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March 1635




Naumburg




Lamplight flickered over the table as Jan partitioned out what profits they had made the past few days. After subtracting costs of buying more food, care for the horses, repairs to the wagons, and the requisite contribution to their threadbare emergency fund, not much was left to share around.

Kurt took his handful of coins glumly—but then, the ruddy-faced dwarf did most things glumly, except when he was drunk. And he was drunk quite a bit of the time, having the alcohol capacity for a man twice his size and the thirst of two men that size. The money went into his pouch, as it always did, but Jan knew a good portion of it would disappear into tankards of ale before they left town, and the rest into more tankards when they arrived at the next one. Kurt was his friend as much as his client, and had been ever since the two of them met in a coastal tavern. Both roaring drunk, they'd sworn a partnership to tour Europe's countrysides, showing off an authentic dwarf to villagers who had never seen the inside of a royal court where dwarves were still in fashion.

Marie counted her share of the pot carefully, dropping each coin one at a time into the small pouch she kept in a pocket of her dress or beneath her bed at night. They would stay there, gradually hoarded, until she had saved up enough to buy a tiny bottle of expensive perfume, or a handful of colorful ribbons—trinkets and scents to enjoy in privacy, letting her feel like the lady she wanted so desperately to be for a short while. Her table-length beard was neatly groomed, but as soon as they had left town, Jan knew the woman would be hard at work with a razor in her wagon. Shaving off the rest of her tangled body hair would give her a day or two of itch-free relief, and still leave enough time to grow enough arm and facial hair for a proper display at the next fair.

Between now and then, she'd also tell Jan just how close to destitution they were this time. At nineteen, she had as good a head for numbers as any man he'd known, far better than Jan himself, and handled the troupe's account book. Buying her custody from those who had presumably been her parents—Jan preferring to think of it as paying ransom for a hostage—had been one of the best investments he had made in his life. From the perspective of the French peasant girl, life as a traveling oddity was undoubtedly heaven compared to years of imprisonment in the basement of a tiny peasant cottage, and who knew what sort of mistreatment by superstitious village priests attempting to purify whatever demonic curse left her with body hair rivaling the hairiest of mountain men. Furthermore, Jan had never tried to impose himself on her as a less scrupulous manager might have. She was a woman, and minus the hair a quite attractive young woman at that . . . but there was the hair. He'd truly never so much as been tempted, and instead their relationship had become a sort of odd fusion between friend, father-surrogate, and manager.

With his typical taciturn lack of expression, Albrecht swept the meager share of profit in front of him into his own coin pouch, where they bounced and rattled alongside the rest already there. As with Marie, Jan knew those coins would be hoarded until the troupe reached a sufficiently well-populated city, but Albrecht wouldn't spend his earnings. Instead, he always packed what money he'd collected securely and bring it to a courier office, for delivery to parts unknown. For that matter, Jan didn't really know much about where Albrecht had come from before the day he'd approached Jan in the wake of a show with inquiries as to a possible job. A few demonstrations of his incredible-approaching-inhuman flexibility had served as an audition, yet aside from a rare habit of emitting bouts of profanity in what Jan was fairly certain was Italian when drunk, none of them had so much of an inkling regarding the soft-spoken contortionist's past.

Regarding his own, equally lackluster personal earnings—as opposed to the money used communally to keep all of them in business—Jan pondered, as he all too frequently did, how the third son of a prosperous Dutch merchant ended up managing a trio of malformed and outcast human beings as they displayed their aberrant appearances for the amusement or horror of townsfolk and villagers. With two elder brothers between him and ownership of the family firm, he had never considered, nor wanted, a prominent role in the business. At best, his education and natural talent for oratory could have given him a position recruiting new customers or bargaining with suppliers.

Unfortunately for him, he'd been on one of the family ships when a freak North Sea storm sent it to the bottom of the waters. He and a handful of other survivors had clung to assorted wreckage for two days before luckily being rescued by another merchant ship heading the opposite direction. The ship was easily replaceable. Jan, on the other hand, walked away from his near-death experience with an overpowering terror of open waters larger than a river. There was no place in a Dutch shipping firm, son or not, for a man who feared the ocean and could not set foot on a ship with his senses intact. It was live on family charity or find a job on land, and Jan's pride demanded the latter. He'd come close to signing up as a mercenary soldier, but encountered Kurt in that tavern before taking the martial plunge.

The four of them, touring through France and Austria and the Germanies, had been able to eke out a passable living for a time. They migrated from town market to village seasonal fair, and where neither could be found, gave some small inn a night's entertainment for food and a place to park the wagons overnight. They would have never been rich, but there was enough cash in the hands of curious and bored commoners, or very rarely an idle local nobleman demanding a command display, to keep them fed, clothed, and comfortable.

But war had not been kind to Europe in recent years, and even in the lands not ravaged by armies the belts got tighter and the purses smaller. Jan had heard stories of a genuinely bizarre man—an Italian by the name of Lazarus, whose half-born twin brother hung grotesquely out of his stomach—traveling the cities and courts of Europe to market himself much as Jan marketed their troupe, and to much greater success. If only he'd been born Italian, and in a place to forge a partnership with the Italian Lazarus instead of the German Kurt. The thought faded quickly, though, beneath the ingrained habits of a life's Calvinist upbringing, and disappeared entirely as Kurt broke the morose silence.

"Where to next, Jan?"

Marie and Albrecht looked over at him as well, and Jan felt the weight of authority bearing on his shoulders once more. He took out the schedule of fairs and festivals they'd accumulated, folding it down to the relevant section of Germany, and spread a map over the tabletop. "It looks like our best odds are heading south, through Rudolstadt, and planning for the big summer fair in Saalfeld, then continuing on towards Nuremburg."

Albrecht spoke up, laying one long finger on Saalfeld and moving it a hairsbreadth westward. "What about here?"

Jan and the others stared down at the dot labeled "Grantville." They'd all heard about the amazing town full of people from the distant future. By this point it'd be difficult to find a man in Europe who had not heard the news. Jan had even seen a few of them when the troupe passed through Magdeburg some weeks past. Even in a crowd, the up-timers stood out unless making an effort to blend in. But he'd never considered actually going there.

"Why d'ya want to go to Grantville, Albrecht? They're all mechanical wizards from the future there. I'll bet where they come from a dwarf sits on every street corner, a bearded lady stands in every shop window, and all of them down to the babes can tie their own limbs into knots. We'd be nothing special. There's no money to be made there."

Kurt was as surly as ever, but Marie looked at the map with a wistful expression. "Do you really think so, Kurt? It might be nice, to see a place where no one looks twice at us. I'd like to spend a few days being normal."

"And if not, there might be something there we can use, or someone who can use us. It's not as if our options are increasing, Jan, and there's more than enough time for us to detour there and still make Saalfeld's fair."

He couldn't argue with Albrecht's logic, either part. Nor was Albrecht often wrong when he chose to comment. Truthfully, Jan wasn't the only one who wanted to see something wondrous for a change, rather than being (or selling) the wonder. Grantville it was.




April, 1635




Grantville




It was incredibly difficult not to stop and gawk as the small caravan made its way down the main street of Grantville, but the trio of horse-drawn wagons was just large enough to make a significant obstruction in the thoroughfare. Seeing as how one of the primary aims of their visit to the town was not drawing close attention to themselves, Jan felt causing a roadblock on their first day there was contraindicated. Albrecht, driving the second vehicle, was undoubtedly of a similar mind. However Kurt felt about the matter, he would be too busy keeping the horse pulling the third wagon on a steady course to rubberneck at his surroundings. What he lacked in muscle power was made up for in volume, and the poor beasts were by this point thoroughly intimidated by the bellowing dwarf, but it was still a task for full-time attention. Marie, inside the wagon Albrecht was driving, could see nothing at all.

The first step was to find a hostelry with enough space to accommodate them. That took a fair bit of time to accomplish, but eventually an inn was located at the perfect confluence of yard space (plenty) and room price (cheap) for the troupe to afford. The somewhat dilapidated condition of said inn, and its distance from the bustle of downtown, were undoubtedly contributors to these facts, but Grantville remained enough of a vibrant economy that the business stayed afloat.

A long-sleeved dress and hooded shawl were Marie's usual attire on the infrequent occasions she went out in public. Keeping her head down to hide her face meant next to no attention from the innkeeper or any of the other guests, particularly with Kurt to look at instead as Jan rented two middling-quality rooms for a weeklong stay. From there, the three men drifted out separately.

Kurt interrogated the innkeeper with regards to the source of Grantville's best beer, and left for someplace called the Thuringen Gardens, mildly befuddled by the other man's fascination with his short stature and how quickly it became mundane. With any luck, he wouldn't get into trouble this time; too much beer broke Kurt's usual sullen immunity to taunts about his size from strangers, and where a regular-sized drunkard would resort to fists, Kurt had a tendency to go straight for his knives. He'd yet to kill anyone, or be killed, but it was always a constant worry for Jan. Americans were said to be quite fair as civil authorities went, but that simply meant they'd collect evidence before hanging a murderer, dwarf or otherwise.

Albrecht asked for and received directions to the couriers, or "post office," and set off on his own errands. Where all that money was sent, Jan had no idea. He'd asked once out of curiosity, and been rebuffed in such a vehement and atypical display of emotion that the subject was never broached again.

After checking that Marie was settled in her room, Jan set out trailing the other two, with no specific destination in mind other than sightseeing. At a gentle stroll, he looked here and there at buildings of obvious up-time design and construction, outstanding amidst the sprawl of down-time construction produced by four years of enthusiastic expansion. Polite nods came from up-timers he passed on the street, who seemed to be in a similar proportion to down-time immigrants as their buildings were.

Pausing at one corner to rest his legs, his eye settled on an up-time building across the street, the sign outside proclaiming it to be the Grantville Public Lending Library. Grantville was famous for its weapons, machines, and attitudes, but it had been the printed books brought back from the future that changed the fortunes of kings and princes. Idly, Jan wondered if those same books could change his fortunes as easily.

Inside, the building was brightly lit despite the relative lack of windows, thanks to a series of heatless lamps attached to the ceiling—an up-time mechanical marvel, evidently. Long rows of books on shelves filled the entry room and at least two adjoining chambers, comparable to a bare handful of private collections Jan had seen in his youth, but far beyond anything usually accessible to commoners. Behind a large desk to one side, a woman not much older than Jan himself looked up from her work with a smile.

"Can I help you?"

"Perhaps. Do you have any books about traveling shows? Entertainers and performers, going from one town to the next?"

"Do you mean, like, a circus?"

It took a few moments for Jan to retrieve the word from distantly remembered Latin lessons—great arenas of the ancient Romans, spectacles of bloody "entertainment." "Something like that, I think."

"I went to see the circus as a little girl, once. I wanted to go down and climb on the elephants, and almost got sick on cotton candy. What about them were you interested in?"

"Their masters. I'm curious to learn about your up-time showmen, the men who ran these 'circuses.' Who was the greatest show master of the world you came from, and how he managed it. That sort of thing."

The woman pursed her lips in thought. "I couldn't say for certain who was the greatest circus manager up-time, but I can certainly point you towards someone who thought he was."

After a short burst of activity at the device on her desk, she rose and headed towards one of the side rooms, gesturing for him to follow. As they walked, he spoke up again. "What were these circuses you had up-time? I know the origin of the word, but you may have used it differently."
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Her reply was a cheerful, somewhat rambling narrative of performers and acrobats, buffoons and trained animals, and strange foods, all together under a structure called the "big top," recited while the helpful woman found her destination shelf and began running a finger along its contents. A small book proved her goal, triumphantly retrieved and handed across to him—The Life of P.T. Barnum, As Written By Himself.

"Back up-time, they called Barnum and Bailey's Circus 'The Greatest Show On Earth.' If anyone qualifies to be up-time's greatest showman, P.T. Barnum is probably it. I'm afraid it's in English, though. No one has expressed interest in translating it. Can you read English?"

Jan matched her smile with one of his own, replying in English. "Enough to get by, I think I can manage. My thanks, Frau . . . ?"

"Calafano. Cecilia Calafano."

She offered a hand, and Jan shook it in the up-time fashion after spying the ring adorning one finger and quashing his initial impulse to kiss it instead. "Jan Barentsen. A pleasure, Frau Calafano."

"Likewise. Checking books out requires Grantville residency, if you plan on staying. Otherwise, you're welcome to stay and read until closing hours, and I can set it aside for you to continue tomorrow."

Accepting of the terms, Jan took his prize and settled down at the nearest table, opening the slightly battered tome.

"Few men in civil life have had a career more crowded . . ."

When the librarian returned to close up for the night, it took three tries to break him free of the book. She took it away gently, adding it to the top of a small pile dominated by a book depicting a man wrapped in chains.

****

On the third day of their visit, Jan convinced the rest of the troupe to come with him. The library failed to impress anyone else to the same degree, thanks to assorted individual degrees of shyness, impassivity, or hangover. It was not the volume of books Jan had brought them to see, but one in particular, sitting somewhat forlornly on its shelf where he had left it after reading and from which he retrieved. Later, he would discuss the tricks of the illusionist Houdini with Albrecht, but this was for all of them to share.

"Albrecht suggested we come to Grantville in hope it would have something we could use, and he was right. This is the history of an up-time pioneer of entertainers, a master showman. He took what was ordinary, and made his fortune by convincing people it was extraordinary. He sold stories as much as he did shows, and succeeded so well that his business bore his name a hundred years after he died."

Finding a table with enough chairs for everyone, Jan opened to the story of General Tom Thumb and began to read, doing his best to translate.




06 May, 1635




Saalfeld




Jan wiped his palms on his trousers, looking over the small crowd of townsfolk gathered in the darkened tent. There were more of them than a first showing usually drew when he set up shop at a new faire, but not a great deal more. If this didn't pan out like he was counting on, the extra money the troupe had spent preparing for their "new look" could leave them all in somewhat dire straits. There was, however, only one way to find out for sure.

Showtime.

Standing on the elevated lectern, he lit the lamps next to him, illuminating him with light and drawing the eyes of the crowd to where he stood at the front of the tent with hanging curtains on either side. "Good sirs, gentle ladies, welcome to the first showing of Barentsen's Fantastic Display of Living Wonders! I am Jan Barentsen, and today you shall feast your eyes upon sights you have never dreamed of, amazing human oddities of unusual appearances and origins! When you tell stories to your grandchildren, many years from now, the tale they will clamor for most will be the day that you paid to see what you are about to witness."

So far, not bad. No one was leaving, and no one looked incredibly bored.

[image: ]

"Thus, without further hesitation, the first of the three fantastic spectacles I bring today to your town. There was once a mine, from which men worked long to dig coal from the earth. Their foreman was tall and strong, and led his crew with skill. Yet one day, disaster struck! A support gave way, and the tunnel began to collapse. As the miners fled to safety, their brave foreman stepped forth and took the weight of the tunnel upon his own back, bearing the world on his shoulder as did the Titan of mythic Greece. Only when the last of his crew had fled did he allow them to pull him free as well, and by then that immense weight had left its mark, crushing him down to half his size. So thus a mighty giant did fall, and thus to you I bring today . . . Atlas, The Shrunken Titan!"

With a tug, he hauled back on a rope, pulling the leftmost curtain aside. On his now-revealed platform, Kurt posed with dramatic exaggeration, flexing his biceps at the audience. His tight, colorful shirt and breeches were well-stuffed to resemble bulging muscles, and when he knelt to lift the cloth-over-wood "boulder" above his head, several sets of breath drew in from the audience. Jan gave Kurt a few more seconds to show off, then raised his hand again for attention.

"Before this next tale, the faint of heart amongst those gathered here should be warned to steel themselves. Many miles from here, in distant France, a young bride with impending child and her husband did go for a comforting walk in the forest near their home. To their misfortune, it was the husband who fell and injured himself, senseless and helpless. His wife called for help, but drew at first not men, only the attention of ravenous beasts, a pack of savage wolves! About the couple they prowled, drawing ever closer, and it was surely the fate of both to be devoured where they lay. Salvation came as huntsmen appeared, hearing the lady's cries of distress to drive the fell beasts away. Yet, the terror she had known never left her, and the experience forever marked her. Months later, the couple's child was born . . . but woe! for what came forth was half man, and half beast, covered in fur and bearing sharp fangs no human child could possess. See now, as she has grown, the one and only Wolf-Lady!"

The curtain slid aside at his pull, behind which Marie sat demurely in her usual chair on the small stage. They had paid a carpenter to build the wooden cage surrounding her, including the false rear wall—the other three sides as solid as any true cage would be. For the new show, they had trimmed and shaped her facial hair and beard into a close approximation of a lupine visage, shorted the sleeves of her dress to reveal the tangled hair of her forearms, and glued small pointed bits to the ends of her fingernails.

"Do not fear, for despite her terrible appearance, she is as meek and proper as any could be. Yet be wary, for when the moon hangs full and high in the night, it is the bestial portion of her soul that rises strong within."

On cue, Marie reached forward to grip the bars of her cage with fake claws, baring her teeth in a sort of grimace and giving the crowd what Jan thought was a rather lackluster growl. Evidently they disagreed, though. Quite a few closest to the front went slightly pale and pulled back into the safety of the group, even after she settled back calmly into her seat.

This time, the assembled townsfolk turned back to him with some reluctance, occasionally sneaking sidelong or outright glances at Kurt and Marie on their platforms. "And finally, to you from the far distant lands of the exotic Mughal Empire, a tale of heathen magic and the infinite mercies of God. In far-away temples, sorcerers toy with power no man should carry, transgressing in heresy as their dark spells warp exotic beasts and animals into semblances of Man's blessed form. Yet by being given Man's body, they now share in both Man's sin and his grace, and the luckiest of them find solace. Here, today, is one such would-be man, an animal freed of its evil creators and taught as a child ignorant yet innocent. Here, today, is The Human Serpent!"

For his new look, Albrecht had found a skin dye that darkened his flesh to the brown of a Mughal. Lying on his belly as the curtain revealed him, he slid forward to the edge before rising up on his knees. From there, he bent backwards, curling into a chest stand and staring at the hushed audience from between his now-spread legs. His eyes narrowed, he waved his outstretched tongue at the watchers with a hiss, flipped his legs over his head, and slowly rose to his feet without using his arms for balance.

This was the riskiest of the troupe's new looks. For some reactionaries, the story they'd concocted might be enough to justify charges of peddling witchcraft, and Jan eyed his onlookers with no small amount of anxiety. No one seemed angry, though, at best shocked and mostly fascinated by Albrecht's sinuous movements back and forth.

One by one, Jan pulled on his second set of ropes, sliding the curtains between each "wonder" and the audience closed, then clapped a final time to draw eyes. "Wonders I promised, and wonders you have seen! Let them stick forever in your memory, and should there be charity in your hearts to aid the care and comfort of these benighted souls, you may leave coins in the bowl by the exit. We will remain until the end of the faire. Tell your friends, your families, of what you have seen today and let them experience such sights for themselves. Good day, and thank you!"

****

The generous heap of money going into his cash-box was an excellent promise for the future, Jan decided. Overall, they had taken in nearly twice as many visitors—and twice as much profit—as a fair this size usually produced. Even after the expenses for the new displays and costumes, there had still been a great deal more than usual for the four of them to split. The tensest moment had been late in the second day, when the pastor of the town church and his assistant came to view the show and linger afterwards. But when Jan and Albrecht explained the truth of Albrecht's flexibility, the latter reading a few lines of Scripture to prove his humanity, the churchmen went away satisfied.

A beggar caught his eye as he neared the edge of the market square, and Jan paused to toss a coin into the legless man's bowl. Almost too fast to follow, the beggar flipped his bowl into the opposite hand and snatched the flying coin out of midair for deposit, all without spilling a single pfennig. Amused and impressed, Jan tossed another coin towards the bowl, and the crippled man repeated his trick in reverse. Jan started to turn away, but stopped as an idea struck him, and he looked back at the beggar with closer scrutiny. Both stumps ended just above the knee, yet those brawny arms, shriveled by slow malnutrition as they were, could only have belonged to a sailor even if the tattoos had not given it away. Flashbacks of the shipwreck fluttered in the back of Jan's mind, but he quashed them brutally. Stepping closer, he met the man's suspicious glower with his friendliest smile. "What is your name, friend?"

Balancing on his hips and pulling the bowl of coins protectively close, he replied somewhat grudgingly. "Jacob."

"A pleasure to make your acquaintance, Jacob. My name is Jan, and I might have a job offer to make you. Have you ever considered learning how to juggle?"

****
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July, 1636, Grantville




Arnulf Langenberg found the dusty, crumpled shoebox beneath a pile of rags smelling of mildew and up-time 2-cycle oil. Tucked between dirt-encrusted aluminum badminton stakes and an olive drab duffel bag, the box called to him, as if saying, “Save me, Arnie, from all this junk.” For junk was pretty much all that one could find in Herr Grooms’ garage: Useless debris from a future that Arnie could imagine, but would never know in truth. Yet, he always enjoyed coming in here, always made a point to make up some excuse to rummage through the piles of old boots fallen to dry-rot, or rusty carburetors, or broken chain links from a Poulan chainsaw, or oddly-shaped gardening tools with soft green handles, or spark plugs lying about like errant nails on wooden shelves. To Arnie, it was a testament to what life could be in the future, a life filled with all kinds of neat gadgets and “gizmos,” and oh how he wanted to live in that world. To him, the old man’s garage was like a treasure chest. But he had never noticed the shoebox before. Now, it was the only thing that he could see.

He pulled it from its hiding place. Nothing much to look at; a nondescript light tan box with a brown top, damp fungus near the back that made it smell old and rustic. He held it delicately like a jewel, careful to keep his hand flat on its bottom lest it fall apart and crumble to the grease-stained concrete floor. He removed the top carefully and looked inside.

Letters. Scores of them. Some in blue-and-white envelopes; some without envelopes at all, but folded at the center in neat, tiny squares. All of them dog-eared and yellowing with age. They smelled too, and Arnie wiggled his nose at the combined fragrance of aged mold and some kind of stale cologne or perfume. He couldn’t tell which. He plucked one carefully from the box and turned it around. It had been opened long, long ago, the tatters of paper at its top sticking out like gnarled, rotten teeth. The address on the front held Herr Grooms’ name and street in West Virginia. The postage was strange, and nothing like Arnie had ever seen before. Certainly not like the old American stamps that he had seen in books at the high school library. He pried the envelope apart and began pulling out the letter.

“Did you find the hammer?”
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The sudden voice made him jump, and he nearly dropped the box. He turned quickly to find his employer, Jim Grooms, standing at the entrance of the garage, a cane supporting his old, weakened body. Herr Grooms had had a mild stroke in February, but by the grace of God, he had recovered and could walk reasonably well under support. His speech had never been impaired, though the left side of his mouth drooped a bit still, and it made his smile look a little clownish. But there he stood, the thick glass of his spectacles making his eyes seem larger than they really were . . . and more concerned and menacing as well.

“I . . .” Arnie began, then realized the error of what he was about to say. No need to speak a fib; as an up-timer preacher he knew often said, “The truth shall set you free.” He lifted up the box as if offering it to sky. “No, Herr Grooms. I found this box.”

The old man seemed to deflate from the offering, his shoulders slumping as if laden with weight. He stared a moment at the box, then moved forward carefully. “Where . . . where did you find that?”

Arnie pointed to the box’s hiding place. “Right there, behind all that stuff. What are they?”

