Unshackle him."

"Thanks," Moritz said and started to loosen the screws. The man gasped, his eyes closed.

"Do you think he can walk?" Kyle said. "The smoke will be heavier than air. It will come down soon, and he will choke—half dead as he is already."

The man gasped. Moritz had just touched his leg. "They broke his legs. But I can carry him. Compared to some corpses I had to handle in my life he weighs nothing."

Kyle could see that the victim's clothes had once been rather expensive. Who was the guy Jonas had missed the whole time?

"I think this is Captain von Schweinitz. Why have they . . ." He froze and darted around. Quick steps could be heard from the outside. Shit! Friend or foe?

He cocked his gun and stepped aside where he had free field of fire. But the steps—two men if he was correct—didn't stop, and passed the dungeon. Another door was opened creakily, a short argument in a foreign language, then they walked back, slower than before.

"What's up?" Moritz hissed.

"I'll go looking." Kyle opened the door a crack—the coast was clear. He looked up and down the hallway. Then he froze. "They left the armory door open."

"Oh, oh," Moritz moaned.

That rather nicely echoed Kyle's own thoughts. He looked at his watch. Five minutes until showdown. Nothing to be heard up to now.

If the mercenaries were fetching ammunition now, the situation at the wall might have escalated. Switch to Plan B. "I'll start the smoke bomb and secure the armory. Bring Schweinitz up into clean air."

Another look. "Now!" he commanded himself and Moritz alike.

Quick steps brought him to the armory, while Moritz disappeared to the stairway with Schweinitz in a fireman's lift. Kyle produced his Zippo, but . . . "Where the heck is the smoke bomb?" Those guys just had taken the foremost keg. Well, if they loaded their weapons with that stuff, they were up for a bad surprise.

But what should he do now?




Back on the wall

Boom! Boom! The cannons went off as expected. The yellowish cloud emerging was far from what was expected.

The Hungarian mercenaries shrieked. "Az Ördög!" one of them cried, making the sign of the cross while his neighbor lifted his fist, forefinger and pinkie extended.

Andreas didn't know why these hardened warriors suddenly broke into such a panic, blaming the devil for a malfunction, but then the stench reached him. It smelled as if it came right from the deepest hell.

What had happened to the cannons? One of the Hungarians started to flee, forgot to keep his head below the baluster, and was immediate taken down by one of the hellishly accurate shots out of the forest. Now everybody was running around trying to keep their heads low, and distance themselves from the still smoking and stinking cannons.

Boom! Boom! Boom! Similar explosions now came from the castle's main building. As if someone had waited for their signal, smoke emerged out of the small windows. "Fire! Fire!" someone cried, echoed by the same term in many different languages. People started to rush out of the building's main entrance. Women with children holding their hands, and then the soldiers, most of them clutching a musket and a bag with their most valuable belongings.

The castle's yard slowly filled.

Andreas noticed that he was squatting here, his mouth gaping, instead of organizing the firefighting. Yet, something held him back. Something with this fire didn't look right. Yes, there was smoke oozing from the open windows. But that smoke was still greenish, and it was emerging from these windows totally—equal. There wasn't any specific point where the "fire" had started. All these explosions . . . He looked down where the powder keg the soldiers had fetched from the armory earlier still stood.

His eyes widened. "This is a trap!" he shouted. "There is no fire. Get back into the building!" But it was too late. The flood of people through the main entrance had ceased, and someone had closed the sturdy doors behind them. Gun barrels were now visible in all the windows of the building.

Shit! All his men were down in the yard, interspersed with their wives and children. If anybody started shooting now, the new occupants of the house would not hesitate to carry out a massacre. If the situation were reversed, his men certainly wouldn't.

He turned around, peeking through the crenelation. The militiamen outside were still behind their makeshift parapet. While Andreas and his handful of men on the wall certainly held a superior position, they had no targets. The canister shots hadn't had any visible results.

"Give up!" a booming voice came from the forest. "We don't intend to hurt you! But we will if we have to."

He knew that voice. And in that moment he knew they had lost. The city militia alone was only a circus, but if the Bergamtmann was on their side, the guys in the forest were perhaps regular troops from the USE Army. And those sneaky commandos in the castle's building with their overly long gun barrels . . .

He lifted his arms and slowly rose. "Don't shoot!" he shouted back. "We surrender."

****

Author's notes

For Freiberg's Anzüchte, which mostly still exist today, you can look at http://www.gupf.tu-freiberg.de/freiberg/anzucht_heute.html where all the access points are depicted as red dots.

The one in the castle is in the top left corner above the word "Schlossplatz." BTW: The term is derived from the verb "anziehen" (pull up) opposite to mines, which have "Abzüchte" to pull the water away.

****

Art Director’s Note: I would like to thank Rainer for providing the base images for his story's interior illustrations.











The Fuggerei—The First Social Housing Project by Deborah Stutman-Brickey

[image: banner]







The year is 1560. Picture three scenarios. (1) You are a young craftsman, supporting your widowed mother and one or two young siblings, and you have been injured, healing, and will be unable to work for more months than you have available savings to pay for your present rent and food. Or perhaps your employer no longer has the two small spare rooms available for your family. Or, (2) you are a widow with two children. You were supposed to marry a man who was a member of your late husband’s guild, but there was a fire. Most of your property was destroyed in the fire, and now the man will marry someone else. Or, (3) you are an apprentice, with two siblings too young to work. (Usually this meant less than five years old.) Your parents have just died, and then the master to whom you were apprenticed died before you received papers. You are therefore unable to find employment at wages to support and care for three people. What will you do?

During the fifteenth and early-sixteenth centuries in Europe, there were several revolts by the less fortunate. Care for the poor was considered a local parish matter, whether Roman Catholic, Orthodox, or Protestant. The political unrest and migrating population worried those in authority. In addition, the perception by authorities was that poverty, especially child poverty, was primarily due to lack of employment, not due to low wages. Therefore, the solution to poverty must be continual employment. If you were a member of the church, being poor and unemployed was allowed, occasionally expected. If you were a member of the nobility being unemployed was expected, and poverty was only embarrassment. If you were at the shopkeeper level or below, or in agriculture, being poor and unemployed was literally against the law.

In most places in Europe in 1560 (for example: England, France, Spain, the Netherlands), the newly or temporarily unemployed or impoverished might turn to family, possibly be sent to a workhouse, and probably lose custody of the children. Longer term unemployed might be whipped, imprisoned, indentured, enslaved, disfigured with boring holes through the ear or losing part or all of an ear, branded, transported to another city or even a different continent. Even lying about one’s birthplace might result in punishment, because of the local costs incurred after one was transported back there so that one was now “their” problem to support. Various later legal modifications in England allowed that repeated escapes and recapture could be met with a death penalty. Some localities made allowances for age, infirmity, recent release from military, death of a master, and so on, but these exceptions were not uniformly applied, even within one country. Simple begging often required obtaining and displaying a local begging license, similar to a taxicab owner medallion in some cities in the USA.

If lucky, one might find a place in a church shelter, fifty people to a room. Or one could become homeless, or turn to prostitution or theft. If one was lucky enough to be a citizen of Augsburg, and was a Roman Catholic, there was another option. A spot might be found in what was the first social housing project in Europe, the Fuggerei. It is called social housing because it is not run by the city of Augsburg, but by a charitable foundation trust set up by the Fugger family.

[image: Jakob]Jakob “the Rich” Fugger, the youngest son, was sent by his prosperous business family to Venice, intending a career as a canon in the church and later, trained as a merchant. Brother Peter had died childless in 1473. Another brother who reached adulthood was Markus, a canon, who had died in 1478. Jakob was recalled from Venice in 1487 to participate in the business. Under his influence the family wealth grew greater. Still another elder brother, Georg, died in 1506. Eldest brother Ulrich died in 1510. The following year, in 1511, the Fugger family was elevated to nobility, and Jakob set up the Fuggerei Foundation.

The various relevant Wikipedia pages, Wall Street Journal articles, and the official Fugger family website agree on some facts, and disagree slightly on the timeline of other details. I will accept the official family version for the conflicts. Construction of a chapel in the St. Anna church began in 1509. Plans for a charitable foundation, including the Fuggerei, began in 1514. In 1514, Jakob Fugger bought up part of Augsburg and in 1516 came to an agreement with the city that he would build and provide a number of almshouses for needy citizens and began to build. A sum of 10,000 florins (worth about $1.6 million in 2014) was originally set aside by Jakob “the Rich” in an account to honor his late brothers Georg and Ulrich. Three projects were to be funded: the Fuggerei housing project, the Fugger Chapel in St. Anna Church, and a sermon endowment fund at St. Moritz. Jakob Fugger also designated the account in the name of Augsburg's patron saint, St. Ulrich. The account could then receive direct interest from loans at higher than the customary 5% rate, bypassing the usury limitation for individuals. The account guaranteed 500 florins in interest yield annually for the foundations (about 70,000–80,000 in 2014 $US). The deed articles establishing the charitable foundation were written in 1521. Construction had begun several years earlier. By 1523, fifty-two two-dwelling houses had been built, and the Fuggerei had begun.

Jakob Fugger was very particular about who could become a beneficiary and resident. Dwellings were awarded only to those who were Roman Catholic citizens of Augsburg, having been there at least two years, honorable, needy, and willing to earn income. During the fifteenth century the Fugger wealth had mostly been earned in the mercantile sector, often as middlemen between producers and consumers. Jakob Fugger was well aware of the workers’ precarious financial position. He sought to serve craftsmen and laborers, with or without family, and to ensure that these citizens were not forced to beg or live in visible poverty. Residents of the Fuggerei paid rent of the sum of one Rhenish guilder per year, about the weekly wage of a craftsman. The rent has not changed in five hundred years, and today is worth less than one dollar. The admittance fee for visiting tourists is several times this. An additional burden was placed on the residents. They are required to recite three prayers daily for the souls of the Fugger family: an Our Father, a Hail Mary, and the Nicene Creed. These modest requirements were to offer the possibility of economic recovery from adversity through honest work.

There was another limitation. The poverty could not have resulted from debt. I propose that this restriction was placed because of his close familiarity with consequences of debt. His maternal grandfather went bankrupt in 1444. Jacob’s first cousin Lukas Fugger, second son of Andreas Fugger vom Reh (the first of that line) overextended and by 1499 had also made loans to the Habsburgs regarding a town in Belgium which were not repaid, causing his bankruptcy. His von der Lilie cousins helped pay off some debts before he and his family moved back to Graben, about twenty miles south of Augsburg, from whence his grandfather Johann had come in the middle of the previous century. In addition, by 1511 Jakob had personally witnessed or approved mounting loans to various members of the Habsburg royal families and church bishops for over thirty years. The Fugger enterprises had earned wealth, increasingly operating metal mines licensed from the governments or in lieu of loan repayments, and acquiring the county of Kirchberg and the estates in Weissenhorn from a mortgage default, while the royal families spent their wealth on armies, fighting, bribes, buildings, and extravagance, borrowing more and more, much of it from the Fuggers.

[image: street]The original plans for the Fuggerei called for a city within a city. A wall surrounded the project, with the several entrance gates closing at 10 PM, then as now. There are two small grassy and wooded park areas and several lanes of buildings. Each residence was two floors and contained two apartments. The ground floor apartment has a small garden and a shed, while the upper has a small attic. Most of the residences have a functional and ample layout with several rooms, including a kitchen and a bathroom with running water, and are about sixty to seventy square meters in size. They have been updated with electricity and modern conveniences such as television. The doorbells have elaborate shapes, each being unique, dating back to before the installation of streetlights when residents could identify their unit by feeling the handle in the dark. Earlier, entire families lived in the Fuggerei units; today, the residents are predominantly singles or couples. There is also a so-called widow's building. During the expansions after the Second World War, this building was oriented especially toward the needs of single individuals. The residences are unfurnished; residents provide their own furniture. The project has grown to one hundred forty-two apartments, completed in several phases. There is also a museum and an empty, model apartment for tourists.

Over time the Church of St. Mark, two museums and an administrative building were also built.

Originally Fuggerei had no church of its own. The residents visited the nearby St. James Church. During the Reformation that church, however, became Protestant when Augsburg turned against the emperor. Their side lost. Later, the Catholic Fuggers negotiated and received permission to build a new church on the Fuggerei property. On behalf of the administrators Markus (son of Anton Fugger (I)) and Philip Eduard Fugger (grandson of Raymund Fugger (I)), a new church was built from 1580, dedicated to St. Mark in 1582. The architect was probably Hans Holl.

The Waltenhausen Infirmary Foundation, started in 1548, emerged as another foundation under Anton Fugger to serve up to twenty-five needy male and female residents from Fugger properties. It is the only foundation set up to include the Fugger family members as possible beneficiaries. In the early-sixteenth century, sufferers of syphilis were often treated with a wooden or mercurial treatment. One of the buildings in the medical section, also established in 1548, was appropriately named the Wood and Smallpox House. Emperor Maximilian was once a patient in the medical section. The Foundation funded the houses, the means for treatment, doctors and nurses and even the aftercare. Around that time a charitable surgical building was established outside of, but not far from, the Fuggerei.

Further funds were placed in the foundation. The Fugger Chapel in St. Anna and the sermon endowment in St. Moritz were built in the original foundation charter of 1521. A portion of the family company trade surpluses, bequests, and other donations increased the endowments. Some of the money was donated from Fugger company employees. Income-producing manor property was purchased. During the sixteenth century, other foundations were added. After Anton Fugger’s death, both of his sons, Georg and Raymund, were joint administrators, with the leadership and a governing board passing down in similar inheritance. Currently there are nine foundations. In the seventeenth century, much of the foundation assets were transferred from higher-yielding investments into forested property, and this has been carefully managed. The annual return on the trust has ranged from an after inflation rate of 0.5% to 2%. According to the official website, currently 70% of the revenue is derived from forestry, 10% from real estate owned outside the Fuggerei, and 20% from entry fees. The trust is now administered by Wolf-Dietrich Graf von Hundt.

[image: bomb]In the seventeenth century, as a result of war, plague and hunger, Augsburg lost more than half of its residents and experienced destruction and hardship. In 1642, two buildings in the Fuggerei were completely destroyed; twenty-eight buildings were only partially inhabitable. The bombing raid on the night of the 25th to the 26th of February 1944 claimed seven hundred thirty lives in Augsburg. Two hundred Fuggerei residents escaped into the World War Bunker, which the Fugger Family Seniorat had the foresight to build in late 1943. Today, the bunker houses an exhibition that provides striking documentation of the attack, the extent of the destruction and the reconstruction of the Fuggerei. The settlement had to be significantly renovated. This task was predominantly carried out by the residents. Although the Fuggerei and the church were heavily damaged by the bombings of Augsburg during World War II, they have been rebuilt in its original style. Today there are several plaques on the grounds. One commemorates the Fugger Family, one records the residence of Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart’s great-grandfather Franz Mozart from 1681–1694 during his time as a mason. It is a testament to the foresight of the Fugger family nearly five hundred years ago that the endowments were sufficient to repair and maintain this historic housing project.

****
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Time Spike: The Mysterious Mesa, Part Seven: Exodus by Garrett W. Vance
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Tilted Meadow Camp 

Ni-T'o watched Nate and Gonzalo as they made their way down the canted terrain of the slide. He was glad to see them, but was worried for his cousin, T'cumu, who was clearly not present. He checked the horses, then began to climb rapidly, pulling himself higher with the aid of the leaning trees and bushes. A few minutes later he was in shouting distance.

"Hello! What of T'cumu?" He used Spanish, the language the three of them shared the most proficiency in.

"He is fine!" Gonzalo called back. "He stayed up on the mesa."

"Find us some lunch and we'll tell you all about it!" Nate added.

Glad to hear that T'cumu was all right, Ni-T'o nodded, and headed back down to set about feeding the hungry travelers returned.

****

A little while later Nate and Gonzalo were gnawing happily on barbecued steaks from the large beast that Ni-T'o had harvested for meat, hide and bone. The pale, pink meat was a bit gamy perhaps, not really tasting like any flesh they had ever dined on before, but it was hot, dripping with fat, and it filled the holes in their bellies nicely. The tribesmen used everything nature provided in some way or another, and were surviving quite nicely in this unfathomably ancient world they found themselves in. Not for the first time, Nate wondered if his former comrades in the US Army, the Cherokee they had been escorting, and the Schullerville people from the twentieth century were faring half so well. Ni-T'o showed them the spade he had made, demonstrating just one of the many uses he was discovering for bones fifty times larger than even the biggest moose, or bison's. They applauded as he dug a hole in the tilted meadow's dark soil, just as easily as if the tool had been made of iron. Not for the first time, his friends from future eras wondered if things like iron could be had here. Bone was certainly useful, but both men wished fervently for good, hard metal.

Ni-T'o listened with great interest as his friends related their adventures on the mesa top. When they were done, he excused himself for a moment to water the horses, filling the skins from one of the many trickles of freshwater emanating from the mesa's smooth, almost perfectly straight walls. They had told him of their idea that people from his currently very overcrowded village should come and found a new village here. He hadn't seen all that the mesa had to offer with his own eyes, but the fact that the plan held T'cumu's approval went far to alleviate any trepidation he might feel. And so, it was decided. He would do as T'cumu asked, and make the recommendation to the elders.

"A new village, on the mesa. It would be good," he told his friends upon returning. "When do we go?"

"How about now? There's no time like the present," Nate replied, standing up. "Thanks for lunch, that was good grub."

"Indeed, thank you, Ni-T'o," Gonzalo said, rubbing the grease from his hands on to the meadow grass. "Now that we know not to become lost in the dry coral reefs, and with only one man astride Bella, we can run the horses a bit harder, and make it by evening."

It only took a few minutes to break their simple camp. Nate watched Ni-T'o lean his spade against a tree, knowing they would be back again, and have need of it here.

"We could use a few more of those," Nate told Ni-T'o, thinking of the trail they would have to cut into the steeply leaning terrain of the slide.

"I will make them. I like to make things."

"So do I. T'cumu taught us how to make rope while we were up there. We'll need to bring a lot more with us when we come back."

Ni-T'o laughed. "I will show you how to make good rope. Better than T'cumu's."

Nate laughed, too, the friendly rivalry between the cousins had become a bona fide tradition in their little group.

****

[image: desert]The trip back across the sandy wastes of the Drained Sea was uneventful. The river where they had been attacked by the strange little squid creatures had widened and grown more shallow, with no unpleasant denizens to be found. They arrived at the village at dusk, to another warm welcome. Ni-T'o's wife, Hvshi, pushed her way to the front of the gathered crowd, a worried look on her face.

"T'cumu?" she asked her new husband in fearful tones, as she took his hands in hers. She had lost far too many friends and relatives since coming to this frightful place, including her late husband, Ni-T'o's brother Fvni, a victim of the cruel Rattlesnake Priests in the City of the Pyramids, a people who were, strangely, their own descendants from a future time.

Ni-T'o enclosed her in his strong, but gentle embrace. He spoke softly to her, knowing she had suffered much. "T'cumu stayed on the mesa. Don't worry so, he is safe!"




The Mesa Top

T'cumu and the demon glared at each other, sharing a hatred that went deeper than mere emotion, an instinctual urge from deep within the brain that told each of them the same thing: This is the enemy. The enemy must die!