Herr Grooms set his cane aside and took the box in his shaking hands. He pulled the top letter out, put it to his nose, sniffed. A tiny smile crept across his mouth like the scribbling of a red pencil, thin and barely recognizable between the darker, leathery skin above and below. But it was a smile, no doubt about it. Arnie hadn’t seen Herr Grooms smile often, but the man could smile under the right conditions. It was indeed a smile, and a small spot of tear lined the bottom of his left eye. “They’re letters,” he said, smelling again, then setting it gently back into the box. “Letters I thought lost long, long ago.”

“Where did they come from?”

Herr Grooms didn’t seem to want to answer at first, grabbing his cane to give his legs rest. He handed the box back to Arnie, then said with a sigh, “Korea.”

Arnie ruffled his brow. “Where’s that?”

Herr Grooms moved as if to point towards the east, but then put his hand down and chuckled. “Far away, my boy. Far, far away.”

“Is that where you got your wound?”

It was not a subject Herr Grooms liked talking about; in fact, whenever it was raised by anyone, the old man changed the subject quickly. And his wife, Vellie Rae, gave anyone the evil eye who even mentioned the Korean War in the presence of her husband. Arnie didn’t know why it was such a touchy subject, and he didn’t know why he was violating that unspoken rule now, but he couldn’t help it. Something about this box of letters, and the reaction that Herr Grooms had when he saw it, made him want to know more.

Herr Grooms looked at Arnie with eyes wide, and smiled. “Yes, it is. Now . . .” He guided Arnie over to the shelf and directed him to put the box away. He moved aside a piece of warped press board and pointed to a hammer. “Grab that hammer and let’s get cracking. Those boards ain’t gonna nail themselves, you know.”

“Yes, sir.” Arnie tucked the box away, and made a half-hearted gesture to conceal it with the oily rags. He reached for the hammer and followed Herr Grooms out of the garage. “Perhaps you can tell me about the war someday.”

The old man didn’t stop, nor did it seem as if he even heard what Arnie had said. Then quickly, as if to keep from being overheard, he cleared his throat and whispered, “Someday, my boy. Someday.”




September 19, 1950, Near Seoul, South Korea




Corporal Jim Grooms watched Sergeant John Nearing die in his arms. John was shot through the neck with a Kar98k. Jim tried staunching the blood, but the Eternal Footman would not be denied. By the time the medic arrived, the sergeant was dead. His eyes in death were so peaceful that Jim didn’t want to let him go, wanted to fall into those peaceful eyes and forget about the chaos surrounding him. But one of his men grabbed his arm and shook him awake.

“What are your orders, Corporal?”

My orders? He knew this day would come eventually, but he never planned for it to arrive in the midst of a firefight while holding his dead sergeant. Luckily, they were now in a good defensive position, so he had a little time to consider their options.

They weren’t good. They never were. His unit was working alongside the 1st Marines, in an attempt to retake the city after the North Koreans had come across the dividing line in the summer, smashing through nearly all of South Korea. The KPA were doing surprisingly well, though General Douglas MacArthur’s amphibious Operation Chromite, which had landed in Inchon, had finally broken the back of the North Korean Army. Now Seoul lay before them, and by order, they were supposed to help retake it. That was the order given to the 2nd Battalion, 32nd Infantry Regiment, 7th Infantry Division. The private who was asking the question knew that. What he wanted to know was what they were going to do in this bigger scheme, now that their sergeant was dead. And the private was right: At this moment, the lives of the six men remaining in their squad were more important to Corporal Grooms than any General’s overall strategic plan.

He looked around quickly. Other elements of 32nd IR were engaged; fighting all along a line that overlooked the very edge of the city. The KPA were entrenched and determined to stay. Funny, but at that moment, Corporal Grooms couldn’t think of anything else but West Virginia, and how much it resembled Korea. Well, the mountainous parts of it anyway. Similar topography, similar foliage. Cold as hell in the winter. All this talk of exotic Asian jungles back home had been quickly dashed when he had arrived in-country. It almost felt like fighting in his own backyard. He shook his head. What a silly notion!

He peeked around the rubble protecting him and his soldiers, making sure his helmet was on tight. Kar98 rounds struck nearby. He pointed to the guts of a building. “There. That’s where we’ll go. Right in the center of the line; good defensive position. We get there, that might give the rest of the battalion a chance to anchor and then push forward.”

“They’ve got a light machine gun, Corporal,” said PFC Monk.

Corporal Grooms nodded. “I know, but it’s the best choice. Either that, or stay here and look like pussies. Sergeant Nearing wouldn’t want that. Now, get ready!”

He was mad. He didn’t know why. Of course he did. His sergeant and friend had just been killed, and there was nothing he could do about that. What he could do, however, was honor the memory and press forward, to kill the son of a bitch who had just killed his friend. It didn’t matter what dog he killed, in truth, as long as he was North Korean. One was just as good as the other.

“Get me a Garand with a grenade launcher!”

Someone found one among the bodies and handed it over. Corporal Grooms checked it. Still functional. Good. He’d prefer a rocket launcher or a Corsair dropping a bat bomb, but this would have to do. He’d discovered in training that he was a pretty good shot with one, so long as he could keep the snipers off of him while he set.

He waited until his men assembled beside him. He looked at them. Damn! Some were so young, hardly eighteen. He wasn’t much older than they were. Young men killing other young men. Didn’t someone say once that all wars were started by men, but fought by children? That certainly was the case here. Even the sergeant had been in his mid-twenties. But what did all that matter now? Now, they had to get across the small, deadly open space, take those ruins, and press on. They had to do it now!

He gave his order through hand signals. They nodded, readied their rifles. “Now!”

Together they rose up and fired on the building. Their rounds peppered the concrete and pinned the enemy gun. Corporal Grooms steadied the grenade rifle on the rough surface of the rubble in front of him, aimed carefully, and pulled the trigger.

The grenade flew inside the window where the machine gun resided and exploded. He felt a sudden rush of elation, then stowed it. “Go!”

They climbed over the rubble and pressed the attack, pulling grenades from their belts and launching them to cause even more suppression. KPA units farther away tried responding with grazing fire, but the machine gun in the building had been taken out. Good! That made Corporal Grooms very happy.

PFC Hadley fell with multiple shots in the chest and abdomen. His live grenade rolled away. Corporal Grooms crawled after it, caught it before it fell into a ditch, and tossed it wildly to the left, just in time to see it explode harmlessly in a patch of weeds.

The other men had reached the building and were taking up defensive positions among its ruins. He noticed someone stabbing the machine gunner with a bayonet. He smiled, climbed into a crouch, and pressed towards the building.

That’s when the bullet struck his right side.

It felt like a bee sting. Then a warm, comforting sensation spread through his stomach, down his legs, and up into his chest. He dropped to his knees. He looked down, expecting to see blood. What he saw and felt was piss.




July, 1636, Grantville




“You peed yourself?”

Arnie regretted the question as soon as it came out, but the expression on Herr Grooms’ face settled his concern quickly. The old man smiled, even chuckled.

“Well, yes, I’m embarrassed to say. I took the bullet right through the kidney.” Herr Grooms set the glass of tea down and leaned back in his rocking chair on his porch. The creek of the old gray-painted pine slats below the chair was eerily comforting to Arnie, and in direct conflict with the seriousness of the story. “Right through my kidney and right out the back. A pretty clean wound, all things considered, but I guess the shock of that made my bladder pop. I remember lying there thinking, ‘Damn! I hope no one saw that!’ More concerned about my honor than if I was going to die or not.”

“But you didn’t die.”

Herr Grooms shook his head. “No. I passed out shortly after that and woke up several days later in a MASH unit.”

“What’s that?”
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“You don’t know what a—” Grooms paused, “—Sorry, I forget sometimes where I’m at. Of course you wouldn’t know. A MASH unit is a Mobile Army Surgical Hospital. They were used a lot in Korea, popularized through the sit-com MASH in the seventies. Vellie Rae might have some old episodes on a VCR tape somewhere if you want to see what they looked like. But I can assure you, young man, that there was nothing funny about the real thing, about being in one.”

“Did it hurt?”

“Not at first, as I say. It was kind of a warm feeling. But when I woke up, it started to . . . bad. I got an infection, and that didn’t help. But I pulled through, in the end.”

Arnie set down his empty tea glass, cleared his throat, dreaded asking the next question, but couldn’t resist. He thought of his mother, who always slammed him for his intellectual curiosity. “ ‘It’ll get you in trouble one of these days,’ ” she’d say.

“May I see it?” he asked. “The wound?”

Herr Grooms stopped rocking, clearly debating whether or not to let this impetuous down-timer see his up-time battle scar. Finally, he shrugged and pulled his shirt free from his waist. He leaned forward and motioned Arnie to come around. “Go ahead. Take a gander.”

Arnie walked behind the rocking chair. In his lower back, Herr Grooms had a large mass of red tissue, like a little mountain of flesh that had smoothed over the hole that had obviously been there. Surgical scars ran from it, but they had faded to near invisibility over the years. To Arnie, the wound almost looked like a spider, or some kind of nasty starfish. How could anyone survive such a wound?

“My word,” he said, “you’re lucky to have survived.”

Herr Grooms put his shirt back down. “No. I’m lucky she was there.”

“Who?”

“Mee-Yon Cho.”

Arnie cleared the lump in his throat. You’ll get in trouble one of these days . . . “Was she the girl who wrote those letters?”

Herr Grooms did not speak. He nodded.

“Can you tell me about her?”

Suddenly, the old man’s expression and demeanor changed as he saw his wife Vellie Rae returning up the path towards the house. She cradled a basket of ripening tomatoes in her arms.

“Shh! Enough talk for today. Some other time. Now,” Herr Grooms said, rising slowly from the chair and grabbing his cane with Arnie’s help, “get those weeds out of the rose bushes, and then get home. Your mama’s probably worried about you.”

“Yes, sir,” Arnie said, taken aback by Herr Grooms’ sudden change in spirit. The old man didn’t even bother waiting for his wife to reach the porch. He turned and entered the house as quickly as his old bones could take him, letting the screen door slam behind him.

“What was that all about?” Mrs. Grooms asked, stopping at the bottom of the porch steps and setting her basket down.

Arnie shrugged and walked by her. What could he say? He didn’t know what that was all about either. He didn’t know why Herr Grooms had suddenly gone cold and curt at the sight of his wife.

It’s those letters, he said to himself as he grabbed the hoe and began work. Those letters and that girl with the exotic name.

****

The girl he liked was named Jessica Yvette Tyler. Yvette… how exotic! Named after her mother; French in origin. He had looked it up in the Grantville library, its meaning being yew or archer. Well, she had definitely pierced his heart with her arrow. . . . Get a grip, Arnie! Stop swooning like a fool. A girl like her would want a man, one like Herr Grooms who had led his men into a hail of enemy gunfire. A man who would take a bullet for someone.

In his various waking dreams of her, Arnie had decided long ago that he would do anything for Yvette, even take a bullet. He’d decided on that first day he had seen her at school; the first time their eyes met innocently over the lunch table; the first time she smiled and waved at him across the crowded hall. Or was she waving at another boy? Of course she was, for why would Jessica Yvette Tyler wave at such a “nerd,” as the up-timers often called boys like him; the booky-boys, the brains. Arnie was so studious, with a book constantly glued to his hand, with tiny wired glasses and such a thin frame that his mother had had to get him a summer job just so that he would know what it was like to make an honest day’s wage. “Get out there, and get dirty,” she had told him, pushing him out the door with a kiss toward the Grooms’ house. “Get out there like your father used to.”

Father was the kind of man who had been willing to take a bullet for someone. He had taken one for the Protestants, but he didn’t survive it.

He felt kind of creepy watching her this way, as she and her friends communed outside Johnson’s Grocery, having pedaled over from her home to get an ice cream on a warm afternoon. If she knew he was watching her, she’d probably flee, and rightfully so. No real man stalks a woman, as the up-timers might say. But he wasn’t stalking her; not technically. He was just trying to get up the nerve to go and talk to her.

But what do you say to a vision like her? he wondered as he looked down at the dog-eared paperback in his hand. A Mickey Spillane special. Mike Hammer at his best. Borrowed from Herr Grooms’ extensive collection of up-time crime-noire paperbacks. There was no wisdom in those pages, at least not on how a sixteen-year-old down-timer should approach a fifteen-year-old up-timer to ask her for a date. A date? Arnie found himself blushing at his own forwardness. Is that what I really want? Her parents might be strict, might not let her be seen with such a worthless creature as Arnie Langenberg, with no father and few good prospects. No. He didn’t want a date. He just wanted to say “hello.”

He breathed deeply and wiped sweat from his brow. The sun was setting, and Yvette wouldn’t sit around the grocery store all day. He peeked out from hiding again and imagined the store as the ruined building that Herr Grooms and his men had worked to secure. He imagined Yvette and her friends as the enemy—no, you fool!—not the enemy. The target. And all Arnie needed to do was come out from hiding and walk over to her.

He stood up, tucked his paperback into his back pocket, and began walking across the street. At first, Yvette and her friends didn’t see him. That was good, Arnie thought, because that meant they didn’t see him climb out from hiding. Play it cool, Arnie. Saunter . . .

Finally, she noticed him, as he made it across the street and into the parking lot. He buried his hands into his pockets, and made at first as if he wasn’t paying attention. Then he turned to her, smiled, and was about to speak, when three other bikes rolled up in a whoosh of rubber tires, creaky frames, and boisterous smack talk.

Arnie had been so fixed on Yvette’s face, so focused on the first word he was going to say, that he nearly ran right into them.

“Watch yourself, brainy!” Erich Becker said as he swerved to keep from ramming Arnie. The bigger, brawnier, and shirtless boy clapped on his brakes and skidded to a halt in glorious fashion in front of the girls. They scampered out of the way as if they were going to be hit, acknowledging the new arrivals with playful banter and fake outrage. The girls seemed pleased with Erich’s dazzling two-wheeled showmanship. Even Yvette seemed impressed, and Arnie stopped dead in his tracks and looked round as if he were casually measuring the parking lot for drapes. He pulled the Spillane novel out and pretended to read the back.

He inched closer to their conversation without seeming as if he were doing so. They were talking fast, and their words were often interrupted with laughter and jibing. Something about horses and riding; something about a farmer up where Erich lived letting them shoot skeet. The girls didn’t seem all that keen on that activity, but the horses were another matter. Decisions were made, promises tendered.

Arnie turned to leave, that leery, bashful spot in the hollow of his heart aching fully. Foiled again, like the great devious masterminds in those up-time novels, like the one in his hand. Close, but no cigar. He sighed deeply, looked both ways, then stepped out into the street.

A hand caught his shoulder and turned him around.

There she was, right there, mere inches from him, her body so close he could smell her light perfume. Arnie fell back, suddenly realizing that he was in the street. She smiled. “Hi, Arnie. Would you like to come with us? We’re going to try to ride some horses at old man Foerster’s farm.”

The world was right again. Arnie breathed deeply and was about to say yes, when he looked up and saw the three boys on their bikes staring at him across the pavement. Their stern eyes and furrowed brows made it clear what his answer should be. Erich straddled his bike as if he were Atlas himself, his arms crossed, his expression pure ice.

“No . . . no,” he said, waving her off. “That’s okay. You guys go on.”

“Are you sure?”

He nodded, too afraid to speak again lest his cowardice show.

Yvette seemed genuinely disappointed. She shrugged. “Okay, well, talk to you later then?”

He nodded and backed away across the street.

Yvette returned to her friends, and Arnie watched them ride away.

He stood there along the side of the road for a long while, letting the fragrance of her perfume ride his thoughts. He smiled. The scent reminded him of Herr Grooms’ box of letters.




September 25, 1950, 1st MASH Unit, Near Inchon




He awoke in a bed, his muscles stiff, his arm attached to an IV. He tried to move, but the pain in his right side, covered by thick white bandages with blood stains, kept him glued to the mattress. He managed to lift his head and look left then right. He was in a room, but it looked more like a long hallway, a half-dome with row after row of beds, soldiers in every one, some wounded far more badly than he. I guess I should be thankful, he thought at first, then let that notion drift away from his groggy mind. The morphine coursing through his veins would not allow him to think clearly. Maybe it would have been best to die there on that desperate charge. Maybe if he had pushed himself just a little harder, he might have dodged that bullet and finished it off with his men. His men! Where were they? Had they survived? Had they—

He tried getting up again. A delicate hand held him down.

“Now, now, be still. You are going nowhere,” a voice said, soft yet firm.

Jim pinched his eyes shut, shook his head, and refocused on the shape that stood over him on his right side. He blinked, and she came into focus. It was a woman—no doubt about that—dressed in white, the insignia of her nurses corps emblazoned on her soft blouse. She was not American.

He let her push him down, her smile guiding his head gently back to the pillow. “You must rest,” she said, her English decent, but heavy with accent. “You were wounded badly.”

“You’re Korean,” he said, not realizing the word had come out.

She smiled, and dimples on her pale face accentuated a bun of thick dark hair. Her eyes thinned to slits. Her teeth were nearly perfect, though one of her canines stuck out a little, giving her mouth an almost fang-like appearance. Jim smiled back, not caring for that one tiny imperfection in her appearance. To his dreary eyes, she was perfection.

“Yes, I am. And you are an American soldier, wounded in action. And you must rest.”

She leaned over and fluffed his pillow. She checked his vitals, scratched some numbers on a piece of paper attached to a clipboard. Jim refused to take his eyes off of her.

“How badly am I wounded, miss . . . ?”

She put the clipboard back on its peg and sat down next to him, careful not to jostle the bed. The curve of her body as she sat mesmerized him; the petite nature of her frame surprised him. Standing over him, she seemed almost giant-like. Beside him, she was thin and small. He marveled. She couldn’t be more than nineteen, eighteen maybe.

“My name is Mee-Yon Cho,” she said, laying her hand on his chest. A warm, sleepy feeling spread through this body. “I’m glad to meet you, Corporal Jim Grooms.”




July, 1636, Grantville




“Then what happened?”

Arnie was literally on the edge of his seat in Herr Grooms’ kitchen, listening intently, as if the old man was reading from one of his yellowing ten-cent Doubleday paperbacks. Arnie had already read a number of them; one was in his pocket now, replacing the Mike Hammer tale just that morning. He hung on every word as if they were parables. Herr Grooms looked surprised, clearly not realizing why the young boy was so enthralled with the story. Arnie hadn’t told him about Yvette. He hadn’t told anyone.

“Well,” Herr Grooms said, sniffing and leaning back in his chair. “She was my nurse for the time I was there. Soon after that first meeting, the doctor came along and explained to me my condition. I wouldn’t be going back in the field; that was certain. Losing a kidney like that; it’s a life- changing experience. Going back to war would be a death sentence, and they were afraid of infection. A person can live a pretty normal life with only one kidney, but I was done. That pissed me off, I’m not ashamed to say—forgive the pun. I had gone to Korea to fight for my country, to fight for the Army, to fight the Communists, and I hadn’t been in-country for long. And here I was being told that I was no longer fit to fight.” He hung his head as if ashamed. “It was a tough time.”

“But she helped you through, right? Mee-Yon?”

Herr Grooms perked up, sniffed again, angled his cane so that it lay against his chair in a more secure manner. “Oh, yes. Definitely. She smiled all the time, even when men, far worse off than me, were hauled in with wounds so bad that there was nothing they could do. One time, she walked by my bed alongside a stretcher. The man on it was leaking blood from his jugular, and she held a cloth over the wound as best she could, talking to him all the way, rubbing his forehead, while his life poured out of him. She was crying, and that was the first and last time I saw her cry, break down, when finally the poor boy gave up the ghost. And yet, even through something like that, she kept her spirits high. She cleaned herself up and was back making her rounds within an hour, smiling like always. She was amazing, and a damn fine nurse.”

Arnie cleared his throat, measuring his words carefully. “Did you . . . when did you know you loved her?”

Herr Grooms smiled and rubbed his reddening face. He looked around the kitchen as if he were afraid that his wife would pop in unannounced, obviously forgetting that she and a neighbor had gone to the market. “Well, at first, I thought it was the morphine. That would wear off, however, but the feeling wouldn’t subside. I looked at her the same way no matter what kind of drug I was on, had the same feeling each time. So, I guess from the very beginning, from that first time she sat down beside me and we talked. Love at first sight. Silly, eh?”

Not at all. “So, what happened next?”

“Well, I was in her care for about two weeks, and I got better as the days wore on. And she would visit me every day, several times each day. And sometimes she’d linger too long, and the head nurse would get on her case. We’d laugh about it later, after she’d come back with a little food from the mess. And when I got strong enough to try walking, she was the one who helped me with that. Whenever she’d bend down to check my temperature with a hand across the brow, I’d hope she’d come in close enough so I could steal a kiss.” Herr Grooms chuckled about that. “And sometimes she’d be close enough for it, but I never tried.”

“Why not?”

Herr Grooms shrugged. “Too afraid, I guess. Too worried that she might recoil from it. I wasn’t sure how she felt about me, you understand. I knew how I felt about her, but behind that grand smile, those smooth cheeks, those pleasant, hopeful eyes, she was difficult to read. I didn’t know how she felt, and I thought moving too fast would be a mistake. It’s a decision I’ve regretted all my life.

“Through our letters, I did finally tell her how I felt. But I never said it to her face. I wish I had. She deserved to hear it once.”

Arnie sat back, breathed deeply, taking in all that he had heard. Herr Grooms had not told the woman of his dreams how he felt, and he had spent over fifty years regretting it. How long would Arnie regret it if he didn’t, at least once, approach Yvette and . . .

“When did you start writing letters to her?”

Herr Grooms heard the question, but he didn’t give it any mind. He looked past Arnie, through the kitchen window to the setting sun. He pushed his iced tea aside and got up as quickly as his cane would allow. “Look at us . . . sitting here like fools. You got me talking again, boy, and we ain’t finished painting the fence we promised Mrs. Grooms we’d get finished before she got back. Come on, get up, and let’s go. Grab your brush.”

They walked outside, and Arnie grabbed his brush. He sighed. Painting was not on his mind right now. He wanted to tell Herr Grooms that right away, to tell him that his thoughts were on more important things, but he couldn’t speak. The kinds of words he wanted to speak were not for an old man’s ears.

They were for a girl named Yvette.

****

Arnie sat alone on a bench outside Johnson’s Grocery, a small pad of paper and a pencil in his hands. He scribbled a line, marked it out, scribbled another, marked it out too. Over and over, until the page was so full of failed words that he tore it off and tossed it in the wastebasket nearby. His frustration grew.

Why can’t I write like Spillane, he wondered, or Hammett, or Chandler? Sure, they didn’t write love poetry, but their words had bite, pizzazz, and punch. Why can’t I write like them? Why can’t I write a letter like Herr Grooms did?

He hastily wrote a few new lines, then read them aloud, so he could hear the words. “My dearest Yvette, I want to tell you so much, but I’m afraid that if I say the wrong words at the wrong time, I’ll . . .”

“Hi, there.”

He froze, the paper clutched tight in his hand. She was behind him. Quickly, he crumpled the paper and turned, seeing her there silhouetted against the backdrop of a setting sun. “H—Hi,” he said back.

“What are you doing here?”

Her question was valid. What the hell was he doing here? She couldn’t know the truth. “I, I was just jotting down a few things Frau Grooms asked me to pick up for her.”

“Oh, well, I’m getting some things for my mother too. Shall we go in together?”