T'cumu was in a low crouch, waiting for his foe to make the first move. He would fend off whatever attack it launched, then counter with one of his own. The creature hissed, a long, low breath of sheer menace meant to intimidate, but T'cumu held his ground, unfazed. The last time T'cumu had fought this demon it had led with the razor-sharp, sickle-shaped claw rising from the top of its foot. That hadn't worked very well for it, and now T'cumu held that very same claw, ready to use it against its former owner.

"So, you have followed me all the way here, seeking your lost claw, perhaps, eh, demon? It is here, and you shall know its sharpness for yourself." T'cumu's voice held no fear. Even so, he didn't think the creature would make the same mistakes it had made last time, it was far too clever for that. He would probably die this day, but he would take this foul thing into the world beyond with him.

The beast moved its head back and forth, swaying on its serpentine neck as it sized up its opponent. Suddenly, it leaped forward, leading with its jaws full of vicious, serrated teeth instead of with its remaining claw. T'cumu dodged, but just barely. The thing was fast, and far more agile than any man or beast he had ever encountered. The teeth raked his right bicep, leaving a bloody track.

Despite the burst of pain, T'cumu was able to bring the claw knife down in a swift arc that cut deeply into the demon's thigh. Blood welled up, a bright crimson, and flowed quickly. He had been lucky with his strike, and hoped that luck would last. The creature shrieked with rage, landing clumsily in the surrounding thicket. It was losing blood, but so was T'cumu. The brave young warrior decided what his next move would be in a split second—run! There was no cowardice in it. He faced the deadliest of foes, and must take whatever chance at an advantage he could find, no matter how slim. He had planned an escape route just in case, a path through the underbrush that he could navigate quickly, but might impede the progress of anything larger than him. While the demon thrashed angrily through the brambles behind him, losing blood all the while, T'cumu hit the clearing, planning to run for the nearest tree, from which, perhaps temporary, safety he could attack with his bow and arrows. Could the thing climb? Very likely it could. Before he could continue, he paused at an unexpected sight; much to his surprise, someone was waiting for him just outside the thicket, his new friend, the young, still half-wild mare, Oklilinchi.

Apparently, the affectionate animal had followed him even though he had set her free, perhaps hoping for more treats from her doting human. T'cumu smiled grimly, and made a rash decision. He knew the odd little horse wasn't saddle trained, and might buck him off for his troubles, but he would take the chance. He shoved his weapons back into their slings on his leather belt. He would need both hands for what he planned. Calling her name, he ran toward her, then hurtled onto her wide back. She was startled by this, and wheeled around, more in surprise at the sudden weight than in dismay. Just then, the demon burst from the brush, hissing like a bag-full of vipers. Instinct kicked in, and Oklilinchi bolted, with T'cumu hanging onto her shaggy mane for dear life.

They crossed the meadow in a flash, Oklilinchi galloping as if a devil from the darkest hells were behind her, and there was. The snarling, spitting beast was fast on its feet, but now both its legs were injured, one still sore from hanging in the snare, the other from T'cumu's attack. Oklilinchi showed no signs of slowing, and T'cumu felt fairly confident he could remain astride her using only the powerful muscles of his legs. He sat up straight, found his balance, then turned his head back to see the demon close behind and gaining ground, its pursuit fueled by sheer wrath. T'cumu's dark eyes narrowed as he reached for the bow and quiver strapped to his bronze-skinned back. With the practiced ease of an expert bowman, he notched an arrow, turned at the waist, accounted for the rhythm of his mount's gallop, found his mark, pulled back the string, and let the arrow fly. His aim was true, the missile embedded itself in his foe's belly, and would have gone deeper had it not struck a rib. The creature shrieked again, clutching at the foreign object with its agile arms, but not slowing. T'cumu drew another arrow and shot again, this time sending it deep into a lung, with only the feathered end of the shaft still protruding from the brightly-striped, red-and green-hide. The creature ceased running, wheezed in agony, stumbled, then dropped to the ground.

T'cumu knew the demon was mortally wounded. He slipped off panicked Oklilinchi's back, and landed running, keeping his feet with the agility of the bobcat he had been named for. The horse kept going, not bothering to look back, and he whispered a brief thanks to her for her unwitting, but crucial help. He then walked warily back toward the fallen creature, claw-knife and ax back in his able hands. He could hear from its rough, gurgling breaths that its lungs were filling up with blood. The fallen demon turned its serpent-like head toward him, meeting his gaze with its startling light-green eyes. He had thought he would feel elation at besting the monstrous thing, but now as it lay dying he only felt the same pity he did for any animal he killed, either for food or in self-defense. He went to its side and knelt there. The beast made no move to attack, lost in the agony of its dying breaths.

"I told you I would kill you with your own claw, and so I shall, but not in anger. You were a worthy opponent. The tale of our battles will be heard by my children's children, and their children's children. Go into the next world with my respect. Now, here is my mercy." With a swift, sure motion he thrust the claw-knife into an eye, then twisted it sharply. The remaining eye stared up at the empty sky for a moment, went dim, and rolled up into its socket. T'cumu spoke the reverent prayer to the gods he always did after a kill, then began the process of skinning the carcass. The meat was no good, but the tough, pebbled hide would make a good pair of moccasins. Once he had processed everything possibly useful, he detached its remaining dagger-claw. He held the two claws before him, one in each hand, and smiled. A matching set.




Stone Wall Village

Once the horses were cared for, the travelers were ushered into the chief's lodge for dinner and to give an account of their adventure. Ni-T'o did most of the talking, with occasional additions from the rest. The elders of the three allied tribes listened thoughtfully, soaking in the amazing tale, only rarely stopping the narrative to ask questions.

Finally, Ni-T'o saw it was time to tell them the idea his friends had come up with during their exploration.

"And so, honored elders, we have found a place of shelter and bounty. There are dangers there, like the great pumas we saw, but they are the kind of dangers we are used to. The mesa is not from the same time as our origins, and some of the animals found there had mostly died out before our ancestors came to the land of our birth, but they are still animals such as we know, unlike the strange and terrible beasts that wander this ancient world. Most of the plants and trees are those that are familiar to us. The land on the mesa isn't quite the same as our former home, but close enough that we can be comfortable there. It is a great opportunity for us. And so, our suggestion to relieve the overcrowding here, is to found a new village atop the mesa."

The elders broke their silence, all of them talking at once. After a while, the chief of their long-time allies, the River Fork People, came slowly to his feet, a slight smile on his lined and weathered face.

"My people lost our home, and have been the guests here in Stone Wall Village for far too long. It is, as you say, much too crowded, and even though we are kin, the smiles have grown thin. What you say has merit."

The chief of their former enemies, the Standing Pines People, also rose.

"If it is decided, we will send warriors to escort you there, and perhaps some of our young folk will want to join you in founding this new village. It would be a good way for our three tribes to grow closer." He turned to Stone Wall Village's wise-man, an elderly, yet still intimidating figure, much revered by all of the allied tribes.

"What say you, Wise-man? You have been silent throughout these proceedings."

The Wise-man remained seated, puffing contentedly on his pipe while they waited for his answer. The smoke reminded Gonzalo of the incense sometimes burned at church, but more acrid. Only God knew what might be in that bowl. It made the Spaniard, who had the misfortune of sitting near the wise-man, a bit dizzy whenever he got a good whiff of it. They had recently learned the wise-man had a name, Ninak-Mkateewa, "Dark of Night," which went a long way to explain the pitch-black body paint that always covered him from head to toe. The old, no, ancient, fellow blew out a lungful of the heady smoke, deliberately aiming it at Gonzalo, who coughed and desperately waved his hands around to clear the air, which seemed to please the wizened reprobate. Gonzalo, although respectful of the wise-man's age and position, was convinced that his soul was as black as his namesake, and upon leaving this world he would be bound straight for the fiery furnace.

"The wise squirrel," Ninak-Mkateewa croaked in a voice that might have belonged to a crow, "stores its nuts in many trees."

The surrounding elders nodded thoughtfully, while Gonzalo rolled his eyes heavenward, thinking that it didn't take a wise-man to figure that one out.

At last, the chief of the Stone Wall People rose, and spread his hands, with a resigned smile. "It seems the matter is decided already. A new village in a place of safety would benefit all of us. Also, there are rumors that the City of the Great Mounds has been sending warriors out to villages like ours, asking tribute. It is said some people have been brought there against their will to work in the fields. It would be good for us to have a place of refuge if we ever must withdraw from this place. The city folk are strong, and their warriors are many."

Nate perked up at the mention of the city folk, and urgently whispered to his friends, asking for a translation. Upon hearing what the chief had to say, he also came to his feet. "Ni-T'o, please ask the elders if I may speak."

Ni-T'o did as his friend asked, and the elders readily agreed. Ni-T'o and Gonzalo would translate for him.

"Elders, there is another advantage to founding a village on the mesa that you have not yet heard. You have seen the horses that we ride, and I'm sure that those as wise as yourselves can see their worth. They are fast, faster than a man on foot, and do not tire as easily. They can outrun most of the great beasts we have seen so far. In combat, a man on horseback is much taller than a foe on foot, able to strike from above, and can even shoot arrows while riding." Nate knew the latter for a fact, having been the target of such on several occasions.

He paused to let his words sink in, The elders were nodding favorably, so he continued. "On the mesa we discovered a herd of wild horses, a great boon. They can be captured, and trained. We can teach your people to ride them, and how to fight from their backs. Think of the edge that would give your tribes over the city folk! Instead of them bullying you for tribute, they would fear the might of your mounted warriors. And if they didn't, they would soon learn to, as your cavalry crushes them beneath their hooves." Nate had grown a bit excited, having slammed his fist into his palm along with his fervent message. He didn't want to appear too eager. He smiled then, opening his hands in a hopeful gesture. "Give us your men and we will give you the greatest warriors this New, New World will ever see. Thank you for hearing my words." He gave them a small bow, then stepped back. Ni-T'o placed his hand on Nate's shoulder to show his support for his friend's ideas.