Yvette stepped out of the way and allowed him to take the lead. He took it, though he would have been much happier to walk behind her. He enjoyed the way she walked and the light fragrance of her hair. “Okay.”

He had lied, of course, about needing to get groceries for Frau Grooms, but he played along, picking a couple potatoes and a little bit of dried bacon. Luckily, he had some money in his pocket, though he had been saving it for a newspaper. He acted like he was referring to the “list” crumpled in his hand. Yvette picked some potatoes too, and some beets, and a small container of milk. “I don’t know why Mom gets beets. I hate them.” She laughed, and Arnie laughed with her.

“Yeah,” he said, another lie. “I hate them too.”

“Are you looking forward to school starting again?”

“Yes, I am. Especially science. I’m anxious to do some dissecting.”

“Gross!”

Oops! Maybe he’d made a mistake confessing that. “I—I don’t really like it, but you know, it’s kind of interesting to learn about things like that. Anatomy and all.”

“Oh, are you thinking about being a doctor?”

The idea had crossed his mind a few times. With the arrival of the up-timers, medicine had taken a major leap forward. If he got into the profession now, by the time he was in his late twenties, he could very well be one of the premier doctors in the USE, maybe even in Europe.

He shrugged. “I don’t know. I’m thinking about it. But I like to write also. Maybe I’ll be a writer.”

“For one of the newspapers?”

“Maybe . . . to start. But I like fiction, stories.”

Yvette nodded. “I see that you’re always carrying around a book. Where do you get them?”

“Herr Grooms mostly, sometimes from others. The library has some.”

The small talk continued until they reached the counter, paid for their items, and left.

Ask her . . . ask her now before she turns away!

“Yvette? I mean . . . Jessica.” His heart was beating so fast he could barely stand. “Would you . . . I mean, would you like to meet up here on Saturday for some ice cream? I don’t have anything to do that day.”

He waited for her reply, leaning against the post outside the entrance. She gave him a quizzical look, but the smile that spread across her face was all the answer he needed. “Sure. How about three?”

He nodded, taking a deep breath. “Ja, that’s fine. See you then.”

They said their goodbyes and Arnie, a smile on his face and a spring in his step, crossed the road and headed to Herr Grooms’ house.




October 8, 1950, 1st MASH Unit, Near Inchon




The infection had subsided. The fever was gone. It was a near-run thing, however, and Corporal Grooms felt lousy. The initial days after the wound had been hopeful, and then he had taken a turn for the worse. There were nights that he felt he wouldn’t make it; Mee-Yon was there to see that he did.

He cried for morphine; she refused. He threatened. She ignored him. He clamored for a doctor, but there were too many wounded, too many more immediate concerns for them. Mee-Yon was all he had, and she ran the show. “I have seen too many men become addicted to it,” she said, her beautiful mouth having difficulty sounding out the name of the drug. “I don’t want that to happen to you. You will live without it; I have prayed for you.”

And she was right. He survived again, and one morning he awoke pain-free with a small bit of the sun peeking through the rough green canvas of the tent he had lain in. It was cold outside, but the errant breeze that found its way through the canvas folds felt good to his sweaty skin. Mee-Yon bathed him with a sponge.

She averted her eyes when she worked his thighs. He worked hard to keep from concentrating on where her hands were rubbing, thinking of fat old Mr. Barnes from high school, or the shot that destroyed his kidney. Images that evoked disdain, disgust, anything to keep from focusing on the most beautiful woman in the world touching him in places his mother would have considered scandalous. But even with those terrible thoughts in his mind, he could not avoid the fresh fragrance of her skin, the mild curve of her lip as she hummed one of her soothing lullabies. And there was no concealing the fact that she kept looking at him, more intently than any nurse should, and he didn’t keep her from doing so. Their eyes lingered on each other’s faces, and he so wanted to reach out and touch her skin. But she turned away, any expression of joy erased from her face.

For the rest of the day, she avoided him, working quietly with other patients. He tried getting her attention, but she would scoot past his bed with nary a glance his way. Then she erred and drifted into his reach. He grabbed the hem of her dress and tugged. “Tell me, what’s the matter? Did I do something wrong?”

She paused, turned to him, and he could see that she was fighting back tears. “No. You did nothing wrong, Jim Grooms. But . . . we are leaving. We are packing up tomorrow and heading to Seoul. And you are not coming with me. You are being sent to Japan, and then back home.”

She did not wait to hear his response.

The rest of the day, he tossed and turned, ate sparingly. The idea of going home was exciting, sure, seeing family again, being safe and at peace in the West Virginia wood. But at what cost? To leave his men, his unit behind, and more importantly, to leave her behind. A million thoughts raced through his mind, none of them soothing.

The night before he left Korea forever, she came to him, quietly and without a light. She was a shadow to him, a shape in the darkness that made it even more difficult to say goodbye. She did not let him speak. She cupped his face in her hands. She kissed his forehead. She kissed his cheek. She nuzzled his neck, whispered something in her language he could not understand. She pressed a letter into his hand. She left.

He never saw her again, but the letter told him everything he needed to know.




July, 1636, Grantville




“We corresponded for twenty years,” Herr Grooms said, putting one of the letters back in the box.

“Even after you were married?”

That question seemed to hurt the old man, as he hesitated, leaned against his cane, then pushed the box across the work bench so that he could rest his arm.

“Yes. She gave me an address in that first letter, and after I was shipped back home, I finally got up the courage to write her. Honestly, I was surprised that she wrote me back. The war was still going on, you understand, and a combat nurse’s job is dangerous. It took awhile for her to respond; she just wasn’t in a place where she could stop and mail a letter. But she did, and I was glad about it.”

“Herr Grooms,” Arnie said, nervously sweeping the cold garage floor with his shoe, “I—I like this girl. Yvette Tyler. I’ve asked her to get some ice cream with me but—”

“You sly dog!” Herr Grooms winked and snickered.

Dog? What does a dog have to do with this? “—but I want to tell her more. I’m afraid, though, that I’ll creep her out? I want to write her a letter, tell her how I feel, but—”

“Patience, my young Lothario,” Herr Grooms said, walking forward. He placed his hand on Arnie’s shoulder. “Take your time. Don’t go from cream and sugar to marriage in one date. Hold her hand before you neck in the backseat. You understand what I’m saying? I didn’t tell Mee-Yon how I felt in my first letter. I took a few years to confess it, and I still—”

“You still what?”

Arnie turned and saw Frau Grooms standing there, in the entrance to the garage, her dirty-gloved hands on her hips. Arnie looked in her face, saw anger and pain there. She looked as if she were about to cry. The look reminded him of how his mother looked when she thought of Papa.

“Vellie!” Herr Grooms said, backing away from Arnie as if he’d seen a ghost. He turned towards the work bench, towards the letters. He moved as if he were going to reach for them. Frau Grooms blocked his way.

“You still what, Jim? Still love her? You still love your Korean girl? You promised me you had gotten rid of them. You promised.”

Then Herr Grooms got angry, defensive, though he could barely express it physically. “Well, I didn’t, did I? And what do you care, anyway? They don’t mean nothing. They’re just letters.”

“Just letters . . .” She trailed off, no longer able to contain her anger, her hurt. Arnie turned from them, looking for a way to slip out of the garage unseen, but before he could make a move, she said, “Well, then, there it is. You have your letters, Jim Grooms. And you can keep them. They’ve always meant more to you than me.”

She stalked away, leaving her husband standing there, dejected, speechless, grasping for a response to her abrupt departure. The old man mouthed something at his wife Arnie could not understand, then he turned to the letters again and fumbled through them under the faint light of the overheard lamp, as if searching for a place to hide.

Arnie left the garage and found her in their small garden, leaning over a hoe that she slammed into the dirt like a cleaver. At first, he was afraid to approach, worried that she might turn on him and sink the hoe’s business end into his face, but he paused, breathed deeply, and stepped forward. “Frau, Grooms. I’m sorry. It’s my fault. I found the box. I asked him what they contained. I—”

“It ain’t your fault, boy!” She said, chopping away at the weeds. “You didn’t write those letters, did you? You didn’t make a promise to me to destroy them and then break that promise, did you? Don’t cover for him, Arnie. Jimmy’s had a thing for that girl for fifty years, and there ain’t no down-timer gonna take the blame for it.”

She let the dirt fly, but her anger finally subsided. She dropped the hoe, stepped back, rubbed a glove across her brow, and said, “I guess it’s partly my fault. I’ve always held this notion that I could compete with a memory, that I could, in the physical, wipe away what she meant to him in the ethereal. Know what I mean?”

“No, ma’am.”

She pulled off her gloves. She tossed them to the ground and moved a little closer. Arnie thought about backing off. “But . . . surely, Frau Grooms, you have meant something. You have been married for a long time, no? Over fifty years?”

She chuckled, looked up at him. “You’re a good boy, Arnie. Your mother must be proud.”

No, he thought. His mother had never said so directly, and she was always trying to dirty him up, get him out the door, working, toiling in sweat and muscle. She didn’t seem to care much about his more intellectual pursuits, about his reading. I don’t think she is.

“Did I hear you say that you had a girlfriend?”

Arnie shook his head. “No, ma’am. Not really. I’ve asked a girl to get some ice cream with me, but she’s not my girlfriend.”

“Well, don’t pay any mind to what Mr. Grooms says. Patience is fine when it comes to gardening, hunting, or dealing with a stubborn old coot like the one I married. But it don’t hold water when it comes to love. It sounds crazy coming from me, I know, but Jimmy should have gone to her a long, long time ago. He should have confessed his feelings in person. But he didn’t. And he regrets it. That’s why he clings to those letters. That’s why they mean so much to him, because as long as they exist, there’s hope, even now after we’ve gone through the Ring and are living in a time way before she was even born. It’s silly, but that’s my husband for you. An impetuous dreamer.”

She placed her hand against Arnie’s face, then leaned in and gave him a light kiss on the cheek. “When the time comes, young man, don’t waste your time with letters. Face your girl . . . and tell her how you feel.”

She walked away, and Arnie stood there watching her go, Yvette’s smile drifting again across his confused thoughts.

****

The ice cream was tasty. A vanilla cone with a preserved maraschino cherry on top to give it “zip,” as the grocer described it. Arnie got what Yvette got, so he tried it. Too sweet for his tastes, but he smiled through it. What mattered was that he was trying it with her.

He had dressed in his best shirt, vest, and cap. He had even scrubbed his shoes and had put on clean socks. She arrived pretty much as she always did, in a light-colored dress. Sometimes she wore a hat, but not today. Her hair flowed down her back in brilliant fashion. He liked it that way. The only negative was that her mother had brought her to the store, and then proceeded to spend her time shopping while they sat on the bench outside. Arnie’s enthusiasm dropped like a sail in the doldrums. Frau Tyler was a nice lady, but what boy wants a girl’s mother hovering around? Arnie didn’t need a chaperone. He wasn’t going to try anything.

Am I?

“Have you worked for Herr Grooms all summer?” she asked, finishing off her cherry.

Arnie nodded. “Most of it. Since his stroke, he can’t do much himself. Frau Grooms does some work still, but only little things, like weeding. They have me do the big stuff.” He arched his chest as if he were stretching, hoping she’d notice. “I’ll be doing some reconstruction work on the concrete block support wall along his driveway. The blocks are starting to crack and break away from their mortar.”

Yvette seemed impressed. “Sounds like hard work.”

“Yes, but I can handle it. Herr Grooms showed me how to mix the cement, and I read up on it in the library.”

She smiled. She worked on some ice cream that was running down the cone. Arnie watched her, a question on the tip of his tongue, but he shelved it and asked another. “Do you read?”

Yvette shrugged. “Some, but for school mostly. My mom has old Nancy Drews. I’ve tried a couple of them.”

Arnie nodded. “I’ve read some Hardy Boys.” He reached into his back pocket and pulled out a paperback. “But I’ve been reading a lot of this kind of book lately.” He held it up to her.

Yvette squinted in the sunlight to read the title. “The Big Sleep. Interesting. What’s it about?”

“Not what you might think,” Arnie said, smiling and flipping through a few pages. “It’s a crime novel, like the Nancy Drews, only better. I can read you some if you like. Or, better yet. Herr Grooms has an old VCR. It doesn’t work too well anymore, but he says he can usually get it to go. He said he’s got the 1978 version of the movie, with some up-timer named Robert Mitchum. I haven’t seen it, but I was going to ask next week if I could.” He beamed at an idea, sat up straight. “Hey, would you like to come by and watch it with me? I’m sure the Grooms wouldn’t mind.”

Yvette thought for a moment, then nodded. “Okay, I’ll ask my mom and see what she says.”

“Great! I know you’ll love it. It’s a little adult—well, that’s what Herr Grooms calls it—but it’s really good, and—”

He was interrupted by the rumble of bicycle tires on loose gravel. He looked up, and here they came, Erich Becker and his posse. Arnie’s stomach clenched.

They rolled up, ground to a halt, spreading gravel and dust everywhere.

“Watch it, Erich!” Yvette said, holding her cone up high to escape the dust.

Arnie put up his hand to help protect her cone. “Back off, Erich. You’re getting dirt everywhere.”

Erich made a face. “Oh, is that so? Herr Brain has decided to speak. What are you trying to do here, Arnie, protect your girlfriend?”

“She’s not my—” Arnie paused, refusing to finish that line. She wasn’t his girlfriend, not really, but he couldn’t admit that truth, not even to himself. “Just go away, will you? Leave us alone.”

“Why don’t you make me?”

“Erich, shut up!”

Arnie’s heart raced, his stomach churned. He risked a glance towards Yvette. She was upset, angry perhaps, or more likely afraid. Her expression made Arnie mad, and he turned back to face Erich. I have to do something. But what? What would Marlow do?

“You want me to make you, eh?” He said, standing and tossing aside his half-eaten cone. “Okay. I’ll make you, tough guy.”

With his fist balled up and ready, he took a step toward Erich, but something on the bench caught one of his socks. He tried pulling away, but the impetus of his move caused him to trip, and he fell forward. Erich moved aside and let Arnie fall face-first into the gravel.

Laughter erupted. “Nice move, Herr Brain! You learn that one in a book? Come on, guys,” Erich said, climbing back on his bike. “Let’s go before Arnie here breaks a nail and starts to cry.”

They rode away, and Arnie lay there, not wanting to move, wishing that the world would just go away, wishing that the Ring had never come and changed all their lives. Yes, life was hard before the Americans, but at least it was simpler, easier to understand.

He felt her hand on his shoulder. “Are you okay, Arnie?”

He pushed her away. “Please, leave me alone.” He got up, rubbing grime and dirt out of the scrape on his left elbow. It stung. He didn’t try to hide it. What was the point now? She had already seen him humiliated. “I’m sorry. I have to go.”

“Wait, Arnie. Don’t—”

He didn’t stop. He crossed the road, not looking back, not wanting her to see his face, the fear and pain there, the embarrassment. He walked away, leaving her there holding melting ice cream.

****

Arnie smelled the smoke before he saw the fire. He rounded the corner of the house and found Herr Grooms standing beside the old bonfire pit in his backyard, picking letters from the box and tossing them into the flame.

“What are you doing?” He yelled to the old man. “Stop!”
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Herr Grooms tossed another letter into the fire and watched it crackle and burn. “Doing what I promised her, years ago. I should have done it then. Now, why keep them? Mee-Yon doesn’t even exist in this world, and probably never will.”

“But they’re your memories. You loved her.”

Herr Grooms nodded. “Still do, but I don’t need letters to remind me of that. And Vellie Rae has been patient long enough. She deserves better from me. It’s time.”

Arnie wanted to lash out, to knock the box from Herr Grooms’ hands, but that would be stupid, disrespectful. And what would it accomplish anyway? They weren’t his letters; Herr Grooms could do whatever he wanted with them. But to burn them, to throw away all that sentiment, to walk away from a relationship so fully defined by words and paper; a relationship more real than Arnie had ever experienced himself, more real than the one he was trying to have with Yvette. How could that be thrown away? He wanted to cry.

Herr Grooms upended the last letters into the fire, then tossed in the box as well. They stood there together, watching as the heat and smoke spread slowly through the old, yellowing paper. “Mrs. Grooms said you went on a date with that girl you mentioned?”

Arnie shrugged. “Yeah, we got some ice cream.”

“How’d it go?”

Arnie’s heart sank. “Not very well.”

Herr Grooms huffed and turned on his cane. “Well, what the hell you standing around here for? There ain’t no work for you to do today. Go find her, and make it right. You got one big advantage over me and Mee-Yon. Your girl ain’t thousands of miles away, in another timeline. Go!”

The old man walked away, and Arnie watched him go. When Herr Grooms disappeared through his porch screen door, Arnie knelt beside the pit, stuck out his hand, and plunged it into the fire.

****

Her mother greeted him at the door. Arnie removed his cap quickly. “Good evening, Frau Tyler. I’m sorry to disturb you, but may I speak to Yvette—I mean—Jessica?”

She noticed the white bandage on his hand. “My word, what happened to you? Are you okay?”

He smiled. “Yes, ma’am. It’s just a little burn.”

She nodded. “Wait here.”

She went back inside, and another silhouette joined her behind the door. They spoke a few indiscernible words, then Yvette emerged with a smile. He stepped back and let her come out on the porch. She noticed his hand as well.

“Are you okay?”

He nodded. “Yes, nothing to worry about. Just a small burn. It’s healing already.”

She grabbed his injured hand and stroked the fibers with tender fingers. “Poor thing.”

“I—I wanted to come by and apologize for running off on you today. I didn’t mean to do that. But—well—”

“That’s okay. I know it wasn’t your fault. Erich’s a jerk! I’m not hanging around him or his friends anymore.”

Arnie nodded, sniffled. He put his cap back on, fumbled around with the bandage, trying desperately to delay. But she stood there, her eyes staring deeply into his face, not blinking, waiting. “Yvette . . . there’s a lot I want to say to you, but I don’t know where to start.”

“Wait,” she said, taking his hand again and leading him onto the porch, away from the door. She whispered, “My mother is listening, so don’t say anything.”

She grew sullen and sad. “Arnie, I wanted to tell you at Johnson’s. I—I’m not allowed to date until I’m seventeen. I asked my parents if I could go watch that movie with you, and they said no. The subject matter is too adult, whatever that means.” She shook her head, rolled her eyes. “Anyway, what I wanted to tell you was that, I like you. A lot, and if you will be patient with me, seventeen isn’t that far off.”

In a matter of seconds, his emotions went from utter defeat at the fact that she couldn’t date, to the faint sliver of hope that within a couple years, she could. Sweat began to build on his brow. He wanted to wipe it away, but he didn’t. He couldn’t move his arms, so fixed he was on her soft expression, her kind, searching eyes. “Okay . . . I can wait.”

She jumped a little, then reached into the pocket of her dress and fished out a note. A letter, folded twice and tucked neatly in a beige envelope. “Here, I wrote you this,” she said, still whispering. “It tells you how I feel about you. And maybe some of my words are yours as well.”

She leaned in and kissed him on the cheek. “Bye, Arnulf Langenberg. I’ll see you around.”

He opened the letter as he walked away. The faint light of the moon made it difficult to read, but he figured it out. Most of it. And he was happy, for Yvette was right.

Her words were his words.




August, 1636, Grantville




Herr Grooms was in an anxious mood. “No, do it like I showed you, boy.” He said, waving his cane at Arnie as the boy worked his trowel through the thick mortar in the wheelbarrow. “Mix it up right, and slather it on thick. Let the brick settle, then scrape it clean. Understand?”

“Yes, Herr Grooms.”

“I’ll come back and check on you soon.”

Arnie did as he was told, placed three concrete blocks in place as directed, until he was certain Herr Grooms was inside the house and well into his nap. Arnie smiled, reached into his pocket, and pulled out Mee-Yon’s letter. The one he had saved from the fire.

He opened it carefully and read the passage that had not been burned. The lines were precise and straight, as if she had used a ruler. Her English was spotty, articles missing here and there, but it hardly mattered. The sentiment was there, the love, and whether Herr Grooms would admit it or not, he needed her words, like Arnie had needed Yvette’s. Her letter was tucked into his latest Chandler novel and would be in every novel from here to 1638 until he could cash in on her promise.

“Well, Herr Grooms, you may have thought you burned them all, but you didn’t. Your Korean girl will be with you always.” He rolled the letter up and tucked it into one of the cement blocks. “Take care of him, Frau Mee-Yon. He needs you now more than ever.”

And with a smile, Arnie scooped up a trowel of mortar and buried the letter.

****
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November, 23, 1634




My dear father,

You said to write home with my impressions of Grantville, and so I am penning the lines to you before my ideas are all scrambled together by the sheer horror of it all.

First, let me say that I arrived safely. For once rumor has not exaggerated. The roads are as well-made as any the Romans ever built and over 1,200 years newer. They are as well-patrolled as rumor suggests and few indeed are the bandits or road agents that dare openly ply their trade near Grantville.

The inns are even more marvelous than rumor states. Unfortunately, the prices are also even more marvelous than rumor suggests, but I only plan to be here a few nights.

Let me state, categorically, that the idea that the devil created Grantville is wrong. The devil could not possibly have imagined this place! God must have done it for reasons of his own and it stands as irrefutable proof that mere humans will never understand His thoughts.

They claim to speak English. This is either a delusion or an outright lie. I'm not sure which. They firmly believe that if you can't understand them the first time they say something, you will understand if they just speak louder. If that doesn't work, try adding blasphemy and a few profanities. If there was a fine for the use of the words "okay" (like the French d'accord), "dude" (young man), and "cool" (half the words in the English language), half of Grantville would be beggared and the government could dispense with all other sources of income.

An Ami told me that we English were nice folks, but we were wrong to believe that simply because we invented the English language, that meant we were the ones who spoke it correctly. (I translate his remarks from the local patois—called "Redneck" into human speech).

They say they are so fond of children, but they give them milk to drink! And yet, if you dare give that poor child a beer to kill the vile taste, they will have a hissy fit (one of the few useful up-time phrases that were poured down upon me) and swear that you are trying to kill the child. They say milk is good for children, and beer is bad for them.

They let any fool who can get his claws on a printing press take a chamber pot full of vile ideas and dump it upon an unsuspecting world. And yet, if you bid your housemaid to take a chamber pot full of vile things and dump it upon an unsuspecting gutter, they will swear you are trying to murder them by unleashing the plagues of Egypt upon them and they will have another hissy fit like unto the prophet Jeremiah discussing the shortcomings of the heathens. (Another thing, most of them would have no idea who the prophet Jeremiah was or what the plagues of Egypt were and they prefer it that way).

It was at this point I began to understand how an up-timer could write a novel about a child who chased her cat into a mirror and emerged into a strange land where all logic was distorted. It is like a midget writing a novel about being short.

They believe in Universal Education and in making it so costly that no poor person could possibly afford any.
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They celebrate Halloween and have many Scotch or Irish customs about it including Jackie's Lantern. (Though they do not use turnips but a much larger fruit called a pumpkin). However, they have no idea what All Saint's Day is.

Here, the anarchists and rebels have better discipline than any king's army ever dreamed of, and better organization than most. They use the terms "democracy" and "republic" as though they were interchangeable. However, even if they can't define either term they are still the fiercest republicans to ever draw breath. "Death to all nobles!" they constantly cry. This is why they adore Princess Kristine Vasa. It is why they risked so much to help Queen Maria Hapsburg. It is why they call their most beloved singer "The King" and give to him the respect more decent folks reserve for saints. It is also why they are Gustav Adolphus' most loyal vassals and call him "Good King Gus."

They call Europe "third world." What are the first two, Heaven and Hell? Given the average Ami's level of religious knowledge, probably not. Still, in a way it is reassuring that I don't understand them. It proves I'm not yet insane. (At times I felt some doubt about this).

Asking a local where I might get a cheap meal and wishing to avoid the politics of the Golden Arches, I went to a place that serves pizza. The best I can describe a pizza is to say it looks like somebody already ate it, lost it, then set fire to the remains. It looks nastier than anything even the French have ever done to God's honest victuals. However, if you can get it into your mouth, it is not bad at all and not really poisonous.

They say tomatoes are not poisonous and tobacco is. Worse, they have the effrontery to eat them and not die. They make them into a sauce which they put on everything. They will take potatoes, oats, barley, and anything else nasty they can grab and brew it into a weird, godless, horrible alchemical mess that could gag a maggot and scare a wolf. Then, they will put it between two pieces of bread, drown it in their tomato sauce, put it into their mouth, swallow it, and claim that is good for you. Yes, and the majority of them will not say grace before they commit this atrocity. They will, however, charge you a fortune for it.

But, they will not eat horse meat. (A young man at the counter said, "So many of them are a horse's ass, it would be cannibalism. If you tell them you eat horses, then they will be disgusted.")

What is poisonous is the hotel manager. He has filled most of the ground floor of the hotel with small stalls selling things you don't need at prices you can't afford. In Robin Hood's time innkeepers were often in league with bandits. In Grantville they have "cut out the middleman," as they say. He is a greedy, grasping, conniving, avaricious, swindling Shylock who would steal the pennies off a dead man's eyes then add an extra charge to your bill for "room services," or skin a flea for the hide and tallow and charge you extra for having a pet in your room. In short, the manager is a typical inn keeper, but shrewder than most. He may be the one person in Grantville who is not crazy.

Still, in Grantville the problem is not finding things worthy of being in a curio cabinet. A five minute stroll down any street would fill all the curio cabinets in England, and half the madhouses as well. Even at these prices I have found some curios for your curio cabinet. The ring with a chain is to keep keys. The small puzzle cube on the end is called "Rubik's Cube" after the maniac that invented it. The idea is to twist it until all the pieces on all the faces are the same color. Perhaps it is trying to solve these puzzles which has driven them insane. The book of drawings is called a "flip book" or a "thumb book" because if you use your thumb to flip the pages fast enough, the picture appears to move. This is one of the principles behind their "moving pictures," though there are many others.
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I purchased one of their "fountain pens" (a marvelous substitute for quills, seldom blots and never needs dipping or sharpening) earlier, so I jot down these impressions while they are still fresh. I could easily fill a hundred more pages, this pen makes it far easier to write. Still, I have spent all evening writing this and it is meant to be a letter, not a novel. Their custom of putting lanterns on poles to light the streets means that shops do not have to close at sundown. Even though it is far past nine o'clock at night, I mean to go out and find a tavern and have a few drinks before retiring.

I will leave with this final thought. If Hell is God's prison, Grantville is clearly his insane asylum.

Your obedient son

Josiah Buckley

****
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Spring 1637, Kymi




Aappo and Wenzel Borschnitz were having a second beer. Aappo was buying. "Wenzel, you need to get married."

Wenzel looked sour. "I'm not old enough."

"How old is old enough?"

"Thirty, thirty-five?"

Aappo set the bait. "And why is this?"

"A man needs to be established. He must be able to support a wife and a family. He needs to . . . Shit!"

Aappo smirked when the trap snapped shut. "Exactly. You have a secure job. You are one of only a score of men in the whole world who can do what you do. Ten years from now there may be a thousand head paper-machine tenders. You will be a senior master. And if you ask, the countess will likely sell you a plot of land on which to build a house. I know for sure that she will lease it to you. I have seen the map. My family's duplex is on one of a dozen lots set aside for senior staff. That means you. Buy the lot, build a house, raid the bag line for a comely lass and get married."

"Why?" Wenzel scrambled for a life line.

"Because you can. Because you should. Because the count has applied for a town charter. If you want on the town council, and you do, you need a prominent position, a house, and a wife."

Wenzel, seeking to avoid a clearly forgone conclusion, asked, "Why do I want to be on the town council? It's a lot of unpaid work."

"Do you want a town run by a bunch of old men who will do things just like everywhere else? Or do you want a council which asks 'why not' instead 'why'? We don't need a franchise limit to guild masters and rich merchants more interested in keeping themselves fat and on top than anything else. We want universal suffrage, equal protection under the law, a town where a man has a chance of getting ahead and a council ready to help him instead of one doing everything it can to keep it from happening. We need you and me, and every other young man who can qualify, on that council to see things are done the way they should be instead of the way they are everywhere else."

Aappo could see Wenzel coming around so he pushed on. "Do you think a bunch of old men are going to pass a law requiring new housing to have flush plumbing and running water? I can hear it now: 'Flush plumbing? What a waste! We've never done it that way before. Our fathers never had flush plumbing and they did all right. It isn't worth the expense.' 'A sewer system? Do you have any idea just how much that will cost? We don't need it!' Forget the fact that every other child dies before its fifth birthday.

"Do you want to see things change or not?"

"Well . . ." A proud German resolutely faced defeat. "When you put it that way . . ."

"Right. Get yourself up to the manor house and talk to Kristiina about buying a lot and then talk to Tuomas Manunpoika about building a house. Then go raid the bag line."

"Why?" Having lost one battle did not mean Wenzel would roll over and play dead. "They're working girls. I should find someone with a dowry."

"Listen, you idiot. First, if you go looking for a dowry, it will take too long. Her family will think you are not old enough. Second, can you convince them that being a head paper-machine tender is the equivalent of being a guild master? It's not going to happen.

"Third, you don't need a dowry. She doesn't have to help set up a home. You're making enough to handle that. Someone with a dowry has expectations. Your family will have to negotiate a contract with her family. You don't have a family. They will want to know your family background. You don't want to talk about it. A bag girl doesn't care. She's going to be happy marrying well. And to a bag girl, well means you can support her children without her keeping her job to make ends meet, not are you noble or from a well-off merchant family. Her family isn't going to make a fuss, after all th—"

Wenzel waved his hand in the air in front of Aappo's face to stop the onslaught, "Okay, all right, enough already. Quit piling on the shit. I get your point. Besides, there are some very good-looking lasses working the bag line."

Aappo nodded in agreement. "Outside of a few old baggers, most of them are young and many are good-looking."

"Okay. I'll go see Kristiina right after work tomorrow."

****
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Piitu glanced at the brown paper she was wrapping around a mold to make sure the glue was in the right place. After the first month on the bag line, a glance was all it took. The rest was by feel and almost automatic. Just as automatic was the gossiping. She'd learned that quickly. She looked back up to see what was going on and commented, "That's the third time this week that Master Wenzel has wandered through the bag shop. What is going on?"

Riitta replied, "He's shopping."

"For bags?"

Riitta looked disgusted, an expression well-polished by frequent use. "No, you idiot. He's looking for a bagger."

"A bagger? Why? Is there a job open in the paper mill? They said they were going to open some more jobs for women soon and the mill pays better than this."

"Piitu, you silly cow, you really are an idiot. He's looking for a wife."

"No way," Piitu said.

Riitta huffed. "Yes, he is. It's what Master Vernon did. Before he married, he was in here once a day. Master Aappo too. Master Wenzel is building a house, so he needs a wife."

Piitu expressed her continued skepticism. "He's too young to marry."

Riitta huffed again. "You really are a silly lass from a big town, aren't you? Out in the country he's plenty old enough to marry, especially if he's going to inherit a farm. You bet he wants to be married—just to have it all. He's tired of sleeping alone."

Piitu could feel her blush.

Riitta huffed yet again. But, then, Riitta huffed a lot. It was her way of expressing disdain for the world, or at least the idiots who inhabited it. She continued, "He wants a council seat when the count gets around to appointing a council."

"Maybe, yes." Piitu conceded one point but continued to argue another. "But why would he want a bag girl?"

Riitta sighed this time instead of huffing. A huff is disdain; a sigh expresses exasperation, "Think about it. Master Vernon married an old bag lady. Master Aappo married her daughter. Blacksmith Paavo, the mechanic who makes repairs, married a bag girl. Martin was betrothed when he got here or he'd be looking for a bag girl. It's fashionable to marry bag girls. Why do you think Brigitta is working here when she doesn't have too? She's hoping to catch herself a miller."

Piitu just didn't see it. "He's a head paper-miller. He'll want someone with a dowry and connections."

"Why?" Riitta did not wait for an answer, "They won't need help setting up. Connections? He's got more than enough. He's chums with Master Aappo, who will be the chief miller when Master Vernon is gone. The lady countess knows Wenzel by name. She's let him have a lot set aside for top managers. That's what Master Wenzel is, a top manager. A bag girl is all he needs.

"Master McCabe will approve, so Lady von Houwaldt will approve. That means Her Grace, the countess, will also. Besides, connected people just don't get it."

Piitu didn't get it either. So she asked, "Get what?"

Riitta let out an even longer sigh. "The millers run mills and mills are going to be all there is before too much longer. The paper maker's guilds are dead; they just haven't figured it out yet. Well, some of them haven't, anyway. The ones who tried to burn the mills down could see it. Martin saw it. That's why he's here."

"What about Martin?" Piitu asked.

"Didn't you know? He was a journeyman set to take over an established shop when the old master died. He left it all to come here to train as a miller."

A shocked Piitu said, "No, not possible!"

"It's true. Devil take me if it isn't."

Piitu shook her head in disapproval. "Better not let the pastor find out you were talking that way. He could admonish you from the pulpit."

"Who's going to tell him? You?"

A very serious Piitu replied, "I mean it, Riitta. You need to watch it. You know how strict he is."

Riitta wasn't paying the least bit of attention, "Look, he's stopping to talk to that snooty wench Katriina."

"I don't think Katriina is snooty."

"I guess you are right. It's her mother who's a snooty, blind, rheumatic, old witch. I really shouldn't blame Katriina. It goes with being dirt poor and born to gentlefolk."

Piitu shifted from halfway paying attention to mild shock. "What makes you think Katriina is gentry?"

"Her brother is an armed guard at the mill, isn't he?"

"Who?"

"Antti Martinpoika."

This was something new. "She's Antti's sister?"

"Yes, though few know it."

Still Piitu was puzzled. "His being a guard makes them noble?"

"No, silly. Being noble makes him a guard. Guards are trained with weapons. So there are some men the count sent from Germany. The rest are locals with training. The only locals with training are noblemen. To let a daughter work here means they cannot subsist otherwise. So they're of noble birth and they're dirt poor. We've got a pile of them in this part of the country." Jealously, Riitta said, "That's the only reason he's interested in Katriina. He's getting a noble wife."

Piitu, still skeptical said, "You sound like it's a foregone conclusion."

"Look at the way they look at each other."

Piitu agreed. "Maybe you're right."

"Of course, I'm right. I'm always right. If she wasn't noble, he wouldn't be interested. The girl would blow away in a mild breeze. He ought to be looking at a girl with some meat on her bones."

Piitu smirked. "You mean like you?"

"He could do worse," Riitta said. "If you ask me, he is."

****

"Äiti," Squire Antti Martinpoika called out to his mother as he walked into the one-room apartment she shared with her daughter. Katriina qualified for a mill worker's apartment instead of dorm space since she had a dependent mother. The old bat's vision was severely impaired—some would say she was blind. The apartments were four to a log building, with a shared central wash/bathroom.

"I have the most wonderful news. Wenzel, one of the new head paper-millers is building a house and will be getting married as soon as it is ready. You will never guess who he is thinking of marrying. He's got his eye on my old maid sister."

"I absolutely forbid it!" his mother screamed at the top of her lungs.

Antti was shocked. "Äiti? Why? He is a good man. He has a good job. He would take good care of her. Besides she's twenty-three. Anybody looking is going to ask what's wrong with her that she's not already married."

"No! Never!! I will rather see her a spinster before I let her marry a miller! He is not her equal by birth. Our family is descended from the brave warrior Rålandh, who was already a dubbed knight when he came to serve the castellans of Viipuri." The enraged mother turned the direction of her ire. "Your uncle is squatting on your father's half of your Grandfather Husu's manor. It is rightfully yours. May your father's brother rot in hell, for he has usurped your birthright. In another month you will be twenty-one and you can get it back. Have you forgotten who you are and what your heritage is?"

"Äiti," her son said in a soothing tone, hoping she would calm down, "calling that little dinky farm a manor is like calling a rowboat a ship. The whole farm is barely enough to support one family. Half of it is not a living. If we try, both families will go hungry. Our noble cousins in the village often go hungry in the winter. Half a farm isn't worth getting back. My uncle is welcome to it."

Shocked, angry, and hurt, she said, "Nonsense! It is your patrimony. Our family has been noble for six generations."

"Äiti," Antti said, much more quietly than his mother, "you and I both know Rålandh was a wastrel and a drunk. That evil-tongued old harpy, Pukkila's aunt, tells anyone who will listen. Rålandh had a son who didn't live long enough to amount to anything. His daughter married the village headman in Husula. She ended up with everything Rålandh had, except his title which could not pass to a woman. Everything included no land at all. She got any looted trash and trinkets left when he drank himself to death."

"Not a word of it is true. That whore Kerttuli Jussintytär wanted to marry your grandfather. But another girl had a better dowry. Then nobody wanted to marry Kerttuli because she lost her virtue to your grandfather."

"I am the proud descendant of the Husula, a great chieftain of the Karelians. He and his compatriots fought the Ryss, and he held his land. That is something to be proud of. Rålandh was a drunk. Kerttuli isn't the only person who says so. You know the story was around long before she was. I know my roots. I don't need to put on airs, claiming to be something I'm not."

As is often the case when something is questionable, the old lady spoke even more passionately, "They're trash. No one should listen to them. They've hated us for decades, ever since they usurped our assart in the forest and we reclaimed it four generations ago. They made it up!"

"They claim we stole theirs. It doesn't matter. If Rålandh was a wastrel or a saint doesn't matter either."

Changing the topic, seeking to gain the high ground with kind words in a pleasant tone, she said, "My son, you resemble my side of the family. You are nothing like your father's brother." The old woman reverted to her haughty stand. "You are part of a proud family. Your uncle in Poland is a wealthy knight."

"I've never seen this Polish uncle and, never will, unless I can get into the army—then I might see him across the battle line. Face reality, Äiti. This family is destitute and if we insist we are somehow better because of our ancestors, we will die destitute . . . and soon. The only thing keeping us alive is our own labor."

Adamantly and with certainty, she said, "My daughter will not marry some commoner craftsman!"

"Who is she going to marry without a dowry? She is too old for men of our rank. Master Wenzel doesn't want a child bride. He wants the life Master Vernon has. Wenzel wants a grown woman, an equal to share the responsibilities."

"I will not approve," the nobly-born Anna Antintytär Stöder pontificated.

"I will."

"You have no say in the matter, you disobedient pup. He will have to ask her legal guardian and you can guess what her uncle will say."

Antti smiled. "Shortly, I will be twenty-one. I will be her guardian before the house is finished. He will wait. Even if you complain to the priest, it will do you no good. If Wenzel asks—and he may not as it is a changing world—he might just marry her without asking. But if he does ask, I will say yes."

"You will turn your back on all that is yours?"

"We have already. I am working for wages. Katriina is working for wages. Just how noble are we?"

"No!"

"Yes! And while we are at it, I might as well tell you I've signed up for classes to learn to read and write and do math. Then, if I can find the money, I can purchase a commission in the army. If not, I will train to be a miller."

His mother was shocked and devastated. Her next words were barely audible. "You can't. We could never keep it quiet. Your current position is proper to your birth. You are in armed service of the countess of Visingsborg. It is fitting and proper to receive your upkeep from your liege lord. Soon you will be promoted to higher ranks. But you cannot ever lower yourself to be a miller."

"I don't care. I am tired of being poor. Master Martin will be part-owner in a mill in just a few years. I can do as well. In the Germanies it is now a law, you can work without losing your rank. I am not going to marry well. I am not going to advance in service because I can't read. I want more out of life than freezing in the winter in some shack with a fire in the middle of the floor and going hungry if the hunting is bad."

****

The countess sent Antti Martinpoika off to Viipuri for several days on some business. As Katriina left to work her shift, she equipped her old mother with enough money for the daily necessities. Any mill dollars she gave her mother were all one-dollar denomination. Anna could not always see the difference. The coins she could tell apart, of course.

The frail Anna stopped at the bakery counter. The smell of baking bread conjured memories of better times when she could bake her own bread, in her own oven, under her own roof. Before Anna could ask for a half a loaf of bread, the blur that was the counter assistant said, "Madam, congratulations. I hear Master Wenzel is going to ask to marry Katriina."

"If that disgusting upstart of a bull ever lays a hand on my daughter I will cut his balls off and turn him into a steer. I am sure that my daughter has no interest or intention of marrying such a worthless piece of human waste. He has not asked and if he does, the answer will be no!" A very upset Anna Stöder left without her bread.

Shortly her scathing words—in ever-exaggerated versions—made the rounds. If the gossip failed to find its way into even a single dark corner of the mill community, someone should have informed the church, for surely a miracle happened in Kymi.

A great many people were amused with the old woman publicly referring to one of the mill managers as shit and proposing to castrate him. After all, pretty much everyone agreed that some of the mill management were stuffed shirts. But she said it where everybody could hear, and there were many who wondered why she picked on Wenzel. He was one of the managers who had not let the job go to his head.

Of all the people in town, Katriina alone did not hear of it. No friend would tell her such a thing and Katriina's enemies were few and far between.

****

"Look!" when Piitu did not respond Riita said, "Hey! Piitu, look. Just like yesterday and the day before, Wenzel is stopping to talk to half a dozen girls like he did before he settled on Katriina. I bet you the wedding is off. What else could it be, after all? Maybe I should tell her what her mother said?" Riita smiled the smile of a jackal watching a dying antelope. "No, I think not. It's more amusing to leave her in the dark."

Piitu kept an eye on Wenzel. When he left without speaking to Katriina, she finally said, "Maybe you're right. I mean, about the wedding being called off."

"Of course, I'm right. I'm always right. See, Katriina is going to the bathroom. You watch. When she comes back her eyes will be red. It's good to see Wenzel has come to his senses."

"You're wrong. Katriina is a good match for Wenzel. It is not her fault if her Äiti is an old horror."

"You're right. It is not her fault she is the daughter of an old whore."

"That is not what I said, and you know it!"

****

"Katrina?" Anna asked, "You're home early. Did the line break down like the last time?"

"No, Äiti, I came home sick."

"Sick?" a very worried mother asked. "What is the matter? Do you have a fever? Is it cramps?"

"No, Äiti, I could not stop crying and I didn't want the others to see me."

"Crying? Are you injured?"

"No, Äiti."

"Then what is the matter?" She did not stop for an answer, but was off to her next, scatter-brained thought. "Who cares what peasants think? You shouldn't be working there any way."

"No, Äiti, we should be living in a grand manor, wearing silk and fine linens with servants to cut up our food for us. Äiti, you know full well I have to work. We can not live here if I do not, and we cannot live on what Antii makes. We have sold everything salable, including my bride's chest and what we could not sell of it, we've used because we had nothing else. What is left besides Antii's sword and hunting weapons?

"I have no dowry, I do not even have the chest full of linens any peasant would bring to a marriage. We have nothing."

"You still should not be working outside the home. It might be acceptable for you to work for the countess if you were part of her household. But you are doing work she has hired peasants to do. It is not right that you're making silly paper bags."

"We should instead beg? Or just go off in the woods and die?"

"I said you could work in the countess' household."

"And where would you live? In the barracks with Antii?"

Her mother looked away with tears running down her cheeks, yet she said, "You still haven't told me why you were crying."

"Wenzel came through the plant again and did not even so much as greet me. I thought we had an understanding. I thought he didn't care if I brought nothing with me to the marriage. But he has stopped talking to me and I have no idea why."

"Good," her mother said with some pleasure. "You had no business talking to, much less wanting to marry, such an upstart. He is not suitable. If he does not ask, I do not have to tell him no."

Katriina broke into tears. There was only the one room which she shared with her mother. She ran out the door to seek somewhere private to cry alone.

****

Having returned from Viipuri , before he was through stabling the horse. Antii heard the whole tale, including that Katriina had no idea as to the what or the why of it. He stalked out of the stables, with blood in his eye, to look for Wenzel.

Antii found him doing paper work in the absent plant manager's office for mill number two. And, why not? It was the manager's paperwork, after all.

Wenzel acknowledged his presence diffidently. "What can I do for you, Antii?"

Antii closed the door behind him. "Could you at least have the decency to break things off with Katriina instead of just leaving her hanging. She thought you and she had an understanding. In the old days I would have sought you out and settled this with swords if you were noble."

"Hey, I wanted to marry her, I still do, but your mother . . ."

"My mother has nothing to say about it."

An offended Wenzel replied, rather more sharply than he'd planned to. "Your mother had plenty to say about it!"

"My mother is a sad, tired, old lady with delusions of grandeur, who is not long for this world."

"Antii," Wenzel, pleading to be understood, "it's not like I was looking for a roll in the hay. I want to marry her!"

"Our mother knows she cannot provide for her daughter. Sometimes, though, she's living in a dream where things are what she wants them to be. If she lets Katriina marry below her station it will be one more failure."

"If she feels your sister must marry a noble, I can't help you," Wenzel said dryly.

"The years since our father died have been very hard on her. I am not sure she is completely sane. If you can, you should overlook her."

Wenzel spoke a plain and hard truth. "That will not be an easy thing to do. She has publicly refused to even consider me as a suitor for Katriina."

Antii forged ahead. "If Katriina approves, then I will too. It will be perfectly legal when I'm twenty-one, and I will be in a matter of days. Talk to Katriina. If she hasn't changed her mind, you can both still have what you want."

Wenzel shook his head. "Would your mother even condescend to live under my roof? Could you imagine what kind of hell she could raise?"

"Yes, I can. And, yes, the only thing Katriina comes with is a mother who will be a burden and a trial. If that is more than you can bear, my sister will understand. There are times she is almost more than we can put up with, and she's our mother. But at least have the decency to talk to Katriina and tell her so."

Wenzel sighed and nodded.

"On the other hand," Antii spoke in defense of his family, "if you really want to marry my sister, when our mother sees how well you provide for her daughter she will come around."

Wenzel looked skeptical.

"Look," Antii said. "I know she's a pain in the ass. And I know she looks worthless. When she has the wherewithal to cook with, no one is better. Even half-blind I've seen her make a good meal out of what should have been thrown out. And she's good with kids, especially babies."

Wenzel's expression did not change. Yet, somewhere in the back of his mind a memory, buried in his half-forgotten past, something started tickling his conscious thoughts.

"If you don't want to get involved, I can't say I blame you. But, talk to Katriina and tell her."

The vague recollection of something Wenzel heard a few weeks earlier finished fighting its way to the surface. The countess expressed disappointment at the quality and availability of certain foods. She was particularly loquacious about the lack of local-color cuisine. "I suppose it's my own fault really. We've hired several local undercooks. But every time we do, the head cook is so obnoxious to them that we can't keep one more than a few days. I don't know what to do. The old dear has been with my husband for just forever." The countess chuckled. "When we married, she resented me greatly. I think if I hadn't been his wife and noble she would have tried to run me off."