The elders muttered amongst themselves in what sounded like agreeable tones, while the wise-man favored them with a most unrepentant, and wicked grin. "A wonderful idea, men riding atop these horses into battle! And, if that doesn't work out, they will make a delicious meal!" he told them with such relish it made Nate and Gonzalo cringe, and consider sleeping in their precious horse's paddock that night, just to be sure the old rascal wouldn't try anything.

The meeting came to a close, more pipes were lit and passed around, which the men from the future took an obligatory puff from, even though the smoke was fairly disagreeable. Even so, Nate was pretty sure he could taste some tobacco in the mix, and thought he might be able to get used to the stuff, perhaps even come to enjoy it. Creature comforts were, after all, in short supply, although there was no shortage of creatures.

Outside the lodge, and relieved to be back in the fresh air, Gonzalo asked Ni-T'o "What do you think? Do they like the idea?"

Ni-T'o smiled. "Yes, I think they do. A new village on the mesa will be good for our people. They will agree."

"That's good. I'm figuring on living there myself, whatever happens. It's the closest thing to Texas I'm going to get, I reckon."

"And the same for me!" Gonzalo said eagerly, "A respite from scaled devils! Truly a land of milk and honey."

****

Later that evening they were all sitting with their backs against the outer wall near the gate, watching the brave souls out working the fields. Nate was glad to see that some of the crops he had brought from the City of the Pyramids were coming up nicely. The tribesmen had always done some gardening, and were taking to farming with the knack they seemed to have for nearly every new thing. He thought of how nice it would be to grow a garden up on the mesa, enjoying its bounty while looking out across a ranch full of horses, even if most of them were a bit stout, and funny-looking. After a while, he rubbed his chin and decided it was time to bring up a question that had been troubling him ever since they had hatched their new plan.

"Well, fellas, has anyone given any thought to just how we are going to walk a village worth of people all the way to the Mesa?" Nate asked Gonzalo and Ni-T'o. "I've done something similar with the Cherokee, but we didn't have to worry about giant lizards coming around to eat us up."

Gonzalo nodded solemnly, bushy black brows furrowed with concern. "Indeed. The dangers of our former times cannot compare to what we face here. However, I have indeed been thinking on this, and have an idea. Nate, are you familiar with the military pikeman?"

"Sure, I used to love reading history, and yeah, I think I can see where you are going with that!" Nate replied, his imagination stirred by the idea.

Gonzalo smiled, rather pleased that knowledge from his older world might still impress a man hailing from hundreds of years later. "By your time the practice was long gone, but I have seen it in action. A line of men with pikes can stop a cavalry charge. I would wager they could do the same against one of those monsters, or at least slow it down."

"Meanwhile, the archers shoot from behind. Yes, you really have something there Gonzalo! This could work!"

They then took a few minutes to explain it to Ni-T'o, who grasped the concept quickly. "Long spears. We can make them from the big trees." He pointed at the native forest of gigantic conifers towering along the edge of the meadows that had come through the cataclysm with their village. "I can make very strong spears, and sharp."

"Yes, and I'm sure they will be much better than any T'cumu could make," Nate said, a wry grin on his face while Gonzalo's bushy eyebrows raised, wondering what their tribesman friend's reaction would be to Nate's jest.

It took Ni-T'o a moment to grasp that Nate was kidding around with him, but when he got it, he laughed heartily. "Yes, T'cumu is good, but I am better." He paused then, a thoughtful look on his face. "I have an idea, too." he told them, switching to Spanish, which he was currently more fluent in than English, a matter that he would undoubtedly remedy soon. "We use fire. All animals fear fire, big and small."

Gonzalo and Nate both nodded enthusiastically. Nate scratched his chin, a new thought forming. "I'll add something to that very good idea; flame arrows!" The usually stoic and dry-witted Texan exclaimed like a school-boy reveling at the county fair, showing a cheerful, excited side of himself he rarely revealed.

Gonzalo clapped his hands in approval. "Perfect! That should make any fell beast think twice about bothering us!"

"The pitch from those big pines burns like a son-of-a-bitch. We still have some daylight, what say we go test this out?"

A few minutes later, the three of them rode out to the forest's edge, pleased with their plans. By the next morning they had a working model for the pike made, as well as an arrow that burned brightly all the way to its target, and a while after. It was time to share their plan with the rest of the village. They would get as many able craftsmen as they could going on production, after which they would need a few days to train.

****

"It looks like we are going to make this happen, after all." Nate said with more than a bit of pride, watching the villagers run through drills with their new weapons, a fifteen-foot-tall target made of poles and bundled grass playing the part of the dragon. Everyone who planned to go on the journey, around two-hundred souls from the three allied tribes, were now out practicing, women, children and the elderly included, each with their own duty in the event of an attack. The proceedings were going like clockwork, everyone involved worked smoothly together with only a few small missteps now and then. The chances of them surviving the move had increased dramatically.

"We still face great danger out there, but I feel much better about our chances now," Gonzalo said, beaming happily at the proceedings.

He had been concerned as to whether they could organize these people in such a way, but had not been disappointed. They were a clever folk, and took quickly to new ideas, adapting to the New, New World much better than his own people had, who had stupidly continued their evil ways until they had gotten themselves nearly wiped out. He forced the bad memories of de Soto and his thugs from his mind. Those days were long gone, a million years away. He took some comfort in the thought that perhaps by helping these bright, hopeful people from long before the beginning of written history, the Lord might consider forgiving him some of his many sins. He felt strongly that the old Gonzalo had been left behind in the far future, and that he was a new man, born fresh into a challenging new existence. He intended fully to make the best of it, and hoped that it would bring out the best in him. He whispered a brief prayer that such would be the case, and smiled. The torments that had plagued his soul for so long were beginning to melt away under the celestial fire of the young, Cretaceous sun.

****

The morning of their journey arrived. All who were going gathered in the meadows below the village, all who were staying turned out to say their farewells. Nate grinned quietly throughout the process while Gonzalo chatted with various members of their party, spreading encouragement and good cheer.

"You are a veritable Moses, Gonzalo," Nate told him in his usual wry tones, "leading your people to the promised land across a Drained Sea."

This made Gonzalo laugh aloud, a boisterous, gleeful laugh that made everyone around him smile, even though they hadn't understood a word Nate had said.

"Well, let's hope we find a more lasting peace at the end of the journey than the Israelites did."

"Amen to that." A sour look came to Nate's face. "Oh mercy, don't tell me!"

Gonzalo looked to where Nate pointed with his stubbled chin. The village wise-man had joined the crowd, accompanied by several youngsters carrying what appeared to be various witch-doctor paraphernalia; wands, masks, rattles and drums, along with leather bags filled with God knew what.

"Ni-T'o?" Nate called his friend over, a question in his voice. "Is what I think is happening, really happening?"

Ni-T'o saw what had his friends troubled, and covered a smirk with the palm of his hand. He nodded, and replied "Yes, I am afraid it is so. Ninak-Mkateewa, the great wise-man, will accompany us on our journey. He very much wants to see the mesa with his own eyes."

"And once he's seen the mesa, he'll go back to the village here, right?" Nate asked plaintively.

Ni-T'o just smiled, shrugged, and slipped back into the crowd.

"Let's go!" the old wise-man shouted impatiently, shaking his gourd rattle. "I'm not getting any younger!"

Nate and Gonzalo both rolled their eyes up to the heavens imploringly.

"The Lord sends us tests," Gonzalo stated matter-of-factly, resigned to their fate.

"I'm going to send my boot to that geezer's scrawny bare-ass before too long. Come on Poppy, gid'up!"




The Drained Sea

Nate rode at the head of the column, his sharp eyes focused for danger. Their path had been clear so far, and they had now come to the wide, sandy flats of the Drained Sea. They had been making fairly good time until reaching the exposed seabed. Unable to stop themselves from giving into an urge seemingly shared by all of humanity, the people paused frequently to pick up the fantastically-shaped, exotic shells the strange event had left behind, slipping them into pouches and leather bags with crows of delight. Nate knew the shells were actually more than colorful gewgaws to the tribesmen, having formerly lived far from the ocean, seashells held a value born of rarity. They had been eagerly bartered and traded up and down the rivers, in many ways playing the role of coin of the realm. All the collecting was starting to slow down their progress enough that Nate asked Gonzalo to speak to the wise-man, who was ostensibly the highest ranking individual present. The venerable, and undoubtedly mad as a march hare Ninak-Mkateewa had ended up seated behind the long-suffering Spaniard on Flavio's sturdy back, puffing away on his pipe with all the pompous pride of place of a maharajah borne along on a bejeweled palanquin, to the tune of Gonzalo's frequent coughs. The wise-man nodded congenially at the request, then shouted something in their language that Nate couldn't quite catch, but was sure did not sound gentle in any way. The people got the message, and sheepishly picked up the pace, eyeing the precious shells they passed by with the regret of avarice unfulfilled.

A little while later, Nate couldn't help but let out a joyous whoop.

"Lookie there, what do you see?" he asked Gonzalo.

"I see . . ." Gonzalo was a bit near-sighted, and squinted beneath the glare of the ever-too-bright sun. "I see . . . I see green! It's grass!"