Several gears turned, a bell rang, and an idea dropped into the "out box." Wenzel smiled; a plan was hatched.

****

Two days later he asked Kristiina von Houwaldt, the countess's business manager, if he could accompany her to sit with the Countess Marketta. Scant hours later he found himself enjoying tea with the countess.

After detailed reports on matters of business, Wenzel screwed up his courage and said, "My Lady Countess, with your gracious approval, I will shortly be married. Yet I am worried, though, about my future mother-in-law."

"As you should be. Mothers-in-law can be quite troublesome. Of course, they can also be a great blessing. What seems to be your concern, my dear boy?"

"Your Grace, I am perfectly willing to provide for her. The problem is finding something to occupy her time. Her children tell me it is feeling useless which grieves her. You see, she is nearly blind and they are impoverished nobility."

"Ah. You are the suitor in the recent drama." She was too polite to call it what it really was: a farcical, tragic, comedy. "I overheard some gossip amongst the servants last week. How come I have not met this noblewoman with all of these ladies' gatherings and other events I have organized during these years in exile?"

Kristiina von Houwaldt took a turn. "I heard we had a noble widow hiding in the village."

Wenzel put in a word. "She is ashamed of her circumstances. She's in poor health and half-blind. But it doesn't stop her from baking. I've shared some truly amazing treats she's made for Katriina. My fiancée says the small pastries are nothing compared to what she does with fish and game."

"So . . ." the countess said aloud.

Kristiina could almost read her employer's mind. "This is someone with an understanding of the local cuisine. And she is noble, so my old cook would have to listen. That actually has possibilities."

"Young man, I am pleased the ugly rumors about you and your future mother-in-law are completely overblown. They must be, as nicely as you have spoken of her. I once knew a fellow who said, 'The devil is a woman. I know, because, I married her daughter.' "

Kristiina laughed because it was her employer's joke. Wenzel laughed because he actually thought it was funny and probably true.

The countess said to Lady von Houwaldt, "Kristiina, dear. I want you to remain for a private chat."

Wenzel understood this as his cue and made his goodbyes, happily leaving a seed which might grow into the answer to his problem.

When he was gone, the countess said, "Kristiina, find out whose daughter and whose widow this woman is. She may really be of gentle birth as they reckon such things locally."

"Of course. I'll put someone on in the morning."

"Good. She might be an answer to a prayer. I've thought I should not use your time to assist me in meeting with my less-important guests. There are some people I simply must entertain. And, actually, I do enjoy meeting most of them. Still this does not mean you should have to waste your time when you have more important things to do. But, you know how it is. I really must have a companion for such things. Certainly I do not want an impostor. If she is at all suitable, I could use her on such occasions. And it will be a bonus if she really can make the cook listen to some advice about the local cuisine."

Kristiina replied, "It would be good if someone else occupies some of the old harridan's time. I am sure that is why Wenzel brought it up."

"An old harridan? Surely you are being unkind."

"Perhaps. But I happen to know what she actually did say in the bakery about the marriage. The woman has a sharp tongue."

****

Katriina came home from work to find her mother weeping.

When asked why she was in tears she answered, "There is an invitation to have tea with the countess. I cannot go in rags and yet I have nothing else."

Katriina looked at the invitation. "Mother, there is time to have new clothes made."

"We haven't the money."

"Your future son-in-law told me—"

"I do not have a future son-in-law!"

"Yes, you do. Get used to the idea. Apparently he heard this might be coming. He knew you would not go. It is important to you and it is important to him. He has left money with the seamstress to pay for a complete outfit, and with the cobbler also."

"We cannot take his money."

"We can and we will. Besides, he has told me that this invitation is about the marriage. Furthermore, he led me to understand that if you do not accept the invitation, a summons will follow."




Three weeks later




"Kristiina, you will not believe how well it went. The woman is an absolute marvel. She has the cook eating out of her hand. The idea of a lady, even a local one—and the locals aren't really ladies as far as the cook is concerned—but the idea that a lady would spend time in her kitchen and treat her almost like an equal . . . honestly, in all these years, I've never seen my husband's old cook so happy."

Kristiina gently steered the countess back to what she started to say. "So the meeting with the bailiff went well?"

The countess stopped to gather her thoughts. "Yes. It all went very well indeed. We received the king's bailiff. The unpleasant man who has been harrying my peasants. I really do think being a crown employee has gone to his head."

Kristiina prompted the countess yet again. "What happened exactly?"

The countess blinked. "Oh. Before the audience, I chatted with Anna. I told her all the complaints I have received. All the accusations of what wrongful things he has done to various people. And I told Anna that I would see nothing wrong if she happens to pose a question to the man about each of those items. Actually, we almost practiced the lines like a script."

Kristiina von Houwaldt had a smile in her face.

The countess continued, "Oh, the poor bailiff. I actually feel sorry for him. Of course, I had ordered the doorman to instruct the guest as to what protocols politeness required of him. He was to greet both of us as 'gracious ladies.' Me first, of course, but then also Anna Stöder.

"It would have helped if he had paid better attention to the instructions about style of address. I introduced our Anna to him, daughter of the late nobleman Antti Stöder, lord of the manor of Pyölinmäki, widow of the late noble knight Martti of the Husu.

"Well, he was, shall we say, inattentive. I got the impression that he didn't think the local nobility mattered.

"Anna was superb. She was cold as ice and sharper than wind-blown sleet. While sticking to my script almost word for word, and while being technically polite, she tore the poor man to pieces. I mean it. She flayed him alive. When she was done skinning the fellow, the man's bones didn't even smell of meat any more. He was actually squirming in the chair.

"I had to chime in from time to time with, 'Anna, it really couldn't have been that bad, or 'surely the bailiff, didn't do such a thing.'

"Do you remember the movie we saw in Grantville? The police did the 'good cop, bad cop routine.' I absolutely had to play the good cop. It was almost unfair of me to turn her loose on him.

"Anna made the man grasp that the locals were almost ready to take their complaints to the king's government. Then she did break my script. She told him the locals might not wait. They had been known to take things into their own hands. If he didn't come down off of his high horse and treat the local nobility properly, they might exercise the old right of high justice and take him off of his horse themselves one dark and stormy night. 'Of course, if they do,' she told him, 'they will leave you in a gallows tree when your horse has moved on.'

"I then talked more kindly to him than Anna had. He was relieved to find me willing to defend him a bit in some issues. I am sure there will be fewer harangues in the future. Without a doubt, the man will be much more reasonable from now on. It was marvelously well-done.

"Anna is much better at displaying haughtiness than peace-loving me. She reduced the poor fellow to a stammering little boy. Trust me. I shall not let such a talent go to waste. Now and then, there are people who really should be horse-whipped. I can't do that of course, more is the pity. So, now I can have Anna and her tongue fulfill much the same function.

"I can confidently receive the new customs officer who has repeatedly requested an audience. He has been complaining about past irregularities in paying 'dues' and what the crown has coming to it. I gather he has made the lives of some of our burghers quite miserable. Well, he has a thing or two coming. As soon as I know what lines to feed to Anna, I will turn her loose on the poor man and watch him squirm too. After that I don't think we will have any unnecessary problems with the fellow. I know we won't with the bailiff."

Kristiina giggled at the countess's delight and asked, "I still wonder why you invited the old horror to live in the new manor?"

"Well, really, Christian charity requires me to extend my care to widows and the sick. It's not like she doesn't deserve her upkeep here. My authority is increased by being accompanied by another lady. This is precisely why wives and daughters of reigning princes have a court, small or large. It is simply unthinkable to receive guests without a companion present for a lady in my position.

"Lady Stöder is going to sit somewhere almost all her days. To be seated on a sofa here is no burden to her. She is nearly blind. It is easier that she resides here, has her meals here, and is taken care of by my staff, rather than walk to and from her home."

Kristiina smiled. "I'm sure this is much more than Wenzel was hoping for when he brought this to your attention. You have effectively taken his mother-in-law out of his house and off his hands."

The countess smiled back. "It really is no problem. She is going to be quite useful from time to time, and, yes, Wenzel shall be eternally grateful. That too will be useful."

****

Antti Martinpoika sat in the eatery, nursing a beer, making it last, waiting for Wenzel to make his nightly appearance. He was not disappointed.

"Wenzel," Antii called out when his prospective brother-in-law came through the door. "Come have a seat. I'll let you buy me a beer. And if I am really generous, I will let you buy me something to eat."

After the two of them had their noses in the foam and the mugs were back on the table, the young armsman said jovially, "Now it's time you tell what sort of family you come from and what can you offer to my sister."

Wenzel moved to the latter part. "I want to make her life secure. And she does not need to have a job any longer."

Antii said, "Here a daughter's dowry is usually limited to movables. And we expect that the future husband promises a proper dower. You know, the morning gift. Sort of a pension, if the husband dies and the widow needs a livelihood." Antii, more than a bit uncomfortable, looked embarrassed, but it really did have to be hashed out, and it was his job to do it. "Though, at present, there's no liquid assets I can assign as dowry."

Wenzel replied, "I don't care about that. She does not need any dowry. I will provide for her needs."

What Wenzel said was understood and expected. Yet the young armsman's family honor was at stake. He could not let his sister go to the altar with nothing but the clothes on her back. "I have given this a great deal of thought. You see, my family has something which has some value. But it's not actually in our possession at the moment. However, there is a very good likelihood a judge will adjudicate in our favor. I'm talking about my share of my grandfather's land. Actually, it's my mother's share until she dies, or at least theoretically the use of it is as a dower right. It's not a sufficient livelihood for a family. If it was, we would be there now instead of here. My father pretty much made his living hunting and trapping and being an occasional armsman for first one and then another, as the opportunity presented itself."

"Wow. Land. Are you talking about making me a landowner?"

Antii was pleased that Wenzel seemed genuinely impressed. "Well, only technically. But yes, that is what I am talking about."

The lightheartedness fled from Antii's voice. "You see, I am entitled to half of my grandfather's farm. The whole farm isn't enough to support a family, so my uncle needs the use of the whole thing. And it's a day's ride from here. So you would never get any use out of the farm. But you would legally be a landowner, for what it's worth. I'd be a landless knight, but so what? In reality, I am already.

"If I want to take possession of half of the farm, I will have to go to court. Our uncle really does need the whole thing to come close to feeding his family, so he will fight the case tooth and toenail. But if we were to approach him with the promise to never take possession as long as he or his heirs are living there, I think he will see his way clear to sign off on the title to my half. Especially if we explain it will be given in dower to my sister when she marries a rich German master miller.

"And if he doesn't, then we go to court. When we win, though, I will still expect you to leave him the use of the whole farm. But, yes, you would then be a landowner. I hear that means a lot to you Germans."

"Go to court? I don't know, Antii I have no experience about courts in this country."

"You don't need it. Uncle Niiles will sign off. If he doesn't, you have Von Houwaldt and the countess who are on friendly terms with Lawspeaker Brahe and Judge Vilken, who now and then see the countess over wine or Vernon's cocktails." Everything from up-time or from Grantville or even from Germany, if it was new, was being blamed on Vernon, whether he had anything to do with it or not. "And they undoubtedly know the other judges."

"You and Katriina do not need the grain fields. But the woodlands are extensive, even if they're not good for anything but trees and rocks and hunting. You could build a hunting lodge on your own land. There is the hunting shack we moved into when father died. I was supposed to take care of us by hunting. Uncle Niiles knew I couldn't do it. If he had thought I could, we could have stayed on the farm. But we were no longer welcome to our place in the house because we couldn't pay our way and the farm would not support both his family and ours. It was a hard thing sending us out into the woods to starve. But what else could he do if he didn't want his children to starve too?

"Where the shack is would a fine place for a proper rich man's county home and the bragging rights should be worth something."
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Antii put his nose back into the mug. When he set it down he switched gears and continued. "Think of it. If there were someone you wanted to impress, you could say, 'You really must come out to the lodge sometime and do a little shooting with me. It's just a few hundred acres. It's not much but it is ours. The land belonged to my wife's father. He was a knight, you know.' And then you can modestly downplay your connection to the grand Finnish nobility."

"Antii, are you sure you want to give up your birthright to the land? I'll make more than enough to keep us in style. Surely," Wenzel continued, "you understand these mill companies will need a steadily increasing amount of wood, in years to come. Right now forestland is worthless for anything but hunting, but not for much longer."

Antii screwed up his courage. "Let's talk about another matter. What do you propose as properties to secure my sister for widowhood?"

Wenzel was a little shocked and a bit annoyed. He thought this was all settled. They were getting married and she would be his wife and that was all there was to it. Now it seemed there was something he overlooked. "At the moment, I do not own much. But the company has a pension system started."

"What if this company has difficulties and the monies kept on books as pension funds, are no longer there?"

Wenzel shrugged. "Who can know the future?"

"So, how will you provide for my sister?"

This was becoming more than a bit annoying. Antii knew his situation, and Katriina was more than happy with it. "There is my salary, which will keep us nicely."

"What if you die and the pension fund is lost? After all it is no more than ink on paper."

"I don't much care for all this talk of my dying."

A solemn Finn looked across the table at an annoyed German. Antii said, "I understand. I fully expect to come hunting with you from time to time for years to come. But this must be settled, particularly if children are forthcoming. Most likely the pension fund of the company will survive until children are grown. But still, contingency plans need to be in place." Antii looked sour. Still the lime was on the plate and the plate needed to be addressed. "So, we still need an agreement about the morning gift?"

In complete frustration at the need to state the obvious, Wenzel said, "I guess the only real thing I hold currently, is the house I am having built next door to Vernon's."

"Good. Any children not withstanding, my sister, if widowed, would hold a townhouse and some woodlands. If you build a lodge, she can live in one and rent out the other, and—though I don't like to mention it—she can go back to the bag line if she must. Between the house, the lodge and the woodlands, she should be able to feed and clothe any children left to her if you give her children and then leave her widowed."

Antii sighed with the completion of an uncomfortable job. "Then it is settled. Katriina will bring a deed to half of a farm and the actual use of our share of the woodland. You will give her the town house and the lodge in dower. All that remains is to get it properly written up, so there is no misunderstanding. If something should happen, Kateriina does not need to deal with claims by your family from Germany.

"Now there is the other point. You have said nothing about your family."

This was something Wenzel was not at all ready to talk about. So he brought up something else. "If you give up your father's inheritance, what will be left to you? Even if she brings no dowry, I will see to it she has clear possession of the town house for the rest of her life before it passes to our heirs."

"No. She needs a dowry and this is all we have to give. I shall be fine. I will learn to read. I will make a life as an officer in the army. But, Wenzel, you have again skirted around telling anything about where you come from."

"Antii, I no longer have a family. An army came through our town. It doesn't matter which one. When they left, every roof was burned. Everything else . . . if they couldn't take it, they broke it. The only people still alive were stolen or fled or hidden. I ended up in Grantville where I found work as a researcher, having been a printer. When Vernon wrote home with a question about bleach, I got the assignment. When I read about a papermaking machine I decided to bring him the answer in person and ask for a job." While all of this was true it left out several important facts.

"Is that all you're going to say?"

"Pretty much."

"My friend, what aren't you telling me?"

"Can you keep a secret?"

"Yes."

Wenzel smiled. "So can I. What you need to know is that I will treat your sister well. If that is not enough, I am sorry. But it is the only answer you are going to get."




Summer 1637




On the day of the wedding, the countess was looking over the preparations for the second feast in the new ballroom before scurrying off to the early festivities.

"Weddings always bring back memories," lisped the noble countess to her sidekick, Kristiina, "and makes new ones. I love to arrange parties. This will be one of our best ever."

Kristiina, her mind on business as it so often was, said, "This could certainly explode the demand for our building services. The expense of this shindig could more than be recouped if a mere handful of wealthy families order a new house from us or even just a flush plumbing upgrade. And you managed to invite hundreds of wealthy families. I'll chalk the whole cost up to promotional and good will value."

The countess smiled. "Katriina is a perfect pretext. She's a distant cousin of just about everybody. Her mother was very pleased when she signed one hundred and twelve letters starting with 'dear cousin.' "

Kristiina smiled because she could not have cared less. "Ours are the only men in the area who have experience making up-time buildings. After this people will be ordering renovations and new buildings. We will profit handsomely."

The slightly tipsy countess continued as if she had not heard a word Kristiina said about business, "It's good, Kristiina."

Before Kristiina could respond, without so much as a pause really, the countess said, "But enough of this gossip. We need to get going. They will wait on us, of course, but still we should not keep them waiting. And Kristiina, do try to enjoy the party and think of something besides business."

****

The soon-to-be brothers-in-law looked over the preparations for the first act of the four-act wedding. Antii grimaced. "This should have been in our home and at our expense."

"That tiny one-room apartment wouldn't hold it. Shoot, when you let the bed down off the wall, there is hardly room to turn around." The groom exaggerated, but not by much. "So it only made sense to have the pre-ceremony party here in the ballroom of the old manor, and the post-wedding feast in the ballroom of the new manor since every noble in half of Finland is a relative and coming. It lets the countess show off her new home to some people who haven't seen it yet."

Antii, swallowed hard. "It should be our expense wherever it happens. I'll pay you back as soon as I can."

"No, you won't. I'm covering this." Wenzel waved a hand at the feast. There was plenty of everything even if none of it was fancy. The countess is covering what I should be paying for. So since I'm not paying her back, there is no need for you to pay me back. Besides, with your mother on her staff now, without a regular salary, just maintenance and found, you can figure the second feast as found and that means your mother is paying for it." Wenzel sighed. "Even with only having to pay for the pre-ceremony party, I am glad it's customary for this one to be dry. If I had to cover the bar tab, I'd have had to borrow money from somewhere."

Antii smiled. "I hadn't thought of things that way. Yes, this is part of taking care of a retainer." The smile broadened. "It's not exactly dry. At least half of the young bucks, and old ones too, will have a bottle in their boot. Not that plenty of ladies won't be hiding one also.

"When we're done here we'll walk to the chapel and then to the new ballroom," Wenzel said. "I wish we could have held the second feast in the new house. But I forgot I needed furniture when I built it and didn't leave any money for it in the budget. Besides, it wouldn't hold this party any more than your sister's apartment would have. Thankfully the countess's kindness is extending to nuptials under her roof."

"She is being very kind," Antii said.

"Yes, but remember, now we owe her big time. So I can't move on to my own mill without feeling guilty. And she's getting the chance to impress the hell out of a hell of a lot of the local nobility with the second feast. I never dreamed Kat had such a large family."

****
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The feast got a bit rowdy. But when the ceremony started everybody quieted down. Antti gave the bride away, with the traditional words, "half of your bed, locks and keys of your household, lawful third of all movables you possess or come to possess," confirmed by the bridegroom repeating those same words as an oath.

The morning gift was given by the bridegroom was enumerated and with following sort of stipulations: "If God's will is such that Master Wenzel, the husband, deceases before his wife Domina Katriina, then the entire morning gift belongs to Katriina by full right of possession, and after her, passes to her children."

As they walked to the chapel for the wedding mass, Vernon's wife translated and explained the Finnish ceremony for him.

"But I did not give you a morning gift," Vernon said.

His wife smiled. "Yes you did. You told your son he could have the house and everything in Grantville. You said, I'd be getting everything in Kymi. You told him, 'It's a lot more than you're getting, but if you and your wife had your way about it I'd be dead or dying in an old folks home.'

"Besides," she said, "you insisted on a joint title to the house and you had to tell the clerk how to draw such a thing up. And this is different." Her voice held a hint of awe. "She's a noble."

"Noble?" Vernon asked loudly enough that he drew the attention of those around him. "What in the Lord's name does that have to do with anything? Until I landed here and now, I never laid eyes on one. Since then, I ain't hardly met any that were worth the powder it would take to blow them away. Shoot. Nobles are like lawyers. Ninety-five percent of them give the rest a bad name. Being noble's worth about as much as a good pair of shoes. If you've got a lick of sense you'll go with the shoes, you'll get more use out of them."

****

The use of the ballrooms and the use of the staff, not to mention the food and drink, were a gift from the countess. Her obvious approval was an even greater gift.

"Shit," Wenzel said to his brother-in-law sitting next to him at the table, "this shindig is something else. I'm glad your mother is covering it." A great deal of Vernon's vocabulary was finding its way into the culture of the mill. Between Finnish, German dialects, and English, it was turning into a dialect in its own right.

"Yes," Antii said, "you can't say the countess doesn't do right by her own. Besides, when this is over, no one is going to complain about Katriina marrying below her station. Not even our mother."

When the second feast was over and the serious drinking was well underway, Vernon's wife stood up from the table and told her husband, "Vernon, come on."

"Where are we going?"

"We're taking the newlyweds upstairs to bed."

"Are we staying for the night?"

"Husband! Whatever gave you that idea? You are so strange sometimes. It's just to tuck them in, and we are standing in for Wenzel's family so we needs must see to them to bed." Her English was good but it still slipped a bit now and then. "Did you watch in Grantville?"

Vernon laughed. "No, of course not. Was a time we might have had a shivaree, but we didn't tuck them into bed."

"A shivering?" Her English had some holes in it. "What if they got married in the summer?"

Vernon laughed, "A shivaree. You throw a party outside the house or at least outside the bedroom and you made so much noise all night long that they couldn't possibly go to sleep even if they wanted to. It was just an excuse to party all night."

The last to leave was the bride's mother. She kissed her daughter on the cheek, and said to the husband, "You be good to my little girl and make her happy."

****













[image: ]

Tuesday, November 15, 1633




Between Kösen and Naumburg




Hans Heinrich von Hessler had hurried to Kassel, resigned from the Hessian army (with appropriate regrets), and planned to arrive home less than two weeks after he left. He needed as much time as possible to organize an emergency levy of men to defend the area. Hearing a rumble behind him, Hans Heinrich looked over his shoulder and saw something looming in the distance. As it drew closer, he realized it was one of the up-timers' trains.

Hans Heinrich patted his horse's neck. "I know I have been pushing you hard. One gallop and then we walk to Balgstädt?" He waited until the train was near and then nudged the horse. The horse held even with the train for a little ways. The train made no obvious attempt to increase speed, but nevertheless it pulled steadily away.

"Good work," Hans Heinrich told the horse after he reined in. Now he really understood why Gustav Adolf insisted on control of the railroad. While a train could not carry all that many troops, it could move supplies as fast as a horse could gallop and maintain that pace all day long.
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He rode past the river crossing at Almrich. Nearing Rossbach he saw a handful of men in mottled clothing milling about beside the railroad tracks. As he rode closer, he realized they were armed. One was standing guard and immediately challenged him.

"Identify yourself!"

"Oberstleutnant Hans Heinrich von Hessler! I will be commanding the emergency levies in this area."

The man snapped to present arms. "Exzellent, Sir! Ich bin Corporal Otto Reider, Second MP Company, NUS Army." He turned his head. "Sergeant!"

Another of the men hurried over and saluted. "Sergeant Peter Schneider, Second MP Company, NUS Army."

Von Hessler was somewhat surprised by the courtesy but returned it.

"The LT mentioned your name. He is in Naumburg with representatives of the USE, the NUS, and Duke John George."

"Danke." Sergeant Peter Schneider seemed a decent sort. "Sergeant, what was that first one? The ell-tee?"

"The LT, Sir. The leutnant. Leutnant Franz Cotta."

"Oh."

Schneider whistled, caught the attention of a boatman, and waved him over.

Once the boatman had ferried him and his horse across the Saale, it was still a twenty-minute ride to Naumburg's rathaus.

"Intolerable! His Serene Grace will not stand for this!"

"It's a done deal."

Hans Heinrich heard the raised voices from outside and realized he was about to interrupt an argument. He took a deep breath, walked in, and fortunately recognized two of the men.

"Dr. Romanus." Hans Heinrich's father had introduced him to the mayor of Naumburg at a social function a few years ago. "Hauptmann von Trotha."

His brother-in-law Georg took the hint. "Oberst von Hessler, this is Oberst Hans Kaspar von Klitzing, commanding one of His Serene Grace John George's regiments."

"Oberst von Klitzing, my brother speaks highly of you," Hans Heinrich said after exchanging salutes.

Von Klitzing smiled. "That is kind of you, sir. I have your official appointment from His Serene Grace as oberst of the emergency levies."

"Danke."

"You are ordered to keep this United States of Europe from running roughshod over the area."

Hans Heinrich nodded.

"Herr MacCartney Washaw from the USE prime minister's staff and Herr Gene Blackwood from the NUS Department of Internal Affairs," von Trotha continued. "Oberst Hans Heinrich von Hessler."

They shook hands with him. Hans Heinrich studied them carefully. They were the first up-timers he had met.

Blackwood said, "I have your official appointment from President Piazza as well."

"This is Saxony!" von Klitzing insisted.

"Meine Herren, if you are in agreement that Hans Heinrich von Hessler will be the oberst, let us press on," Dr. Romanus urged. "We have plenty of actual disagreements to debate."

Washaw cleared his throat. "The USE has no intention of running roughshod over the area, but I must warn you that USE troops will pass through."

Hans Heinrich's heart sank. "I cannot allow them to forage," he stated. Foraging led to atrocities. John George would order an attack—and he would be right to do so, however ill-advised it might be in a military sense.

"General Torstensson concurs," Blackwood stated. "They will march north from the Grantville area to the Magdeburg area and be resupplied along the way. The army tells me it is a three-day march to pass through Saxony west of the Saale. This is an awkward situation for everyone. Perhaps we can reach an accommodation."

"Perhaps. Are the sergeant and his men I met by the Saale looking for a place to put one of the camps?"

"Nein," the lieutenant said. "When the railroad was built, the company bought the lehen on a plot of land every fifteen miles along the way, to base their work crews and equipment. That's about a day's march, so the railroad company was more than happy to receive actual income by subleasing the land to the NUS government. One of the plots is right across the river north of Naumburg. There is already a barracks building that the construction crew lived in."

Hans Heinrich realized that they really were trying to make the best of a bad situation. Taking a deep breath, he asked, "How many men?"

"One regiment at a time."

"How many regiments?"

"I was not told."

Hans Heinrich believed him. That was smoothly done. The USE army has no intention of telling us, so they simply did not tell you.

"I can tell you that the first regiment is scheduled to arrive on November twenty-first," the lieutenant offered.

Hans Heinrich realized his mouth was hanging open and closed it. Six days!

Herr Blackwood spoke up. "If you require any assistance, Colonel von Hessler, the military police will be happy to help. Saxony west of the Saale may select representatives to the NUS legislature. Duke John George or his representative may take a seat in the House of Lords. For the lower house, the captain-general offered to select one representative, Duke John George to select one, and those two to agree on a third, to serve until elections can be held. If the area wishes to adopt a name? Perhaps Saxe— "

"His Serene Grace protests most vigorously," Colonel von Klitzing interrupted. "He will not allow the partitioning of electoral Saxony. There will be no representatives to an illegal Estates. His Serene Grace will refer to his lands west of the Saale as occupied electoral Saxony. And Oberst von Hessler is authorized to drive out anyone setting up a government of occupation. There will be no depredations of Saxony. If there are, we will attack."

"If, on the other hand," Hans Heinrich cut in smoothly before von Klitzing started a war, "this regiment arriving on the twenty-first conducts itself in a disciplined manner, I will escort it through and send it on its way. Leutnant Cotta, may I presume that the regiments intend to follow the railroad tracks?"

"Ja, sir. The tracks are laid to halfway between Weissenfels and Merseburg, but the route is marked out all the way to Halle."

The meeting dragged on. After Washaw and Blackwood departed, Colonel von Klitzing pulled Hans Heinrich aside.

"Von Hessler, the USE seems to think you are working for them. Let them think so, but report anything you learn to us."

"Understood."

As they were ferried across the Saale, Hans Heinrich turned to von Trotha. "Georg, thank you for organizing the regiment while I have been gone. Where do we stand?"

Georg von Trotha gave him a weak smile. "I have granted several petitions for commissions and held others for your decision. I told those I granted that they must bring levies of men from their own estates."

Hans Heinrich nodded. "Gut." He was actually uncomfortable with it, but suspected those commissions were politically necessary.

"I have told the gemeinde in Balgstädt not to include Hans Schösgen in the levy."

"Why not?"

Georg von Trotha's face flushed. "He is completely insubordinate, even as a farmer."

Hans Heinrich made placating motions with one hand. "Where is the regiment going to assemble?"

Von Trotha frowned. "I had initially planned on Naumburg."

"We should probably stay west of the Saale," Hans Heinrich mused. Obviously. "Leutnant Cotta, tell me about this camp north of Naumburg."

"I have another team of five military police there," Cotta told him. "They are planning the camp. Trains will begin delivering supplies in the next couple days."

"Is that where you and your men are staying?"

"Ja."

"If I might impose upon you this evening?"

"Please. Oberst, you should make it your headquarters. It is right on the railroad line."

Hans Heinrich considered that. "Danke. I think that would be best. Georg, will you be joining us?"

"Nein. I ride for Balgstädt this evening."

Hans Heinrich nodded. He was strongly tempted to do the same. But it would be better to gain the respect of Lieutenant Cotta and his men. "I will work my way up the Unstrut tomorrow. We will have to work quickly to assemble the levies."

"Elisabeth and I will expect you tomorrow."

Hans Heinrich found that Lieutenant Cotta's men had cleaned the railroad workers' barracks and staked off the camp into sections. The perimeter was a shallow ditch—barely more than a trace in the dirt.

"It is just a Roman camp with improved sanitation, big enough for two regiments," Cotta explained. "Each unit that stays here will deepen the ditch and raise the berm. The trains will bring food, wood, and a Fresno scraper. We will boil any water, of course."

Hans Heinrich blinked. Food. I have been thinking about logistics. I just do not know where it will all come from.

"If you will allow an observation, Oberst, it is clear that Duke John George regards your levies as a Saxon force, but the New United States thinks of them as part of the NUS National Guard. So you can send a message requisitioning supplies. Within reason, of course."

Hans Heinrich gave him a crooked smile. So far he had an army of thirteen, eleven of whom were in the service of the power from which he was supposed to protect the area. "Do you think your National Guard would be willing to arm us, too?"

To his surprise, Cotta did. "Of course we arm the National Guard. If I may, sir, how are you planning to go about raising the levies?"

"I will ride to the villages in the Unstrut valley tomorrow," Hans Heinrich answered, "and tell them how many men each village must send before any of Torstensson's new regiments arrive."

"I believe the phrase you want is 'The regulars are coming,'  " Lieutenant Cotta told him. "Tell me, Oberst, have you ever heard of the minutemen?"




Wednesday, November 16, 1633




Kleinjena, Occupied Saxony




In the morning, Hans Heinrich rode west along the Saale. In Kleinjena, he asked for the village leaders.

"You want Gerd Werner," the woman told him. "He took a dozen men to repair the fences in the north pasture."

Hans Heinrich rode across the fields in the indicated direction and found the work party.

"I am looking for Gerd Werner," he called.

An older man looked up from his work. "That is me."

"I am Oberst Hans Heinrich von Hessler. This area west of the Saale is being put under the jurisdiction of the New United States, and Duke John George has placed me in command of emergency levies to make sure they do not run roughshod over us. He still owns his lands, and nothing has changed any of your contracts."

One of the other men squinted at him. "We heard about that. They might not be so bad. At least, we cannot see picking a fight with them until after we see what they are like."

Hans Heinrich dismounted. "You sound like exactly the sort of men I am going to need. You see, Torstensson's regiments are going to march through. " He had their attention. "They are coming one at a time and bringing their own supplies. We do not need to stop them. Here is what you can do to keep this part of Saxony safe . . ."

After he finished, Werner summarized what he had said. "So you are drafting some of us in your levy but you do not want us to fight?"

"Nein. I want to help the regiments through as quickly as possible. I need fifteen men from Kleinjena."

"What about the other villages?"

"I have already told Rossbach the same. I will go to Nissmitz next, then to Freyburg, and around to Grossjena. Freyburg and the villages beyond it owe me a whole company."

Gerd Werner looked the others over. "How long do you need our men?"

"I need levies whenever there is an alarm. But for escorting the USE regiments, fifteen men for one month. There is a camp north of Naumburg, on this side of the Saale. . . ."

****

After the oberst rode off to Nissmitz, Werner gathered the men of Kleinjena, and they began sorting out which fifteen of them would serve in the levy. Some of the men were simply too old—Gerd Werner and Joachim Müller had no business marching around Saxony for a month. Others wanted to remain in Kleinjena to maximize their influence. Heinz Kraft privately numbered August Berles and his sons among them. A few younger, single men volunteered, including Joachim Müller's second son Jakob.

"I will, too," Stefan the mason said. "There is little I can do after the frosts come."

Heinz thought about volunteering but realized he had better talk to Helene first.

"Heinz, I do not want you to go," she said. "But if you must . . ."

After dinner, Heinz made his way to Johann Bause's front room tavern. Before long, his friend Peter Hofmann hurried in.

"Heinz! Wilhelm! My Anna heard Caspar Berles' wife Maria talking. They are out to take over the gemeinde! They are going to send Müller's sons and Gerd Werner's supporters off as part of the levy, and they want to send you and me, too, Wilhelm!"

"What? Why?"

"Because we are Heinz's friends."

"I am to go, too, then?" Heinrich asked quickly.

"Nein. Caspar Berles says you are not to be trusted. He says he fears you will run off again."

"He and his family mean to put me in my place, then," Heinrich surmised. "Well, I will argue against it. They should not send you off, Peter. You have young children at home."

He lost. The gemeinde accepted Jakob Müller and Stefan the mason with praise and then selected both Peter and Wilhelm as well as Philip Werner, Jakob's older brother Josef Müller, and Gabriel Wenck. The old curmudgeon's sharp remarks finally goaded the Berles' faction into adding him to the levy. Heinz suspected he'd done it on purpose.

The village had only a few firearms, and the gemeinde insisted on reserving some of them for defense. So the fifteen men in the levy would set out with ten old arquebuses and five hunting spears.

"This," Heinrich Kraft said to his wife later that night, "is a farce."

"Shh, Heinz. I know it is. So do many of the other women. But I am glad you are staying here."




Balgstädt, Occupied Saxony




"Hans Heinrich! You are back from Hesse quickly!" his sister Elisabeth exclaimed.

"Ja. I had a feeling I should not remain away for long."

"You were right. The other families wish to be able to fight as soon as possible. " Elisabeth's tone made her own thoughts about that clear.

"Ha! As soon as possible will be after spring planting."

"They do not want you to teach their tenants how to fight, Hans Heinrich. They are afraid the farmers will favor the up-timers."

"Of course they will. But who else do they expect to fill a levy? I will need your groomsmen, valets, and huntsmen, too."

"Hans Heinrich!"

He just looked at his sister.

"But . . . but . . . Torstensson is raising an army. Can we not do the same?"

"The Committees of Correspondence are raising an army for him. I suppose I could ask them to raise a regiment for us, too."

Elisabeth smacked her younger brother.

He didn't bother to tell her he'd asked the purported enemy to equip and supply his men, too.




Thursday, November 17, 1633




Klosterhäseler, Occupied Saxony




"It is good to have you home, Hans Heinrich," his father told him. "It has been too quiet."

"Well, Father, I am about to make some noise." He brought his father up to date.

Hans Heinrich the elder laughed. "This has all the makings of a farce," he said, not realizing he was echoing a farmer a few villages away.

"Father, I raced my horse against one of their trains south of Naumburg. Now I understand why Gustav Adolf sets such importance on the trains. They do not tire." He glanced through the stack of requests for commissions. "I am going to draft some of your tenants as levies and make Jürgen a sergeant."

By the time he finished telling his father everything, Hans Heinrich the elder was practically chortling with glee, and he was rubbing his hands together. He was only too happy to tell his son how to persuade certain men and outmaneuver others.

"Come meet Leutnant Cotta, Father."

Next Hans Heinrich went and found Jürgen.

"Jürgen, how would you like to join the Saale Levies? I need a sergeant I can depend upon."

"What are your plans?"

Hans Heinrich told him.

"That might actually work—as long as you do not attack the USE."

Hans Heinrich had a feeling that Jürgen had just defined the limits of how far he was willing to go. It was definitely insubordinate, but since he himself had said much the same to the duke's representative, he was in no position to complain.

"I think we understand each other, Jürgen."

Hans Heinrich spoke to young Reinhold next.

"Reinhold, I need you to make sure the men in the levy are equipped to march out for Burghessler tomorrow."

"Herr Oberst, may I come with them?"

"Nein. Since your father went with my brother to the USE Army, you are the major domo. You must stay here, in charge of the rest of the servants. Help my father with anything he needs. I will be back when I can, but that may not be for a month."

Hans Heinrich the elder clapped a hand on young Reinhold's shoulder. "Summon our servants who can ride. We have messages to send out in the morning."




Friday, November 18, 1633




von Hessler estates, Occupied Saxony




Hans Heinrich rode to several villages, including up the hills to Grössnitz. It was nearly dusk when they reached Burghessler.

"Euer Hochwohlgeboren, we did not expect you!"

"I know you did not, Adam," Hans Heinrich assured the steward. "But I am raising levies. I need fifteen men from Burghessler. Jürgen should be here with men from the other villages soon."

"I have had Jakob out surveying for additional defenses."

Burghessler was not a first-rate fortress, Hans Heinrich reflected. That just meant it was even more important not to be careless, and Adam Braun was not. He immediately posted a lookout—who raised the alarm within the hour.

"Men approaching!"

Hans Heinrich hurried to the door, aware that Lieutenant Cotta's military police were taking defensive positions.

"Who goes there?" he challenged when the men were close enough.

"Saale Levies!" That was Jürgen's voice.

"Open the door," Hans Heinrich directed. "Good to see you, Jürgen. I think you have enough men to fill the schloss."




Saturday, November 19, 1633




West Bank of the Saale, Occupied Saxony




Hans Heinrich glanced back at the men trailing along behind him in an untidy mess.

Leutenant Cotta was watching. "Permission to make a suggestion?"

"Please do."

"Your men are staying in little groups, which is good because you do not want new levies to fight in ranks in the open field. But it slows down travel."

The long, strung-out line became a compact column as Sergeant Schneider, Corporal Reider, and Jürgen put the men in ranks. Between the organizing and practicing starts and stops, they lost half an hour. Hans Heinrich heard frequent shouts of "No, your other left!"

"Nein, do not turn around," Lieutenant Cotta told him. "Let the non-commissioned officers deal with it."

Hans Heinrich shot him a quick glance. "If you will pardon my saying so, you remind me of some of my sergeants in the Hessian army."

Cotta laughed. "There is a good reason for that. I was in Tilly's army at Breitenfeld, and after we were routed the larger band I was in decided to attack Jena. The up-timers captured us there. I joined the NUS Army right away."

"And they made you an officer?"

"Nein. They made me a private. I had to show I could read and write before they promoted me to corporal. I was in the line at Eisenach and made sergeant after Alte Veste. I transferred to a military police unit, and they made me a leutnant this past spring."

"You have learned their history, too," Hans Heinrich recalled.

"Ja, and their tactics. You will want to adopt some of those yourself, Herr Oberst."

"Are you sure you are supposed to tell me that?"

"Ja. You cannot give some of your men authority—which anyone can see you will have to do—without them realizing they are just as valuable as your officers with the same rights that all people have."

Hans Heinrich froze. Very carefully he said, "You would train your enemy's army because in doing so you make him like the up-timers?"

"Nein. Because in doing so I show your men they are just like me. Then perhaps we do not need to be enemies." Lieutenant Cotta shrugged. "No one has made any secret of it. If it is good enough for Prime Minister Stearns, it is good enough for Colonel Grooms to pass along to me. Herr Oberst, I know this area did not ask to be part of the New United States. Nor did the NUS want to take it over. It just had to be done."

Hans Heinrich lapsed into silence for a while. He was not sure what was more disturbing—the NUS plan or the fact that Lieutenant Cotta was clearly convinced it would work.

When they reached Naumburg in the afternoon, the lieutenant pointed at a crowd milling about on the western bank of the Saale. "If I am not mistaken, that is a military force."

Hans Heinrich smiled. "Ja, it is. That is Georg von Trotha riding toward us. Hauptmann Georg!"

"I see you are right on time, Herr Oberst," Captain von Trotha greeted him. Noting his surprise, he added, "Your father has been busy. One of his couriers reached me at Balgstädt last night."

"Did he? Gut."

"Simon von Burkersroda is marching down the east bank of the Unstrut with the Freyburg Company, too."

"That is very good," Hans Heinrich told him. "You seem to have acquired camp followers already."

"Nein, they are not staying with us. They came to see their men off."

"What is that?" Hans Heinrich pointed. Smoke was rising from a small wagon.

"It is just a market cart from one of the villages."

Hans Heinrich glanced at Cotta. While von Hessler and von Trotha talked, Cotta quietly sent one of his men to check out the food cart.

"Shall we do a bit of drill, Herr Oberst?" Cotta asked.

"Ja, bitte," Hans Heinrich answered. "March, halt, nothing complicated. Their families are watching. Then give them a few minutes to say goodbye, and we will march to the camp."

After Cotta moved off, Georg Rudolph von Trotha cleared his throat. "Hans Heinrich, I am not sure you should be using an enemy officer as your adjutant."

"No, I suppose not," the colonel acknowledged.

****

Heinz Kraft had not been permitted in Kleinjena's levy, but at least he was still one of those who sold the village's crops at the Naumburg market. He, Helene, and a few others left early in the morning. While they waited to cross the Saale River, Heinrich ducked into the railroad station and handed a piece of paper to the radio operator.

"I need this sent," he said.

The young man looked at the page. It was full of blocks of five letters. "A company code? No matter. We charge per word, whether I understand it or not."

Heinz paid what he privately considered to be far too much money. But the warning went out:




MILITIA GATHERING WEST NAUMBURG OBERST WANTS PEACEFUL ESCORT FOR USE TROOPS.




Those from Kleinjena sold some sausages on buns to those from other villages while they waited outside Naumburg for the market to open. As August Berles had predicted, some of the other villages had copied the idea, but Kleinjena's sausages tasted better and the food cart kept them warm. Once the market opened, Kleinjena's selection of vegetables sold well, too. Quantities were limited, and that drove up the price.

In mid-afternoon, a sudden cry cut through the hubbub of the market. "Soldiers! Soldiers!" A man came running past. "Soldiers across the river!"

Within minutes, Naumburg was in an uproar. A city official declared the market closed and ordered them out of town.

"It is okay," Heinz told the others as they left. "Look! Those are our levies on their way to the camp."

[image: ]

Once they had crossed the Saale, Helene pointed to a spot just north of the train station. "We can put the cart there and sell the rest of our sausages."

Most of Kleinjena and Rossbach had come to see their men off. A few people had come from Grössnitz and Nissmitz, along with one or two all the way from Freyburg.

"Look! More soldiers!" Bystanders were already starting to back away.

Heinz looked. The approaching soldiers were actually in formation. There were a handful of horsemen up front, and then about a hundred infantry. People started backing away. Heinz was not worried. He recognized the officer leading the column—the same Colonel von Hessler who had come to Kleinjena three days ago. While the officers conferred, one of the other mounted troops rode up to the food cart and examined it closely.

He was wearing a blue uniform that had very little decoration on it, just an armband with the cloth letters "MP " on one sleeve.

"Did you make this cart?"

"Ja."

"In Naumburg?"

"Nein. We are from Kleinjena."

"This is very clever. Could you make more?"

"You would have to talk to the mason, the carpenter, and the blacksmith, but I see no reason why not," Heinrich said cautiously.

"Shhh. They will just take it," one of the other men from Kleinjena hissed.

"Nein," the soldier said. "Where can I find the men who built it?"

"Well, Stefan the mason is in your levy."

"Danke." The soldier wheeled his horse and rode back to the officers.

****

Lieutenant Cotta rejoined von Hessler and von Trotha.

"Private Brandt checked that wagon," he said. "It is a food cart with a fire on a stone platform. They can cook while moving. That would be very useful. You could probably hire the villagers to build bigger ones."

"Danke." Hans Heinrich saw the advantages at once. Even if all they did was have a fire already heating water when they stopped for the night, that would be a tremendous improvement.

Von Trotha did not. "That is a silly idea. Why would anyone want to do that?"

"I would definitely share the idea with the USE regiments," Cotta said, "and direct them to Kleinjena. I cannot think of a better way to establish friendly relations between the regiments and the local citizens."

"Lieutenant," von Trotha said," I would remind you that here the villagers are subjects, not citizens."

"Citizens of the New United States now, Herr Hauptmann."

Hans Heinrich intervened before an argument developed. "We should get the men to camp."

The Saale River made an S-curve at Naumburg. It curved halfway around Naumburg from the southwest to almost due east, then back around to the north before turning northeast. The camp was located north of the town on what everyone called the west side of the river—including the short stretch just downstream of the town where the "west " side of the river was east of the "east " side.

Captain Samson von Burkersroda came out to greet him.

"Hans Heinrich. I brought ninety men down from Freyburg."

"Danke, Hauptmann von Burkersroda. I have one hundred eighty from our villages and the lower Unstrut."

Von Burkersroda frowned. "Are not some of those villages von Nissmitz's? He will want them with his levies. For that matter, most of my company are his, too."

"Laucha and Nebra, as well," Hans Heinrich said. "He will have to pick one company to command. I have asked Hauptmann Georg to command the company from the lower Unstrut." Von Burkersroda and von Trotha were married to two of his sisters. Plus his brother Hans Friedrich's betrothed, Christina von Burkersroda, was Samson's niece.

"Hauptmann von Trotha," Hans Heinrich continued, "the day after tomorrow you and I will take our companies south and rendezvous with the first USE regiment to march through. My company will stop here on the return while yours will escort them to Halle."

"And if there is fighting?" von Burkersroda asked.

"Our couriers ride for this camp immediately. One continues along the Saale, warning the villages as he goes. Another warns Naumburg and then rides for Leipzig. A third rides west. I want a fighting retreat. We will yield this camp and make our stand at Schloss Neuenburg outside Freyburg."

"His Serene Grace John George will want Torstensson's regiments stopped."

"I am young and bold, but not so reckless as to believe I can stop Lennart Torstensson with two hundred seventy men. The first USE regiment alone will have two to three times that many and a few weeks' training. If the duke wants it stopped, he will have to order von Arnim across the Saale. Under the circumstances, I believe His Serene Grace will find it acceptable if they pass through Saxony without foraging. Which reminds me—I must check our supply situation. Excuse me, meine Herren."

"The supply situation is quite good, sir," Cotta told him. "A train brought rations yesterday, as well as a Fresno scraper and a crew that knows how to use it. But I need you to go over your deployment plan with me."