"It sure as tarnation is! Them seeds we saw the wind carry off the mesa, some of them landed here, and the rains did the rest! I thought it might be too salty, but this old weed will grow in damn near anything. Some day this will all be a grass-covered plain like the ones back home! We can bring those big buffalo down here, and let them roam! We'll make this a world more to our liking." Just then, Nate remembered the hand-full of grass seeds he had put in his pocket just before they had left Stone Wall Village the first time. He rode out to the side of the column where no one would tread on them, and scattered them about. "Just call me Johnny Appleseed!" he proclaimed.

"Who is Johnny Appleseed?" Gonzalo asked.

"I'll tell you later."

"Does he bear any relation to the cat? You still haven't told me what happened to the cat!"

Nate just grinned, and rode on, while Gonzalo shook his head at his friend's occasionally cryptic references from a time over a hundred years passed by from the one he himself had been born to. For a moment, Gonzalo wondered if that world would yet come to be, and then, much to his surprise, he hoped that it wouldn't, for if it did, it meant that all they were setting about to do on this day would be for naught, that all their works would vanish into the dark abyss of prehistory. He had no way of knowing, of course, but decided that their old worlds and times had probably gone on without them, and that this was in fact a New, New World, a chance at building a different future granted them by a Lord who did indeed move in mysterious ways.

[image: Texas]Although he maintained a vigilant state, after a while Nate's mind wandered as they made their slow and steady way toward the promised land of the Mysterious Mesa. Not that long ago, if you didn't count a few million years, he had been a cavalry scout for the US Army. Raised a horseman, and wanting to escape the future his father had laid out for him, he joined up, glad to be a few hundred miles away from the stuffy Boston school he had been sent to. The thought made him melancholy, his father back in the Republic of Texas would have received a letter from his former employees by now, explaining that his son was missing and presumed dead, and no, they really didn't know what the hell had happened to him, the soldiers with him, nor the displaced Cherokees they had been escorting. The latter, Nate was sadly sure, the government of the land hungry US of A would simply consider good riddance, amen and thank you. Nate hadn't always gotten on too well with his father, but he hated to think of the look on his face when he opened that letter, followed by the tears his mother would surely have cried. Or, would cry, some day. Traveling through time was a bothersome affair. The English language, versatile and robust bastard tongue that it was, wasn't really equipped for that sort of thing.

He shook his head to clear away the gloomy shadows of things that were and would never be, there was nothing to be done for it. He was here, and here he would stay, so he was making the best of it. He had been lucky, he supposed, having fallen in with men who, despite coming from very different times and cultures, had proven to be stalwart friends. He turned around to see stoic Ni-T'o, a tribesman from several thousand years before his own time, astride lanky Bella, a Spanish soldier's horse from the sixteenth century. Ni-T'o's wife rode behind him, hands clasped gently around her husband's waist. The two of them looked as if they had been born to the saddle. Their tribe's elders claimed to have seen horses—and, much to Nate and Gonzalo's alarm, the older than the hills Ninak-Mkateewa had oft opined that they were good eating—but they had never mastered them, and by the time that might have happened, the animal had seemingly disappeared from the Americas, not to return until the Spaniards brought them back.

Even so, it seemed to Nate that horsemanship must somehow be latent in American Indian blood, as they took to them like fish to water. He had seen the Apaches ride, a people truly one with their horse, despite only being introduced to them some score of years earlier. He had also met some of the Nez Perce from the far Northwest, the famed horse breeders from whom he had purchased his appaloosa mare, Poppy, a rare and precious blossom indeed, despite being named for such a common flower. And now, something serendipitous had happened; whatever bizarre act of God deposited them here had also brought a herd of horses that Nate theorized were native to the Americas. T'cumu had already tamed one, he had the knack. Nate intended to realize his plan to help his adopted people tame more of the wild mesa cayuses, until every single one of them could sit a saddle like an old cowhand. Then they would be much better equipped to survive in the New, New World, and would present a force to be reckoned with.

[image: tribesmen]He paused to smile at himself. He had just thought of himself as "adopted." Well, it had been their choice, and he was glad they had seen fit to welcome him into their fold. As far as he knew he was the only Texan in the Cretaceous. He was no longer welcome among the Cherokee, and hadn't cared much for the US soldiers of German extraction he had been serving with anyway, a dour lot at best. These people here treated him like one of their own, Ni-T'o and T'cumu making it plain that they regarded him and Gonzalo as brothers, and he had come to feel the same way—an opinion the average nineteenth-century American military man would be very unlikely to arrive at. Things like race, creed and religion had never mattered much to Nate. It was his personal observation that people were pretty much all the same once you got past the accouterments of whatever society they hailed from. It was a dangerous world, and there were not many humans in it, so things were turning out better than he had expected. He figured he would find himself a nice little squaw to settle down with one day, and quite sensibly pushed all thoughts of the smoky-eyed Raven Priestess from his mind. It wouldn't matter though, she would come to him in his dreams anyway, as she always did.

Despite the ever-present danger, a festive mood prevailed. This was no "Trail of Tears." Today's journey was very different from the misery of forcing the Cherokee away from their homes to a bleak future in a distant territory. These people were here by their own choice, with something to look forward to, a place of relative safety one thousand feet above a world teeming with monsters.

As if in answer to that last thought, a deep, rumbling growl sounded in the distance, sending a spike of dread through him that he felt all the way down to his gut. They were still in that world of monsters, and had another twenty miles to go.

Nate wheeled Poppy around in a circle, searching for the source of the noise. There, off to the East, a figure grew slowly larger, blurred by the heat rising from the shifting sands of the Drained Sea. Ni-T'o was already aware and acting, shouting terse orders to his people. They had planned for this, now they would have to put it to the test. Gonzalo galloped up on trusty Flavio, lance at the ready, helmet on, the wise-man no longer riding behind, having been safely deposited amongst his followers. The Spaniard looked like he had just sprung out of a picture in the history books, a conquistador come to life before his very eyes, and so he was. His dark eyes were narrowed and his face grim, the repentant, sensitive soul Nate had come to know temporarily gone, replaced by the hardened, professional soldier he had once been.

Both men began to load their firearms, Nate his prized pistol, and Gonzalo his arquebus, a somewhat less advanced weapon, but deadly at close range.

"I'm real low on ammo, I hope I don't have to take the shot," Nate said, scowling at the bag that held far too few bullets for a world that made the wild west look as tame as a city garden.

"As do I. Perhaps we can remedy that situation, given time. For now, I will trust first in my lance. It has served me well against these fell beasts so far."

"Well, before you go playing Saint George again, let's give the pikes a try. Hopefully they will keep the thing at bay long enough for the braves to get a shot at it, they're great marksman, maybe they can take out its eyes like we talked about."

The warriors were already in place, having formed two circles, the outermost made up of men holding the long, sharp, flint-tipped pikes, and another close behind with bows at the ready. The women lit their torches, ready to set the special arrows they had prepared ablaze. The children huddled together in the center, scared, but with teeth of their own, everyone old enough held a stone knife or ax in their hands as a last resort. What good they could do against a foe of such size was a question no one wanted answered. Gonzalo crossed himself as was his custom, and prayed fervently the creature would never reach that far. The very ground shook as the dragon drew inexorably nearer, its terrible roars like the rumble of coming thunder across the bleak expanse of the Drained Sea.

****

To be continued . . .














Night of the Fireflies by Joseph Capdepon II
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Grandma Lucy sat in her favorite chair on the back porch, enjoying the cool fall night. The sounds of the swamp were a sweet symphony to her ears, one of the small joys in her life.

Then, between one moment and the next, the ambiance of the night changed. Even the insects had stopped their nocturnal song. She grabbed the onyx pendant that hung around her neck and mouthed a few words, and the sounds of the swamp slowly started to come back. She gathered up her cup and book and went back into the house, touching the ward carved into the doorframe.

The next morning, Lucy was in the kitchen placing the last plate of food on the table when she heard Tim and Billy Tibedaux let themselves in the front door.

"Granny Lucy, we're here," Tim called out.

"In the kitchen boys. Breakfast is ready."

The twins walked to the kitchen and gave Lucy a hug before sitting at the table. Plates filled with crisp bacon, andouille sausage, grits, scrambled eggs, and fresh-baked biscuits lay on the table. Lucy poured each of them a glass of fresh squeezed orange juice and sat down.

Lucy smiled at the boys. "Dig in. I know young boys have a strong appetite and Grandma Lucy's breakfast is always the best."

The boys piled their plates with food. They ate with all the vigor of twelve-year-olds, as though this could be their last meal.

"Did you hear that Katie Miller went missing?" Billy asked between mouthfuls.

"How do you know that?" Lucy asked.

"We heard mom talking to Mrs. Miller on the phone this morning before we came over," Tim said. "She told her that Dad would help look when he got back from the hardware store."

Lucy leaned back in her chair and sipped her coffee, her eyes focused on a black and white picture hanging near the back door. The photo was of her mother, grandmother and herself. The day it was taken was one of the last happy memories she had of her parents. The boys finished up, cleared the table, placed their dishes in the sink and headed outside, eager to get to work. She smiled at the enthusiasm of the two. Though sometimes they could be real troublemakers, the boys knew how to put in a good day's work.

The boys had the fence fixed by lunch time, and she treated them to some cold fried chicken, fresh baked biscuits dripping with cream butter, fresh vegetables from her garden, and large glasses of iced sweet tea. Lucy held the onyx pendant hanging around her neck, watching the boys eat, her mind thinking about the missing girl. The odd moment last night when the night went quiet troubled her, and she couldn't shake the feeling that they were connected.

"I've got something for you boys before you leave." She stood up and walked into the living room. She opened a box on the mantle and removed two necklaces with a silver pendant formed in the shape of a winged creature brandishing a flaming sword. Returning to the kitchen, she handed one to each of the boys.

"I want y'all to have these and wear them," she told them. "My granny would always tell me, 'Limyè a Pwoteje' which means 'the Light Protects.' They will protect you from anything that would try to hurt you. Promise me you won't take them off."