Two hours later, Hans Heinrich sighed. He could hardly believe that the USE was going to supply his troops. All it cost him was telling Cotta where everyone would be—not that that was much of a concession. He was pretty sure that three out of four villagers could figure out where he had to put his men—next to whichever USE regiment was marching through plus detachments at the two camps and patrols along the borders if he got really ambitious.

"Sergeant Toper put in for SRGs, too, Sir. Meaning no offense, but your matchlocks are crap, and everyone is about to stop using pikes."

Hans Heinrich grinned in spite of himself. Cotta was being charitable. Those weren't pikes; some of his men were actually carrying hunting spears.

"You probably ought to hang on to the bows, though." Cotta rubbed his chin. "Most of the time they are awkward dead weight, but every once in a while they are exactly what you need."

"Danke, Leutnant," Hans Heinrich said. "I think I will turn in."

"What is the guard schedule, sir?"

Hans Heinrich got to sleep much later than he intended.




Monday, November 21, 1633




Camp 58, Occupied Saxony




Von Hessler's Liebcompany and Von Trotha's Unstrut Company gathered to march out early in the morning. Von Burkersroda's Freyburg Company laughed at them more than was strictly necessary until the oberst summoned one of his men and two of the NUS soldiers.

"Ranks of three! Spears in the right-hand file! Arquebuses in the left and center files! By villages! Klosterhäseler right here! Burghessler next! Company! Forward . . . march!"

This time the Unstrut Company joined in the laughter but stopped when the Liebcompany set off mostly in step.

"Well, the joke is on us now," Jakob Müller said as the Unstrut Company advanced in a gaggle. "You see what the oberst's company is doing. Josef, you have a matchlock. March in the middle. Stefan, you are on his left. I have a spear, so I am on the right. The rest of you follow us. Nein! Nein! Spears on the right!"

"Why?"

"Because you put the spears facing any attack. The river is on our left. We certainly will not get attacked from that direction."

****

"That was a good idea," Hans Heinrich told Lieutenant Cotta once the last boat crossed the Unstrut. "How did you find the barge?"

"That is a USE Navy barge," Cotta explained. "It is stationed here to help the regiments cross the rivers, and the crew has been hiring anyone who has a boat and wants work."

"Danke. But I really wish there were a way to lay decking across that bridge."

"Me, too," Lieutenant Cotta agreed. "The problem is shoving the far end of the plank into position without dropping it in the river. But even then it still would not be wide enough for wagons or cannons to cross safely."

"My little army will obviously need a navy if we encounter any other rivers."

"Some experienced boatmen, anyway," Cotta allowed. "But what you really need is your own barges. Once the last of the USE regiments marches through and these boatmen and the Navy barge move on, you will still have reason to move men across the Unstrut."

"That would be best," Hans Heinrich agreed. "There may be boatmen in the levies." He thought for a few minutes. "I will look into it once we return to the camp. I want everyone to complete this march first."

Cotta laughed. "I cannot believe I helped a Hessian officer cross a river."

Hans Heinrich frowned. "Why is that funny?"

"I heard the story from an up-timer. Back in 1776, over a hundred years from now, the Americans were retreating from the English. They counterattacked on Christmas night, crossed a river by boat, and routed Hessian mercenaries working for the English."

"Really?"

"In one of our training classes, they showed us a book with a picture of their General Washington crossing the Delaware River. They tell stories about Washington like we tell stories about Frederick Barbarossa."

"Hm."

Periodically throughout the afternoon, Hans Heinrich sent out mounted couriers to summon levies. At one point, a train passed by southbound. His men stopped to watch it go by. The novelty of the march was starting to wear off by the time they reached the border and found a handful of New United States soldiers in and around a little building next to the railroad tracks.

"Well, this is awkward."

They were alert, too. "Halt! Who goes there?"

"Oberst von Hessler, commanding the Saale Levies!"

"Leutnant Cotta, Second MP Company!"

"Ell-Tee!" the sergeant of the guard hollered back. "We weren't expecting you! Why don't you and the oberst come forward?"

"So what is going on?" he asked in a more normal tone a couple minutes later.

"The first of the new USE regiments is going to march through Saxony, so I brought my escort force down to meet them," Hans Heinrich explained. "I thought it prudent to meet them at their camp for the night, which I believe is across the river from Camburg."

"So you thought you would march right in?" the sergeant asked sharply.

"Ja. It is only a county border, according to the NUS. I have one hundred eighty men—significantly less than the USE regiment, I think."

"I'll send a couple of my men to the camp."

That stalled them for a couple hours, but eventually an NUS captain showed up with a mounted squad. After exchanging salutes, he introduced himself as Hauptmann Groninger.

"I understand you want to march two companies to Camp 43?"

"Ja. I thought it best to make contact with the regiment that will be marching through Saxony as soon as possible."

"This is highly irregular."

"Apparently your government is taking control of the part of Saxony that the railroad passes through," Hans Heinrich returned, "which is also highly irregular. We could erect a border post and check the regiment through in the morning."

"Do not even start with the idea of tolls," Captain Groninger warned him.

"You see? It is much easier this way."

Groninger glanced at Lieutenant Cotta, who nodded.

"Very well."

Hans Heinrich breathed a sigh of relief. Over the next few days, the levies his couriers had summoned out would trickle in, and it was good to know that they would be tolerated if not quite welcomed.




Camp 43, New United States




A USE soldier wandered over. "Corporal Albrecht Heisler, USE Army."

"Ich bin Jakob Müller, from Kleinjena. How long have you been training?"

"Most of us enlisted after the Battle of Wismar Bay," the USE soldier answered. "A little over a month. What about you?"

"Three days."

"We saw you march in. You are okay for three days. So you are Saxons?"

"We think so. Apparently your New United States is taking over our part of Saxony to protect the railroad. Some of the adel want war. But the oberst does not."

"We do not want to fight you fellows. We do not see why your duke will not help us against the League of Ostend. But so long as you let us through . . ."

Jakob nodded. "Our oberst says we are to help."

"Do you men need to cook some food? We have firewood."

"Danke."

While they started a fire, Wilhelm spoke up. "If we had brought the food wagon, we could already be cooking."

The USE soldier gave him a puzzled look.

"Our village has a food cart that we can cook inside of," Philip explained. "We built it for market days, to cook Heinz's new sandwiches."

"Now that would be a good thing to have," Heisler agreed. "What are these sandwiches?

He understood their explanation readily enough. "Your village is cooking Grantville food?"




Tuesday, November 22, 1633




Camp 43, New United States




In the morning, the men from Kleinjena watched the column take shape ahead of them. An NUS company would lead them as far as the county border. An infantry battalion from the USE volunteer regiment was next, with Colonel von Hessler's liebcompany of the Saale Levies inserted between its first two companies. The USE regiment's artillery company and a long column of supply wagons rumbled along behind that battalion. The other infantry battalion followed the wagons, with their own Unstrut levies inserted between its third and fourth companies.

"So we are to spend a month marching from one side of Saxony to the other?" Peter asked.

"Ja, but the short way," Jakob Müller said over his shoulder. He had one of the old muskets today. "Just north to Merseburg and back. Not west to Langensalza and back east to the Saale."

"I wonder if we will be marching all month," his brother Josef said from the next rank back. "The colonel left the Freyburgers in the camp outside Naumburg. Maybe we will get a turn there."

"I am going to go see what the USE soldiers are doing," Jakob told his older brother when the column halted for a break. He took a couple minutes to size up the USE troops and chose a group who were attending to their gear.

"Excuse me."

A couple of the USE soldiers looked up.

"I was watching you on the march," Jakob said. "What were you doing with your muskets?"

"The manual of arms," one of them said.

"Do not tell them everything," the other said. "They work for John George."

"I am not sure whether we do or not," Jakob admitted. "We were called out by Oberst von Hessler, and he works for John George. Except that the USE took over the area, so he works for them, too. I think."

"Ah, Hans, why not train them? They are right where we were a month ago."

"Let me go ask the hauptmann," the first soldier said. When he returned, he said, "How about you bring five of your men up here? We will put you between two of our ranks and show you what we are doing."

"Danke." Jakob hurried back to the Unstrut levies. "Josef! The USE troops are willing to teach us! I need five men."

"Fall in!" came Hauptmann von Trotha's order.

"Quickly!" Jakob insisted. "Josef, Peter, Wilhelm, Gabriel Wenck, come with me."

They hurried into line between two USE ranks as that company started marching.

****

Up toward the front of the column, Colonel Hans Heinrich von Hessler was also contemplating training. "Jürgen!"

His huntsman/groom/sergeant stepped away from the ranks. "Herr Oberst?"

"Jürgen, if the enemy were coming, how would you fight him?"

"Not like this," Jürgen replied instantly. "Maybe later, when we have experience. Right now I would skirmish and fall back before them."

"Let us try that with the men from Klosterhäseler first," Hans Heinrich decided. "If you took eight of them, who could take the other seven?"

"Martin. When the farmers are haying or harvesting, he organizes them. They all respect him."

Hans Heinrich nodded. "Do it. Send Martin's group ahead of our company. Take your group off to the side of the road."

Jürgen returned to the column, and in a couple minutes the fifteen men from Klosterhäseler left the ranks. Hans Heinrich watched eight of them sweep through the empty fields beside the road.

"Very good," Lieutenant Cotta observed.

"I am glad you approve," Hans Heinrich said as repressively as he could. Lieutenant Cotta colored slightly.

"May I make two observations, Herr Oberst?"

"Go ahead."

"If your men fire, all of them will be vulnerable. If I were willing to take casualties, I would accept the volley and charge. I would not need anything more than equal numbers to overwhelm them. But if you put them in pairs . . ."

"One man fires while the other reloads," Hans Heinrich finished. "Gut. And the other?"

"Do you see how they are falling behind?"

Hans Heinrich frowned. "The field is rougher than the road. Of course they are slower."

"Ja. Do you remember what I told you about the minutemen?"

"Ja."

"During the English retreat from Concord, their flank guards tired and fell behind, and the minutemen inflicted many casualties on the column. After they put fresh men out there, they were able to trap some of the Minutemen."

After what he estimated as half an hour, Hans Heinrich called to Jürgen to bring the men back in. "Burghessler! You men are next!"

Later on in the day, Lieutenant Cotta reminded Hans Heinrich about the food cart.

"I can send a mounted courier on ahead . . . no, I sent them all out to summon the levies. I will ride ahead myself."

When Hans Heinrich and two of Cotta's MPs reached Kleinjena, he explained what he wanted.

Gerd Werner frowned. "You do not intend to keep the wagon, Herr Oberst?"

"Nein, I want to hire those who made it to make more," Hans Heinrich explained.

"When does Kleinjena get its cart back? We need it for the market on Saturday."

"That should be fine."




Camp 58




Heinz and a few others from Kleinjena had the food cart in camp by the time the USE regiment and the two companies of levies arrived.

"Heinz!" Peter shouted. "What are you doing here?"

"Peter. Wilhelm. Jakob. How are all of you?"

"Eh, the arquebus gets heavy, and I am tired, but it is nothing we farmers cannot do," Gabriel Wenck answered.

"What are you doing here, Heinz?" Wilhelm asked.

"Oberst von Hessler wants Kleinjena to build a food cart for the army."

"So do the USE soldiers," Jakob Müller put in.

"How are we going to do that?"

"We need Stefan. The oberst has already gathered the other craftsmen," Heinrich said.

That evening, Stefan the mason, Friedrich the blacksmith, Christopher the carpenter, and several other men from Kleinjena showed Jürgen, the MPs, and a few USE soldiers how they had modified the food cart. They listened to what the soldiers wanted, argued about the design, and generally stayed up too late.




Wednesday, November 23, 1633




Camp 58, Occupied Saxony




In the morning, the USE regiment marched out accompanied by Hauptmann von Trotha and his company as well as Sergeant Schneider's team of military police. But Stefan the blacksmith stayed behind and began building a new wagon with the other craftsmen.

"Jürgen," Hans Heinrich directed, "take the levies from two villages to the railroad station to guard the western approaches to Naumburg. I will ask Sergeant Toper's MPs to drill the men from two villages, and I will assign the men from the last two to help organize the supplies and give the men from Kleinjena any help they might need with the wagon."

"Ja, Herr Oberst," Jürgen said. "May I draw on the Freyburg Company?"

Hans Heinrich laughed. "That was well done, Jürgen. What you really mean is, am I going to let the Freyburg Company keep sitting around as they have obviously been doing for the last two days? Ja, use whomever you need from the Freyburg . . ." Hans Heinrich suddenly realized why Jürgen looked annoyed. "Sergeant Kröster, put them to work," he said formally. "It is clear that the NUS men with the scraper are the only ones who have done anything to improve the camp. And post a guard."

If all the villages respond, we could have seven companies here in two more days. The colonel sighed. The levies are infantry. But I have already asked for artillery, I see we will need boats for any significant river crossing, and I need horsemen, not just my servants and Georg's as couriers. They are not even part of the levy. Seven companies . . . six hundred thirty men. We are going to need more provisions. If the movement schedule is off by even one day, some company will run out of food. He sighed again. I need adjutants—permanent ones, not just for these thirty days.

At mid-day, Hans Heinrich paused in his calculations when he heard Jürgen order, "Villages! Switch!" He stepped outside to see his liebcompany obey with a minimum of confusion. But the Freyburgers . . .

He pointed at two men. "Come here. How are you men from Freyburg organized?"

The two glanced at each other. "Those of us from the same quarter or the same craft share meals together," one of them ventured.

"Do you have sergeants?"

"Nein, Oberst."

"You will soon." Hans Heinrich raised his voice. "Quarters and guilds, switch jobs!"

Lieutenant Cotta caught on. "You are keeping the men together by village and quarter, Oberst?"

"They did that themselves, Leutnant. I saw the USE has squads of ten men, and with three more levels between the squad and the regiment. We will have the regiment, the companies, and the villages and quarters. And if it comes to fighting, I can call out entire villages, and each should have a core of experienced men."

"So six dörfen or six viertelen makes one company?"

Von Hessler nodded. "I think they will all be dörfen. I do not want to have to think about which term to use in the middle of a battle."

Naturally the men from Freyburg did not see it that way when he explained it.

"Herr Oberst, we are not villagers." The last word dripped condescension. "We are citizens of a town."

"Maybe we could call them clusters. Traube," Lieutenant Cotta suggested with a smirk.

It was not until two clusters were drilling and the other two were moving supplies and cleaning up the camp that he explained why that was funny.

Hans Heinrich frowned. "Leutnant, they simply have not had any experience. You can not expect them to be trained soldiers yet."

"Cluster is a state of mind, Herr Oberst, and they have it. Your townsmen need to understand that they are not better than your villagers."

"Ah, you are making my men just like you again."

"Ja, Herr Oberst. Perhaps you can use haufen."

"I am not sure a heap is better than a cluster, leutnant."

Hans Heinrich started to return to his paperwork.

"Herr Oberst!" A villager was hurrying toward him—one of the men working on the new wagon.

"Kleinjena, ja?"

"Ja. Ich bin Heinz Kraft. Mein Herr, we are making progress on the wagon. It will have four cooking fires, wood storage, and iron cranes to support the cooking pots. But Friedrich's blacksmith shop is in Kleinjena. We cannot send him there to forge bolts because by the time he returns we will have made changes to the design. We cannot move his blacksmith shop here. We need him to build and repair things in Kleinjena. If you decide you want a lot of food wagons, you may want to set up a blacksmith's shop here, but . . .

"All right, Herr Kraft, I understand it would be easier to build the wagon in Kleinjena. Send a couple men back tonight with instructions to bring a regular farm wagon down tomorrow so that you can load up all the wood and take it to Kleinjena and built the new wagon there."

Hans Heinrich was in the middle of figuring out how many rations he needed at which camps when he heard a shout. He sighed and stepped outside in time to hear the sentry's challenge.

"Who goes there?"

"Hans of Schlöben! I have a message for Herr von Hessler!"

"That is Oberst von Hessler!"

"Let him pass!" Hans Heinrich called. "Hans! What are you doing here?"

"Euer Gnaden, one of your father's men reached Rabis and Schlöben a few days ago. He asked for volunteers, and I rode with him to the big up-timer camp at Saalfeld. It took us a while to get in and longer to find him, but I spoke with your brother Hans Friedrich."

"You did? Is he well?"

"He is very well, and his regiment is marching out on the twenty-seventh."

Hans Heinrich's eyebrows rose. "Just how did you find that out?"

"I spoke with Reinhold of Klosterhäseler. He is organizing the camp followers for your brother."

"And he had to know when to have them and their supplies ready," Hans Heinrich finished. "Very good, Hans. We will find a place for you here for the night."

"Euer Gnaden, may I stay? I can ride, and I can shoot."

"I would really like to have you in my regiment, Hans, but my commission comes from Duke John George of Saxony. This is Saxon territory."

"Begging your pardon, Euer Gnaden, but it is NUS Saxony, and I am an NUS citizen."

Hans Heinrich rolled his eyes. "Did you tell Hans Friedrich that?"

"Ja. He said that part was your problem."

He definitely talked to Hans Friedrich, Hans Heinrich reflected.

"All right, Hans. I need more couriers. If anyone asks, you are one of my liaisons to the NUS." And I will figure out if I have the authority to do that later. The key point, however . . .

"You said Hans Friedrich's regiment will march out on the twenty-seventh?"

"Ja. The first two nights they stay in small camps. On the third night there is a big camp across the river from Camburg. Then here, then halfway between towns called Weissenfels and Merseburg, and then Halle. The camp at Halle is another big one. After that there are more, but Reinhold said I did not need to learn them."

Hans Heinrich grinned. "Leutnant Cotta!" When the lieutenant had arrived, he said, "This is Hans of Schlöben. He is from one of our estates near Jena. Hans, please tell Leutnant Cotta what you just told me."

Afterwards, Cotta admitted, "Okay, I will say it. That was clever, and our operational security may as well not exist."

"To be fair, Leutnant, knowing that the USE regiments will march along the railroad tracks and come through one at a time already told us everything. All this does is enable me to make sure that my company and I meet my brother at the border."
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"Good luck, Hauptmann," Hans Heinrich told his brother-in-law as Captain von Burkersroda and the Freyburg Company formed up to rendezvous with the next USE regiment. "My men learned some things from the USE troops."

"I doubt there is much to learn from farmers and tradesmen."

Hans Friedrich would not thank me for telling Christina von Burkersroda's uncle he is being a fool, Hans Heinrich told himself. So he did not. "The first regiment that marched through was in very good order."

"It is cold," Samson said. "I will keep the men moving."

"I will see you back here in two days."

Captain von Burkersroda's comment made him realize just how cold it was this morning. We need to get more buildings up. That means we will need more wood shipped in if I want to make more food wagons. More paperwork.

"Sergeant Kröster, I think we will have just one village on guard at the train station today," Hans Heinrich told Jürgen. "That will give you five haufen to work with. See if we have any more carpenters among the levies, and start work on another barracks building."

"Ja, Herr Oberst."

In the afternoon, two men from the picket guard at the train station came running in.

"Armed men! Marching along the Unstrut!"

"To arms!" the leader of the haufen on guard duty hollered.

Hans Heinrich looked up from the papers he had spread across a table when he heard men shouting. He saw them running here and there.

"Leutnant!" he called to Cotta before dashing outside.

"Leibcompany! Form up by haufen!"

Jürgen materialized by his side. "Who do you think it is, Herr Oberst?"

"I think it has to be our western companies. Who else would be coming down the Unstrut? But in case it is not, get the men in position behind what cover we have." The crew of the Fresno scraper had made substantial progress cutting a ditch around the camp, and the dirt was piled up into a berm just inside it. Even so, Hans Heinrich thought the Roman camps Caesar described in The Gallic Wars had been more formidable.

Hans Heinrich spent the next half hour walking the line with Jürgen and Cotta.

"Sergeant, I have just realized that while another barracks building is necessary, tomorrow I want more of our men working on the earthworks."

"Ja, Herr Oberst."

Seeing that Lieutenant Cotta was taking notes, Hans Heinrich continued. "The second thing we need is a rider at the train station. No, two riders—one to warn Naumburg and the other to warn us here. Third, we need a picket downstream as well. Someone could march on us from the north. Fourth, drums."

"I do not know where to find drums, Herr Oberst," Jürgen told him. "But I do know that Christoph of Klosterhäseler has pipes back in the village."

Hans Heinrich snapped his fingers. "That is right. I certainly heard them enough when I was growing up. Ask around and find out who else plays music of any kind. Hans Friedrich's regiment is leaving the big camp at Saalfeld three days from today," Hans Heinrich told him. "Old Reinhold will be with him. I would like you and Christoph to go to Klosterhäseler. Christoph will get his pipes, and you will get Young Reinhold and Anna Maria. Bring them back here on the twenty-ninth. We will meet Hans Heinrich's regiment and escort them to the border."

"Thank you, Herr Oberst."

Hans Heinrich smiled. He had just ordered Jürgen to go get his intended. So I probably ought to do the same for Hans Friedrich. "While you are doing that, I will ride to Freyburg and see if Christina von Burkersroda would like to see Hans Friedrich."

"Who will that leave in command of this camp?" Lieutenant Cotta asked loudly enough for nearby troops to overhear.

"Why, one of the captains of the companies on their way now," Hans Heinrich said just as loudly.

"There they are!"

"You see?" Hans Heinrich asked.

"Are you sure they are your companies?" Cotta asked in a much quieter voice.

"Ja," Jürgen answered. "Burghessler Haufen has the picket today. I can see Adam Braun's son Jakob in the front rank."

"And the rabble behind them?"

"That will be our western companies," Hans Heinrich predicted. As they drew closer, he frowned. "That does not look like three companies."

A few minutes later he was welcoming them.

"Guten Tag, Hauptleute."

"How bad has the foraging been?" Georg von Nissmitz skipped the formalities.

"The first USE regiment marched from camp well-provisioned," Hans Heinrich told them. "There was no foraging at all. They have stockpiled rations here, and some of those are for us."

"North of here?"

"We will have to see what Hauptmann von Trotha reports, but I do not expect any problems."

"So which regiment are we going to stop?" von Nissmitz asked.

Hans Heinrich blinked. "None of them. We do not want to stop them. We want them to keep going, right out of Saxony."

"But we must uphold Saxony's honor!"

"Hauptmann, the USE is providing much of our food, and some of our equipment. One of our villages is even building them a specialized food wagon they are going to pay for. These are not the armies we have seen for the last many years." He could tell von Nissmitz was unconvinced and changed the subject. "How are your men?"

"Cold."

"Let us get them inside. They will be spending nights in tents when they are escorting USE regiments, but I want them in the barracks when possible."

"Gut, gut. Organizing these levies gave me a chance to get home. I put Samson von Burkersroda in charge of those from Freyburg while I checked my estates further west. I trust that meets your approval?"

"Ja," Hans Heinrich told him. "I sent Hauptmann von Burkersroda and his company out just this morning to meet the next USE regiment."

After von Nissmitz went to settle his troops in, Hans Heinrich greeted the other captain warmly.

"Wolf, it is good to see you again."

"And you," Wolf Christoph von Bendeleben returned. "I know I do not have a commission, but I thought you could use my help."

"So modest, too."

Von Bendeleben grew serious. "Hans Heinrich, with von Nissmitz and von Witzleben commanding two of your western companies, you need someone you can trust commanding the third."

Hans Heinrich nodded. "You are right. Danke. Where is von Witzleben?"

"Stalling."

Trust Wolf to state it plainly. "Come with me, and we will take care of that commission. What are you calling your company?"