"Are they magic, Granny Lucy?" the boys asked in unison.

"Serious magic, boys," Lucy said with a smile. "You promise me you won't take them off."

"We promise," the boys said at the same time.

Grandma Lucy knew that if she told the boys to do something, they did it.

"Now run off home and don't be playing in the woods at night," she told them. Lucy gave each boy a hug and stood on the porch and watched them while they raced away down the dirt road on their bikes.

She walked into her bedroom, changed into her hiking shoes, grabbed her knapsack and walking stick, and exited through the back door. She donned a boonie hat to keep the sun out of her eyes and walked into the woods. Something had to have scared everything into silence last night and she was going to find out what it was. Everything left a trace, a scent, a mark on the earth when it passed—it was just a matter of recognizing it.

About a half mile into the woods, she noticed that the insect sounds had almost ceased. She gripped her walking stick a bit tighter and moved deeper into the trees. She walked into a small clearing, with a small pond on one side, and almost dropped her stick. A child's body was sprawled face down on the water's edge. Tears rolled down Lucy's face when she walked closer to the body, which she discovered to be a young girl, maybe nine or ten years old.

She knelt down next to her and gently turned her over. Katy Miller's face was frozen in a rictus of fear, her mouth open as though she died screaming. Lucy cried over the body of the child for a moment while the anger built within her. She opened her knapsack and removed a small vial of blue powder, a cloudy yellow crystal carved to look like an owl, and a handful of dried herbs. She said a prayer over the body and sprinkled the herbs around the girl.

She stood back up, opened the vial, poured the blue powder into a hand and threw it into the air. She gripped the crystal in her left hand and closed her eyes.

"Brisé, montre sa ki te konsa yo sou domèn ou," she said.

She opened her eyes, and the clearing took on a different aspect. She could see the violence of the girl's death and the mark of the creature that did it.

She saw where they both entered the clearing, the fear of the girl and the hunger of the creature that chased her. She walked over to the spot where the first attack happened, where the creature first tasted the fear of the girl. Something caught her eye on the ground and she knelt down to get a closer look. Two dead fireflies lay there, but these fireflies were bigger than any she had ever seen.

She placed the fireflies in an empty Mason jar that she pulled from her bag, then put the jar back. She stood up and looked around the clearing again and then at the body of the girl. While she walked back to her house to call the sheriff, she thought that perhaps it might be time for her to get one of those cellphones that seemed to be so popular.

****

"Thanks for the breakfast, Lucy," Sheriff James Walters said while she refilled his coffee cup.

"Jim, it is always a pleasure to visit with old friends," she said. "You want to talk about Katy Miller, don't you?"

"The coroner examined her body last night. They couldn't find any marks on her besides a few bug bites." He sat up straighter in the chair and looked Lucy in the eyes. "They are going to say that the cause of death was heart attack. She was ten years old, but they can't find any other cause."

"What do you want me say, Jim?" Lucy asked. "She didn't die from natural causes."

Lucy raised her hand, cutting off the question Jim was about to ask. "And no, I don't know what killed her yet, but I do have an idea."

"It's been quiet for so long, why now?" he asked.

"I don't know, but whatever it is, I will stop it." She reached out and took his hand in hers. "I promise you that."

"Be careful, damn it. Don't go getting yourself killed."

They stood up, and he hugged her before leaving.

She watched him as he drove away, her mind back on the fireflies she found. There was that familiar feeling at the back of her mind, like a word that you know that's on the tip of your tongue but it eludes you. She made her way into her workroom.

Bookshelves covered three walls from floor to ceiling, full of books of every size and thickness. A table sat in the middle, covered with a red cloth, an open book and a pile of dried herbs lay on it. Various plants hung drying from racks, a work table on the only open wall was full of labeled containers of powders, liquids and in some cases, dried carcasses of insects and animals.

She removed a slim, leather bound book from the bookcase and laid it on top of the open book on the table. She grabbed the Mason jar with the fireflies off the work table behind her and placed it on the table next to the book. She let out a sigh when she found what she was looking for. The picture of a female with long hair, fingers like claws and an unearthly perfect face was drawn on one side of the page. The image of a group of fireflies was drawn next to the female.

That night, she sat on her back porch, waiting to see if the creature would make another appearance. After having fed, it was probably content to stay hidden in whatever lair it had made for itself, but still she waited until the ancient grandfather clock in her living room chimed midnight. She would have to go back to the clearing and see if she could pick up its trail, follow it to wherever it had hidden itself and deal with it.

The next morning she was up early as she always was, making coffee when Sheriff Walters arrived. He knocked on the back screen door before coming in. He removed his hat and stood there for a moment, almost at a loss for words.

"Another child went missing sometime last night." He took the cup of coffee that she offered him. "The Boudreaux family down on Canal Street discovered that their son, Walter, wasn't in bed this morning."

"You think it's connected to Katy Miller?" Lucy asked him.

"I don't know Lucy, but considering that what killed Katy is something not human and another child goes missing . . . yeah, I think it may be related."

"Well, I found out what it is that did it," she told him. "It's called the Adze."

"What the hell is an Adze?" Jim asked.

"It's a vampire-type creature that originated in Africa and it can shape shift into a swarm of fireflies to lure its prey." She went into her workroom and returned with the Mason jar with the fireflies and set it on the table.

"That must be how it got the kids to leave the house at night." He picked up the jar and looked at them. "A big swarm of these flying around, begging to be caught."

"Well, according to what I've read, you can't kill it exactly, but I should be able to banish it."

"Banish it? Banish it where? Should?" Sheriff Walters asked her.

"Hell . . . Africa . . . some alternate dimension," Lucy said. "I don't know, Jim. Yeah, should. I'm pretty sure it's possible but you know how that goes."

"Do you need my help with anything?" Sheriff Walters asked her. "You know I'm still a deadeye with my pistol."

"Firearms won't hurt it much, probably just piss it off and I don't want to worry about your skinny white ass while I'm trying to banish it," she told him with a smile.

The sheriff returned her smile. "You used to like this skinny white ass, Miss Deveraux."

"That was long ago and we were both a lot younger," she said. "Seriously though, Jim, I'll be fine. I may be older but I'm still strong. I have what I need, and I know what needs to be done. Don't worry about it."

"Well, if you need anything, and you know I mean anything, you call me," he told her as he stood up. He gave Lucy a hug and walked out the backdoor.

She watched him get in his car and waved to him as he drove away. She picked up the jar and took it back to her workroom.

****

The ringing phone woke Lucy from her troubled slumber. She glanced at the clock on her nightstand and wondered who would be calling her at this ungodly hour. She shuffled into the living room and picked up the phone.

"Hello?" she answered.

"Ms. Lucy? It's Mary Tibedaux."

"Mary, what's wrong honey?"

"It's the boys." Mary's words rushed out. "John checked on them when he went to the restroom and they weren't in their beds and their window was open. I was hoping maybe they had come up to see you for some reason."

"I haven't seen them, sweetie." Lucy's heart started to race. "I want you to get off the phone with me and call the sheriff and tell him what happened."

"It's not like them to do something like this," Mary said.

"Mary, listen to me. Calm down and call the sheriff," Lucy told her. "I don't want you and John to go charging off into those woods either. If the boys come home, mom and dad need to be there."

"I'm scared Ms. Lucy," Mary said, her voice breaking. "I don't want them to end up like those other two kids."

"Mary, you don't worry about that. The boys will be fine, I promise you," Lucy said. "Now hang up the phone, call the sheriff and try to stay calm."

Lucy said her goodbyes and hung up the phone. She got dressed, grabbed her walking staff and a flashlight, then walked out the back door, headed toward the woods. If the boys had worn the pendants she gave them, the vampire could not touch them, but that didn't mean it couldn't hurt them.

The woods were oddly quiet and that put Lucy on edge. All the denizens of the night were silent, hiding from the unholy predator that stalked the woods beneath the light of the half moon.

Up ahead, she saw small lights flickering in between the trees, so she quickened her pace.

She broke through the trees into a clearing just as the fireflies came together into the human form of the vampire. Tim and Billy were sitting on the ground, hugging one another and crying, their eyes shut. Lucy raised her walking staff above her head in both hands and brought it down, striking the ground. A bright flash of light flared from its top.

The Adze screamed in pain and exploded into its firefly form. They flew around the boys and Lucy before dispersing into the trees.

Lucy walked over to the boys and knelt down next to them. They let go of each other long enough to grab onto her and clutch her tightly.

****

Lucy refilled the sheriff's coffee cup and set the pot back on the stove. The Tibedaux boys had left five minutes earlier with their overjoyed parents. Lucy had brewed a special pot of tea for the boys to calm them down when they had returned to her house. When the boy's parents finally showed up, it was a happy reunion and they weren't angry; they were just happy to have their boys back.

"It was the vampire, wasn't it?" the sheriff asked Lucy.

"Yeah," she said with a sigh, "thankfully, the boys were wearing the pendants I gave them. It didn't stop them from getting hypnotized but she couldn't hurt them."

"I hate feeling so incompetent and not being able to protect my citizens," Sheriff Walters said.

"I know, Jim, but you know that just having you to lean on helps me do what I have to," Lucy said.

"When are you going to be ready to deal with it?" he asked.

"I have everything I need. I just have to set a few things up and I'll be ready," she told him. "After last night, she is probably also going to be pretty pissed at me."

"Well, you better be careful, damn it," he said, "I don't want you getting hurt."

"Jim, when have I ever gotten hurt?" she asked him, smiling.

"You aren't as young as you used to be." He laid a hand over hers. "I don't want to lose one of my dearest and oldest friends just yet."

****

She laid out the ingredients and the necessary tools for the banishment on the table in the middle of her workroom. She stood in front of the table and ran over the process in her head, reading each step multiple times until she could recite it from memory. It was noon when she finished and the rumble of thunder in the distance confirmed why her leg was hurting. The hunt for the Adze would have to wait until the next day when her leg wasn't aching so badly.

That night, she was once again sitting on her back porch enjoying the cool night air. While she was remembering another night like this when she was nineteen, the silence of the night intruded upon her thoughts. She focused on the tree line behind her house and noticed a twinkling of lights moving through the trees. She stood up when she noticed it was moving closer to her house.

A swarm of fireflies moved out of the trees and toward her home.

Lucy smiled when the fireflies stopped about twenty-five feet from her back porch, some falling to the ground dead.

In the blink of an eye, they coalesced into the nude form of a young ebony skinned woman. Her body was perfect, the ultimate image of sensuality. Long dark hair spilled down her back and framed a face of unearthly beauty.

"Old woman," the creature hissed, "you tread upon dangerous ground. Leave me be and I will not drain you of your power."

"Silence!" Lucy shouted. "Leave this place or I swear by the gods of the Light that I will send you back to whatever Hell you crawled out of."

The creature laughed at Lucy and walked back and forth, testing the strength of the ward guarding the house.

Lucy gripped the onyx pendant around her neck and stood straighter while she raised her right hand. "You are not welcome here. In the name of Anyawu, leave this place." Her hand started to glow, and grew even brighter when she repeated herself.

The creature emitted a cry and turned for the woods, transforming once again into the swarm of fireflies and disappeared.

Lucy stopped the chant and sat down heavily into her seat, breathing hard. "Now I have your scent. And I will find you in whatever hole you've hidden yourself."

****

When the sheriff stopped in to check on her the next morning, she didn't tell him about her encounter with the creature.

After he left, she changed into her hiking gear and walked to the spot in her back yard where the creature had stood the night before. She pulled a dark blue crystal from a pocket, closed her eyes and mumbled a few words in Creole. She opened her eyes and the aura of the creature stood out in stark relief against everything else. The pure, unadulterated evil of the creature was a dark red scar running through the yard and into the woods.

She walked it into the woods, following the trail for a couple of miles deeper into the swamp. Eventually, it led her to an area that seemed barren of all life—she didn't see or hear insects, birds or animals in the area. She knew that this was where the creature slept during the day. Considering that there could be no cave for it to hide in, it had to be in its firefly form, spread out over the area.

Lucy set her bag down and stood there for a moment, taking in the surroundings and forming a plan in her mind. She opened the bag and removed a small dagger, the image of a sun carved into the polished bone hilt. She opened her left palm and sliced across it, wincing at the sting of the sharp blade. She cleaned her blood from it, placed it back in its sheath and dropped it into the bag. She pressed her hand against the tree, her blood smeared into the bark. She then pressed the fingers of her right hand into her left palm and drew the same sun image around the smear of blood.

"By the goddess Hepa, come and get me," Lucy said with a cold smile. She took one more look around and started her trek back to her house to prepare.

****

Night arrived with the rumble of thunder and lightning tearing through the sky. Lucy sat on her back porch watching the show and waiting, a fresh cup of coffee on the table next to her. She took a sip of the coffee and tried to calm herself. It had been a while since she had faced off with anything this strong and while she was older, she wasn't worried about dying. It was the idea of failure that frightened her—had always frightened her.

"Lord, I know I don't talk to you often these days," Lucy prayed, " but if it is my time, I'm ready. If not, let me kick this unclean beast back to wherever it crawled out of."

It was close to midnight when Lucy noticed the first of the fireflies drifting through the trees. She set her cup down and slowly stood up, her left hand reaching up to touch the pendant around her neck. The fireflies grew in number and moved from the trees but stopped short before it ran into the barrier her wards created. The fireflies continued to gather until they were a swarm of blinking lights. They seemed to melt into one another and the creature stood there in her unearthly beauty once again.

"You summoned me, witch," the creature said. "Do you wish to sacrifice your life to me?"

"Sacrifice my life?" Lucy asked. "I'm going to send you back to wherever you pulled yourself out of. So why don't you come join me on my porch and we can get this over with?"

The creature reached out a hand to where the ward barrier should be but met no resistance. A very cold smile spread across her face while she slowly walked toward Lucy.

Lucy returned her smile, and when the creature crossed the boundary of her wards, she brought her hands together. A cascade of light rippled across the yard as the ward barrier came up behind the vampire.

The vampire screamed in rage and slammed a fist into the invisible boundary. It winced in pain and turned toward Lucy. "You will suffer for this insolence, witch. Your pain will feed me for a very long time."

The monster surged forward, her form splitting apart into the hundreds of fireflies that comprised it. They swarmed toward Lucy, emitting a high-pitched whine. Lucy threw her hands up to cover her face as they hit her. She stood firm as they broke around and battered themselves against her, flinching when they cut into her skin.

They continued to fly around Lucy, pushing her to her knees. She reached into her pocket, removed a vial and threw it to the ground. It broke open, emitting a bright flash of light. The fireflies fled from her, a number of them falling onto the porch dead.

She wiped the blood from a cut on her cheek and stepped down into the grass. The fireflies were gathered together again and the creature stood before Lucy.

The creature was no longer the unearthly beauty as before; her face was something from a nightmare. Large eyes that gleamed red, a long mouth full of razor teeth, lean muscular arms ending in hands with claw like fingers. Her hair poured off her head in a tangled mess, hanging over her shriveled chest.

Lucy took a step back, full of revulsion for the fiend standing before her.

It hissed and lunged for her, a hand shooting out to try and rip into her.

This time Lucy was ready and raised her hands, a protective barrier surrounding her.

The creature's hand impacted upon the barrier and ignited in flame. The beast cried out in pain and stumbled backward, clutching the smoking hand.

Lucy took a step forward, her hands dipping into her pockets, removing a few more of the vials. She tossed them in the direction of the creature, and when they broke upon the ground, they each emitted a burst of light as bright as the noon day sun.

The vampire cried out in pain with each burst of light and continued to back away.

Lucy continued to toss the vials, driving the creature backward.

The creature stumbled against the ward barrier and screamed in rage. Its form wavered, fireflies bursting into flame, falling to the ground.

Lucy brought her hands together again and the barrier surrounded the creature.

The vampire beat against it enraged.

Lucy flinched with each blow it landed.

The monster continued to beat against it and Lucy stumbled, going to a knee. The barrier wavered for a moment and the vampire cried out in joy but Lucy raised her head and pushed herself to her feet.

Lucy stood there silent for moment, watching it fight against the weakened barrier. Slowly, she went to her knees and drew symbols in the grass with her silver dagger.

The creature noticed the symbols and fought harder against the barrier, howling in rage.

Lucy grunted in pain, each blow from the hell spawn weakened the barrier further and sent a jolt of pain through her head. "In the name of Hepa, goddess of the Sun, and by Surya's holy chariot, be gone from this world." Lucy stabbed the dagger into the center of the sun image she had drawn into the ground.

The creature roared, and Lucy staggered under the strain of holding the barrier up against the attack. Then the barrier started to flicker and failed.

Lucy stumbled back.

The vampire surged forward, reaching for her. Its claws dug deep into her left arm, tearing her flesh.

Lucy screamed in pain, almost passing out.

The monster cackled with glee, then grabbed Lucy and threw her to the ground. "The old magic is not as powerful as it used to be, old woman." The vampire brought her bloody hand to her face and licked the blood from her fingers. "You may not be young, but you are powerful. I haven't tasted such richness in a very long time."

Lucy pushed herself to her knees, her mind racing, grasping for some way to fight the creature. Blood soaked her left side and if she didn't stop the bleeding soon, she would pass out.

Lightning ripped across the sky followed closely by thunder.

The vampire looked up into the sky as it started to rain, a cold laugh coming from her. She looked down at Lucy who clutched her bleeding arm. "Are you ready to meet your God, witch?"

Lucy pushed herself to her feet, while pain flooded her body. She stood there in the rain, a smile on her face as the creature advanced on her.

The Adze raised its hand preparing to strike her down when a shot rang out. It cried out in pain, flinching backward from Lucy.

Three more shots rang out and the creature's form flickered.

Lucy turned and saw Sheriff Walters slowly walking toward her, a shotgun at his shoulder. He fired again.

The vampire screamed in pain and exploded into its firefly form, retreating into the woods.

The sheriff was barely able to catch Lucy when she collapsed.

****

Lucy woke in a hospital bed, her left arm immobilized, wrapped in gauze and bandages. She looked around the room and noticed Sheriff Walters asleep in a chair in the corner. She smiled at him and said a prayer of thanks that he arrived when he did.

She shifted in bed, trying to sit up.

Sheriff Walters woke up and rose to his feet. "Well, you are finally awake." He walked over and took her right hand in his.

"Thank you, Jim," Lucy said, her voice breaking. "How long have I been here?"

"Two days," he told her. "You lost a lot of blood, Lucy. It was a near thing."

She pushed the blanket covering her aside. "Now, are you going to help me get out of this bed?"

"Lucy, I don't think that is a good idea."

"Jim, either you can help me, or am I going to have to do it all myself."

Jim sighed in resignation and helped Lucy get out of bed and get dressed. A nurse entered the room after Lucy removed the monitoring leads attached to her. A few stern words from Lucy and the nurse left to call her doctor.

"Well, let's go," Lucy said. "That monster isn't going to kill itself."

****

Lucy and Jim sat at the kitchen table while a pot of coffee percolated on the stove.

"So what's the plan?" Jim asked her.

"The plan is I'm going to kill that creature before it can hurt any more children," Lucy said. "Don't try to talk me out of it either, Jim."

Jim shut his mouth and looked at her. He stood up and poured them both a cup of coffee, setting hers on the table by her.

"How are you going to do it?" he asked. "Your magic didn't stop it."

"No, it didn't stop it for long, but it was hurt by the magic," Lucy replied. "It's out there, recovering, weak, and I'm going to finish it before it gets too strong."

"You aren't doing it by yourself," Jim told her. "I don't care what you say, I'm going with you."

"If you're going with me, I need you to get something for me first." Lucy pulled a pencil and pad of paper over. "A few things I'm going to need."

She wrote for a moment, tore off the piece of paper and handed it to Jim.

He looked at it, started to smile, and then laughed. "Damn, Lucy, you always surprise me. Give me about two hours and I'll be back."

"Take your time, Jim," she told him, "I have a few things to get ready myself."

****

It was mid-afternoon when the sheriff returned to Lucy's home. He grabbed a box from the bed of his pickup truck and brought it inside, setting it on the kitchen table.

"Lucy," he called, "I'm back with what you wanted."

"I'm in the workshop," Lucy hollered. "Bring them back here, please."

Jim picked up the box and walked into Lucy's workroom, placing it on the only clear spot the massive oak table had on it. He noticed a black leather-bound book laying open on the table with writing on the pages that made his eyes hurt.

"What is this?" Jim asked, pointing at the book.

"That is a very powerful, very old grimnoir," Lucy said. "One that I haven't used in a very long time. Old magic. Powerful magic."

"If it's so powerful, why didn't you use it before?" he asked her.

"I didn't think I'd need it," she said. "Besides, it's dangerous."

"Dangerous? . . . How dangerous?"

"Jim, you're going to have to trust me." She started to unload the box of bug spray.

"You didn't answer my question, Lucy." He placed a hand on hers, stopping her from unloading the box. "How dangerous is it?"

"It's some of the darkest magic that's ever been written down." She placed a hand on the book. "In the hands of someone who didn't know what they were doing, they could die or worse."

"What could be worse than dying?"

"Having some hell beast ride around in your flesh," Lucy said. "Now, are you going to help me or are you going to keep distracting me?"

****

Two hours later, they had the weapons ready and packed in a bag. Jim slung it across his back, his shotgun carried on a sling, hanging across his chest, ready to be used. Lucy carried another pack on her back and the silver dagger on her hip.

The sun was low on the horizon and thunder rumbled in the distance.

"Well, looks like we may get wet, but we should reach its lair before the sun goes down," she said. "It won't give us much time, but we can do this."

"I know," Jim said. "Lead the way."

Lucy walked across her backyard and into the woods, with Jim behind her, his hands resting on the shotgun. It took them much less time to reach the creature's hiding spot, since Lucy didn't have to search for it.

When they neared the creature's lair, the woods grew silent.

Lucy stopped and motioned for James to hand her the bag of bug bombs. She reached into the bag and withdrew one. "Well, let's see if it is awake yet." She tossed the bug bomb ahead of her.

The bug bomb exploded when it impacted the ground, the smoke traveling along the ground, up trees, into bushes as if it was alive.

Fireflies began to fall dead to the ground where the smoke traveled.

The rustling of hundreds of insects taking flight filled the woods.

Jim brought the shotgun up to his shoulder, stepping to one side of Lucy so she would be out of his line of fire.

The creature coalesced in front of them. It lacked any of the beauty it had from the night before, its glamour gone. What stood before them was the creature in all of its hideous appearance. It hissed and stretched its sinewy arms toward them.

"I told you that I would kill you, Adze," Lucy said.

"You and the other will suffer for this, witch," it said. "I can still taste your blood."

Lucy reached into the bag and pulled out another bug bomb and tossed it at the creature.

James opened up with his shotgun, buckshot tearing into the upper torso of the vampire. It screamed in pain and lunged toward him.

The bug bomb impacted the ground, exploding, the smoke seeking it out, flowing across the ground and up the creature's legs. When the smoke touched its skin, the areas turned black and dead fireflies fell from it.

James shot it again in the chest, and the vampire staggered back.

Lucy tossed two more bug bombs at its feet. They exploded, the smoke curled around its legs, moving up its body.

The vampire screamed in agony; its legs were being eaten away. It launched itself at James, knocking him to the ground.

Lucy screamed, kicking it in the face.

When the vampire reared back from the kick, James pushed the shotgun into its abdomen and pulled the trigger.

The creature doubled over, falling off of Jim.

Jim pushed himself to his feet and backed away while Lucy dropped more bug bombs around it. The smoke they emitted quickly moved to the creature, surrounding it in the magical smoke of the bug bombs. It shrieked out its last scream while its flesh fell away.

Lucy stepped back, threw the last bug bomb, and fell to her knees. She groaned as her injured arm began to shrink and turn to ash before her eyes.

Jim ran over to her grabbing her. "What's wrong?"

"The price I must pay for using the magic," Lucy whispered to him.

When the smoke cleared away, a pile of dead fireflies littered the ground. Lucy pulled herself to her feet with the help of Jim. She reached into her bag and removed a bottle of oil. She slowly walked over to the pile of fireflies and poured it over them in an intricate pattern. She stepped back, pulling a box of matches out, lighting one and tossing it onto the pile. Fire blossomed up, forming the sun image she had carved into the ground before.

"Time to go home, Sheriff," she said, leaning against Jim. "Maybe we will beat the rain back."

****














Holding Out for a Hero, Notes From The Buffer Zone by Kristine Kathryn Rusch







I read a lot of everything. Fiction, nonfiction, science fiction, mystery fiction, romance fiction. I watch even more fiction because by the time I want to relax, I am often too tired to read.

I’m also reaching the age where “life’s too short” is more than a cliché. It’s also true. About twenty years ago, I read an essay by Lewis Shiner (or maybe James Patrick Kelly?) in Asimov’s. One of those two men had actually done the math on how fast they read, how many books they read per week, and how many books they had left to read if they lived an average lifespan.

I read the damn essay and even though I just searched for it on Google, I can’t find it. But the thing has never left my brain.

The idea that there are a finite number of books I will be able to read in my lifetime makes me panic. I mean, seriously panic. The number of books I want to read is infinite. Here’s a warning to whoever outlives me: There will be dozens of half-read books in my house after I die, and even more unread books in my to-be-read pile.

I will be greatly disappointed that I never got to them. I may even haunt the bookshelves of my own home because I was unable to read everything on those shelves. In fact, I plan to haunt those bookshelves—and maybe even sit down in a ghostly manner and do my best to read everything I can.

Since Lew or Jim or somebody infected me with that horrid idea of finite books, I have become a bit more circumspect in what I read. If I can only read 2,000 more books in my lifetime, then do I really want to read . . . x . . .?

Now, I don’t mean I’ve become more critical (although I might have). I don’t even mean that I’m starting more books and tossing them (although I might be). I actually spend a bit more time thinking about what I buy and why I buy it.

Even though I love noir fiction—dark, bleak, reflective of society—I don’t really want to read it at the novel length. The news is too harsh for that. Sometimes my life is too harsh for that.

So I have (mostly) relegated noir fiction to the short stories I read.

In short fiction, I’ve pretty much jettisoned the beautifully written story that goes absolutely nowhere—the thing someone wrote to impress me with their craft, not with their storytelling. And I don’t even approach novels that do that (never have, except in English class).

What am I looking for in my leisure reading? The same thing I look for in my leisure viewing.

I want heroes. Heroes, heroines. People who might be totally despicable, but they find that shred of human decency, that thing that makes them rise above the crowd and do the right thing, if only for a moment, whatever that right thing might be.

I read (and enjoyed) a British mystery series until the protagonist (I can’t call him a hero any longer) who always struggled with doing the right thing in a difficult world (World War II, mostly) slept with his sister. And never regretted it. Never apologized for it. Didn’t even think it was wrong.

I am not kidding. I rocketed out of that series so fast that you could probably see the little puffs of dust behind me. I gave the books to the used bookstore down the hill, and every time I see the author’s name, I feel betrayed.

I had believed in that character. I thought he was grappling with being a good person, not a creepy idiot. Ugh.

I have to dig through a lot of science fiction books to find real heroes. I don’t mind downer short stories—I’ve written more than my share—but I don’t want to read novels in which our protagonist starts out as bad as Darth Vader and then slips further into darkness.

Life’s too short.

What taught me about my bias, though, was television. All those critically acclaimed shows about horrid people don’t hold me at all. I usually watch one episode on the recommendation of some friend, find that no one is trying to do the right thing (although they do bad things in interesting ways), and I don’t watch the next show.

I watch stuff that the critics and the trendy TV watchers think are stupid. Things like Flash and Arrow and NCIS and Agents of Shield. I don’t watch because the worlds are black and white. (In Arrow, they’re awfully gray.) I watch because everyone is trying to be the best person possible. I don’t care if they fail.

I care that they try.

Not everything I watch or read is action-oriented. I love stories about people who flaunt an unjust law so that they can challenge it in court, people who stand up for what they believe in (especially in anti-discrimination areas), people who discover they have more courage than they ever believed when facing a bad judge or a discriminatory employer.

I like everyday heroes almost more than I like action-movie heroes.

But I like heroes. That try-fail-or-succeed cycle in the middle of a story that I want to spend time with usually involves figuring out how to help others in an uncertain world.

So I am weeding down my reading choices. No more stories about characters who just give up or “interesting” people who have addiction issues or “fascinating” characters who sell drugs to children.

I’ll read about someone who did something bad and is fighting for redemption, but I’m done reading (deliberately) about people who have done something bad, and want to do more bad—at least if those people are the protagonists of the novel or the TV show I’m watching.

Life’s too short.

When it comes to story, I’ll hold out for a hero, every single time.

****
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