"Sachsenburg. At least I did not name it for myself."

"But for one of your family's estates. I like it. The fortress of Saxony."
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The next morning Jürgen sent the Dietersroda Haufen and Hans of Schlöben off to the train station as the picket. The liebcompany's remaining five haufen and the newly-arrived Laucha and Sachsenburg Companies got divided between barracks construction, earthworks, and drill.

"What are they doing?" von Nissmitz asked Hans Heinrich.

"Sergeant Kröster is dividing them up by village. Have you appointed sergeants?"

"Nein."

"While they work, Sergeant Toper's team of NUS troops will watch them and see who the leaders are. We will make them the sergeants."

Over the course the day, the ditch was deepened, the earthen berm got higher, the second barracks building became habitable, and the Laucha and Sachsenburg Companies learned the rudiments of close order drill.

Hans of Schlöben rode up late in the day and announced that the next USE regiment was approaching.

"Sergeant Kröster, form up the liebcompany to welcome them. Hauptleute, leutnant, we will meet them at the gate."

Hans Heinrich thoroughly enjoyed the look on Captain Georg von Nissmitz's face when a thousand USE volunteers and three companies of levies marched into camp. Jürgen had men posted to direct each company to its own area.

"Danke, Oberst," the USE colonel greeted Hans Heinrich. After pleasantries were exchanged, Hans Heinrich detailed Leutnant Cotta to assist the colonel. Then he very quickly made sure his officers knew each other before hosting the Gray Adder Regiment's colonel and his captains for dinner.

With fifteen hundred men in Camp 58 and not enough staff officers, Hans Heinrich found himself up way too late again.

"If you will excuse me, sir, Hauptmann von Trotha had signed plenty of commissions. You need the other half of those officers to show up."

"I know, and I am going to make things worse for you, Leutnant Cotta. Tomorrow I am sending Sergeant Kröster to Klosterhäseler, and I am going to Freyburg and Balgstädt. We should each return Sunday evening."
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Hans Heinrich squinted against the late autumn sun. He already had a headache, and it was still morning.

"And so we cannot allow any villagers from the west side of the river into Naumburg," the city official finished. Rather triumphantly, in Hans Heinrich's opinion.

"Sir, these same villagers have been selling their crops at Naumburg's market for years," he stated again.

"It is no longer allowed. They do not consider themselves Saxons so they may not enter."

"Consider themselves Saxons? They are Saxons. It is not their fault that their part of Saxony is going to be administered by the NUS. His Serene Grace John George ordered me to protect this area."

"They will not be allowed in. They are neither honorable nor trustworthy."

Hans Heinrich felt the tension coming off Lieutenant Cotta beside him and briefly wished the Gray Adder Regiment had not marched out of camp a few hours before, not to mention his Freyburg, Sulza, and Eckartsberga companies.

"We could march right in," Sergeant Kröster pointed out.

"Our city guard is sufficient to defeat any attack by mere villagers. The Saxon army would assuredly burn your villages."

Hans Heinrich nobly refrained from pointing out that the Saxon army was afraid to cross the Saale. He thought his three companies probably could march right in, but he was also very aware that he needed to send off two of them tomorrow to escort the next USE regiment scheduled to march through.

"I really must protest," he said instead.

After a further round of reiterating their positions, the city official returned to Naumburg.

"We could easily take Naumburg," Jürgen Kröster repeated as they recrossed the river.

Hans Heinrich sighed. "It is tempting, Sergeant, but since we are supposed to be protecting our part of Saxony against the USE and not conquering other Saxon cities, I think we will simply protest to His Serene Grace that Naumburg has taken an action that hurts some of his villages." He glanced at Lieutenant Cotta. "What do you recommend, Leutnant?"
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"First, I recommend that the villages have their own market right here," Cotta said.

"The train station does not have a charter as a market town."

"Ask Duke John George for a charter. Or ask the NUS legislature. Or authorize it yourself by putting the station under martial law."

Hans Heinrich blinked. He had not expected that. One of most common complaints the adel made about the NUS was accusing it of anarchy. "If I do that, I have to put troops here."

"You already do. Move a haufen of troops here. Have them buy food from the market here and eat it in view of Naumburg."

Hans Heinrich smiled. "I like that idea, but I do not think it will work. Naumburg has other villages all around it that bring food to its market days."

"So get there first and buy it up," Cotta told him. "In fact, some of that can supply your men. It would be easier for the NUS to send you money than food. If you buy enough of it, some people from Naumburg will cross the river and buy from your villagers."

"We cannot starve Naumburg."

"Of course not. Nor are you able to. Just buy up enough food nearby that it is convenient for those in Naumburg to buy at the new market. Let them cross the river freely, and do not let your villagers gouge them."

"How are we going to get all that food over here?" Hans Heinrich asked.

"Were you not telling me just the other day that you need a small navy?"

"Why are you telling me this? Are you not giving me advice that would split this area away from Saxony?"

Cotta frowned. "Herr Oberst, the New United States has no desire for you to have bad relations with the rest of Saxony. We do strongly object to townsfolk acting as though they are morally superior to villagers. 'We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal . . .' "

"Ja, I saw the Gray Adder Regiment left several notices like that in the camp. I was about to deal with it when this came up." Hans Heinrich sighed and went to talk to his officers.

Georg von Nissmitz was aghast as it was. "You propose taking action against a Saxon city?"

"Nein. That Saxon city has taken action against our villages. I propose letting the villages provide for themselves by selling their excess crops. But perhaps I can work something out with Dr. Romanus by the next market day. He is a reasonable man. In the meantime, a week of not doing anything rash will probably reassure Naumburg more than anything else would. If you gentlemen will excuse me, I need to see whoever is in charge of the train station."

The stationmaster was one Nicolaus Klomann. Hans Heinrich summarized the situation, ending with, "If the villages cannot sell in Naumburg, I may have to put the station under martial law to allow them to sell here."

Klomann did not even blink. "You may not change the train schedules. You alter the schedule, trains crash, people die."

"I do not want to change the train schedule," Hans Heinrich said. "Presumably you have experts in charge of that. I want to keep fifteen soldiers here all the time. I may need a small building."

"Can you not keep your soldiers at the camp north of Naumburg?"

"Of course I could. But how much help would they be two miles away if something happened here?"

Lieutenant Cotta spoke up. "The USE has a rental agreement with the railroad company. Perhaps my chain of command could negotiate a small increase."

"Write it all down if you would. I will radio it down the line."

His levies had heard, of course. One of the farmers asked, "So who will buy from us now?"

"Today, I will. Next week I will talk with the mayor of Naumburg. If we can get you back into Naumburg, fine. If not, we will hold a market right here."

Hans Heinrich handed von Nissmitz a sausage on a roll. Von Nissmitz looked dubious.

"I must leave within the hour. Hauptmann Nissmitz, you will be in command until Hauptmann von Trotha and his company return tonight."

Von Nissmitz nodded and took a bite. "This is good sausage." He sounded surprised.

"I have commissioned a food wagon from their village." Perhaps I should have Kleinjena send me just cooks and craftsmen in the next levy.

At midday, Jürgen's party set out for Klosterhäseler. Hans Heinrich was about to set out to Freyburg when Wolf von Bendeleben approached.

"Are you sure you do not want an escort, Herr Oberst?"

"I have been riding along the Unstrut for years, Hauptmann. But if anything important happens, send Hans of Schlöben to Balgstädt to find me." Hans Heinrich lowered his voice. "Learn as much as you can from Leutnant Cotta. Implement it with your company, even if Hauptmann von Nissmitz does not."

Hans Heinrich's first stop was in Kleinjena. A group of farmers looked at him, half curious, half in alarm.

"I am here to check on the new food wagon," he said.

"Right this way, Hochwohlgeboren. They are almost finished. Kleinjena is very happy to help Saxony . . ."

Hans Heinrich tried not to cringe and tuned out much of the man's obsequiousness. The men in the blacksmith's shop were entirely different.

"Herr Oberst! We were not expecting you."

"I am not here to rush you," Hans Heinrich assured them. "I was passing by on my way to Freyburg and Balgstädt."

"That is good, Herr Oberst, because we really need a few more days," Stefan told him. "Especially since we figured out that we want only two cauldrons. The other two fires should be under ovens, baking bread."

"An exzellent idea. Can you have it ready on Tuesday for a week-long test?"

"Perhaps. Herr Oberst, how are our men doing?"

"They escorted a USE regiment to Halle. They should be back at the camp this evening," Hans Heinrich answered.

Hans Heinrich felt vaguely guilty for not telling them about Naumburg excluding their village from the market, but he also did not see any point in worrying them. Besides, he might still be able to work something out with Dr. Romanus.

Hans Heinrich rode on to the von Burkersroda townhouse in Freyburg.

"Something has happened to Hans Friedrich!" the maid exclaimed.

"Nein. Hans Friedrich will be outside Naumburg on the first of December. I thought Christina might like to see him."

"Maria, go get Herr von Burkersroda."

Christina entered on her father's heels.

"Herr von Hessler."

"Herr von Burkersroda. Fräulein."

"Do you have news of Hans Friedrich?" she asked eagerly.

"Ja. His regiment will march from the New United States soon. He should reach the camp outside Naumburg on December first."

"Will you meet him there?"

"I will meet him the night before and escort his regiment through Saxony."

"Father, may I accompany him?"

Hans Heinrich stayed out of as much of the ensuing conversation as he could. Yes, it was safe. Yes, there would be other women along.

"Is there any reason I can not accompany Hans Friedrich from Camburg to Halle?" Christina asked.

"It would mean riding fifteen miles a day for six days," Hans Heinrich warned. "I will try to find buildings for you to stay in at night, but you must be prepared to stay in a tent if necessary."

"You and your chaperones could certainly stay at inns along the way," Johann von Burkersroda stated. "I am sure the officers will do so."

Hans Heinrich rather doubted that. He had no intention of leaving his men on their own at night, and he doubted that Hans Friedrich did, either. Nor was he about to station soldiers around an inn.

"Father, I am sure I can survive six days." Christina looked at Hans Heinrich. "You have taken a number of men from the town for a whole month—men who do not know anything more than I do about being soldiers."

"They are learning," Hans Heinrich said truthfully. "Your uncle Samson is training them well," he added less accurately.

"Will Samson be journeying with you?" von Burkersroda asked.

Hans Heinrich smiled. "I was going to leave Hauptmann von Burkersroda in camp, but I do not know any reason he could not come with us."

"Will the levies from Freyburg be traveling with you?"

"Nein. They will be getting a well-deserved rest."

"When would I need to set out, Herr von Hessler?"

"On Tuesday. I will send a detachment. They can stay at Balgstädt Monday night and call for you on Tuesday."

Hans Heinrich found daylight had slipped away from him and rode the short distance from Freyburg to Balgstädt in the dark. He was surprised to see the estate lit by campfires. After dismounting and tying his horse, he moved quickly toward the fires with one hand on the hilt of his sword. A military force? Not a big one—only a company or so.

He headed for the schloss. No sentries here. Sloppy of them. He pulled the door open and took about three steps before a servant spotted him.

"Shh!" Hans Heinrich put a finger to his lips. Once he was next to the servant, he asked, "What is going on, Nabel?"

"It is Hauptmann Philipp Heinrich von Witzleben's company from Wohlmirstedt! They have been eating Balgstädt's food and cutting up fences and trees for firewood for the last two days! And they're robbing everyone in Balgstädt."

Hans Heinrich swore. He knew exactly why. His father had loaned Philipp Heinrich's father money years ago and pledged Wendelstein as collateral. Wolf Dietrich had defaulted, and Hans Heinrich von Hessler the elder had taken possession of Wendelstein. The dispute had escalated all the way to Duke John George. The loss of Wendelstein had impoverished Philipp Heinrich's family, although Hans Heinrich suspected that von Witzleben had exaggerated the severity of it.

I do not need petty arguments endangering Saxony west of the Saale. We are a greater danger to ourselves than the USE regiments are.

"Where is Elisabeth?"

"In the great hall. Shall I announce you?"

"Nein. I assume she is hosting von Witzleben?"

"Ja. He is most . . ."

"I don't doubt that. Is she in any danger?"

"Nein."

"How many of his men are in there with him?"

"Two officers, both younger than you. Each has a servant."

"Go about your business and tell no one you saw me."

Hans Heinrich slipped upstairs to Captain Georg's room. He knew his brother-in-law had more pistols than the two he'd been wearing. He didn't intend to shoot any of Captain Witzleben's men but it was only prudent to want more than the one shot in his own pistol. He might be the colonel, but he didn't expect von Witzleben's men to like it when he told them to stop drinking, foraging, and generally abusing his hospitality.

His hand closed on a woolen scarf. Oberst von Hessler might not be able to get close enough, but if he looked like just another villager, maybe. There were a couple of handkerchiefs lying nearby. He grabbed them as well.

Hans Heinrich slipped back out the door. As he passed some bushes which would make a good rally point, he speared one of the handkerchiefs over a branch. Then he made his way to the village's homes and pounded on a particular door.

"Who is there?"

"Hans Heinrich von Hessler!"

He heard someone hurrying to the door.

"What can I do for you, Herr von Hessler?"

"Pastor Schieferdecker, tell me about these men in the village."

"They are Philipp Heinrich von Witzleben's men. He is at the schloss himself, consuming your resources and Hauptman von Trotha's while his men forage here in the village."

"I understand. Does he have about ninety men?"

Schieferdecker frowned. "That seems about right."

"Has anyone been hurt?"

"Not yet. That I know of."

"Gut. I am calling up another levy, Pastor, and you are now one of my sergeants."

"What?"

"Go wake Jakob Burckhardt and Kaspar Hutmann. Between yourselves decide which other men you need and can wake quietly. Arm yourself with whatever you can find. Wait south of the schloss for my signal. I will wake others and come in from the north. No killing unless von Witzleben's men become violent."

The pastor blinked.

"I am counting on you and your men."

Hans Heinrich hurried off. Hauptmann Georg did not want Hans Schösgen. Ha! Oh, I forgot to tell Schieferdecker about the handkerchief. A couple minutes later, he pounded on Hans Schösgen's door.

"Who is there? I warn you I am armed!"

"Gut! It's Hans Heinrich von Hessler. I need you. Bring your weapon."

A little while later, Hans Heinrich had a group of over a dozen men around him.

"Hans Schösgen, you're the sergeant of this group. Pastor Schieferdecker is the sergeant of the other group. I want you to round up von Witzleben's men. Take them back to their campfires, tie them up, hit them over the head—I do not care. But no killing unless they become violent. In the long run we must work together with these men's villages to protect each other. They are undisciplined. So it is our responsibility to bring the situation under control."

"We will do it," Schösgen declared.

"I will take Hans Völkner and Jakob Petz with me and deal with the men in the schloss. We will leave a sign once we've taken the schloss. You will have to send someone to the pastor to tell him to begin."

Schösgen nodded. "Andreas Scheid!" He waved a boy over. "If you are going to slip out in the middle of the night and follow us anyway, go tell Pastor Schieferdecker to begin his attack."

Hans Heinrich pulled the scarf up over his nose and mouth. He, Petz, and Völkner knocked out two men on the way to the schloss. They were almost to the door when it swung open, and three men came out carrying bottles of wine.

They are looting Balgstädt! Hans Heinrich smashed a fist into the nearest one. He dropped a couple bottles and went down. Völkner and Petz piled in and quickly subdued the other two.

"Hei!" Someone inside had spotted them. "No brawling!" Whoever it was hurried outside.

Adel, Hans Heinrich realized. He had to be one of Von Witzleben's junior officers. "Leutnant, get your men under control!"

The young man flushed and drew his sword. Belatedly, Hans Heinrich realized the young man had not recognized him.

But the sword was coming up. Hans Heinrich jumped back and drew his own.

The junior officer came in overconfident and slightly tipsy. Hans Heinrich did something he would never do against a competent and sober opponent. He scraped blades and kicked his opponent in the knee. The leutnant's leg buckled, and Hans Heinrich physically drove him up against the wall and delivered two quick blows to the gut with his other hand. He dropped his sword and knocked the man out with a right cross.

Hans Heinrich slipped inside. He waited a few minutes. Sure enough, someone in the dining room sent a servant to look for the junior officer who hadn't come back. Hans Heinrich had to assume the servant was loyal to his master. As the man passed his doorway, the colonel yanked him inside and knocked him out.

After few more minutes the door to the dining room opened again. Another servant came out. He was wary, scanning the hall in both directions.

Hans Heinrich realized he could not take this one by surprise. But he was sure to know the schloss better. Hans Friedrich and I used to be disciplined for chasing each other from room to room, yelling like madmen. . . . He gave a blood-curdling yell and dashed across the hall to the next doorway.

The servant jumped and ran back into the dining room.

Hans Heinrich heard a voice shouting orders. Yes, that was von Witzleben.

"You! Search that way! Leutnant, you go the other way! You, go get more men!"

Hans Heinrich smiled to himself as he made his way up the servants' stairs. A piercing scream told him that a maid had seen him dashing across the second floor. Clumping boots told him someone was thundering up the main stairs. He charged down it. This leutnant did not have his sword drawn, so Hans Heinrich barreled into him, sending both of them tumbling down the stairs.

Ow! Not my best idea. He rolled to his feet. So did the leutnant, and he was faster. But he made the mistake of going for his sword. That took two hands, so Hans Heinrich delivered a clean blow to his jaw.

Another servant screamed. Hans Heinrich headed for the door. This time he remembered he was supposed to set a sign. Not having anything else, he draped the remaining handkerchief over the outside door handle.

****

In the dining room, Elisabeth von Hessler glared at Philipp Heinrich von Witzleben. "So, Hauptmann von Witzleben, is that one of your thieves ransacking my house? Or is that some other thief who has wandered in past your non-existent sentries?"

Philipp Heinrich's mouth dropped open.

"My husband Georg Rudolph has been a hauptmann for some time now. Three of my brothers are officers—as you well know since they are your cousins, too. Although the military logic of seizing my home escapes me, I do have some idea that, since you have seized it, you are not supposed to let just anyone walk out with the silver."

"Nein, nein . . . I mean, ja, ja. I will go post guards now."

Elisabeth observed with satisfaction that Philipp Heinrich was quite flustered. Once he had guards in place at the schloss, she would begin pressing him to respect private property in Balgstädt.

****

Hans Heinrich left Völkner and Petz to watch the schloss. He headed for the main concentration of von Witzleben's men west of the schloss, between it and the church.

A man he didn't know stumbled past him. Then another.

"Hold them! Hold—!"

"Form up in ranks! This is disgraceful! 'Let all things be done decently and in order!' I see precious little of either here!"

Hans Heinrich smiled to himself. Pastor Schieferdecker was shaming von Witzleben's men worse than any mere sergeant could. Maybe I could borrow the local chaplains for my levies.

But that was for later. A scuffle was breaking out between Schieferdecker's men and some of von Witzleben's. Hans Heinrich came out of nowhere, hooked an arm around a man's neck, and dragged him back into the darkness.

"Where is Johann?"

"Someone just dragged him off!"

"Find him!"

Von Witzleben's men abandoned their quarrel and very cautiously fanned out.

Hans Heinrich moved on. He found another knot of von Witzleben's men engaged in drunken vandalism. Two of them disappeared before a third raised the alarm.

Ten minutes later, Hans Heinrich located Hans Schösgen's squad.

"Hans! Is it going well?"

Schösgen took a breath. "Oberst, you might want to give a man fair warning. With that scarf over your face, you look like a bandit."

Hans Heinrich took off the scarf and grinned. "Völkner and Petz have the schloss. Pastor Schieferdecker has quite a few of them under control."

"So do we. We had to beat down a couple of them."

"Come on. Schieferdecker is back this way. We can get them all in one place and explain what is what."

They gathered up more of von Witzleben's men on the way. They heard Schieferdecker before they saw him. He was at full volume.

" 'Decently and in order!' What kind of a feudal levy do you call yourselves?"

"Straight lines, man! You are not too drunk to stand still!" That was Jakob Burckhardt the schoolteacher joining in.

"We found Johann!" a voice called out. "He was in the bushes! Barely conscious!"

"What do you have to say for yourself, Johann?" Schieferdecker demanded.

"Something grabbed me," he slurred. "A devil."

"We found this near him, Pastor," one of the searchers volunteered. He handed Schieferdecker the handkerchief that Hans Heinrich had left in the bushes.

Christoph Schieferdecker draped the handkerchief over his fist so that the two rips looked like eyes. "I have heard from my colleagues that this is the up-timer representation of a ghost or spirit. Perhaps you were attacked by an up-timer."

"Or by a spirit," one of the men suggested.

Many of von Witzleben's company cast nervous looks around them.

Colonel Hans Heinrich von Hessler surveyed the situation. The men of Balgstädt had von Witzleben's men completely under control. He stepped forward.

"Oh, whoever he was, I am sure he was a Saxon ghost. " All I did was leave a torn handkerchief as a signal. Now everyone thinks it is a heraldic device. "I am Oberst Hans Heinrich von Hessler, commander of this levy. Am I to understand that you are one of my western companies?"

"Western mob, maybe," Schösgen muttered loudly enough for nearly everyone to hear.

"This is my father's estate. He leased it to Georg Rudolph von Trotha, my senior hauptmann. Your levy was raised to protect occupied Saxony, not to loot it for yourselves. Clearly you would benefit from immediate training," he stated as grimly as he could.

"Line up in ranks of five. Pastor Schieferdecker, put your men on the right end of each row. Sergeant Schösgen, put your men on the left of each row. Keep them from tipping over. When I say march, each of you will step forward with his left foot . . ."

The column had just lurched forward when Hans Heinrich spotted another man approaching.

"What is going on here?"

"Hauptmann von Witzleben! So good of you to join us!" Hans Heinrich called.

"Hans Heinrich! There was an intruder! Masked!"

"That is Oberst Hans Heinrich! Never mind the ghost! Fall in at the head of your men, Hauptmann!"

As they marched along, Hans Heinrich said, "I know why you let this happen."

"My men are starved. I have no money to feed them. . . ."

"Your people are not this starved. No, Hauptmann, this was personal. Pursuing personal grievances will not help our people." They were in front of the schloss. "Company, halt!"

Elisabeth was standing outside with her hands on her hips as her servants helped several of von Witzleben's men from the building.

"Elisabeth, Philipp Heinrich is going to make this right."

Elisabeth eyed Philipp Heinrich von Witzleben and the junior officers now staggering into formation. "Hans Heinrich, if you march them off to your camp, the other ladies and I will return things to where they belong and make a list of damages. Can you send Pastor Schieferdecker and the other men back in time to have a church service tomorrow evening?"

"Ja, and I will try to return on Monday myself."

As von Witzleben's company stumbled down the road beside the Unstrut River, Hans Heinrich could hear the murmurs in the ranks.

"Nein, there was a ghost. I saw him."




Author's Notes:




Christoph Schieferdecker was quoting 1 Corinthians 14:40.

Colonel Oberst, plural Obristen

Captain Hauptmann, plural Hauptleute

Lieutenant Leutnant, plural Leutnants

All the residents of Balgstädt in this story are historical, except for the servants in the schloss.

Other than the von Hesslers, all characters in Burghessler and Klosterhäseler are invented.

****















[image: ]

PART VI




July 1635




Section 1: “. . . und in gottes nahmen mitt aller gewalt auf sie gangen,




und alle regiment in die flucht und über hals und kopf auch hierüber gebracht . . .”




Lorraine




Puylaurens talked. He kissed his lady mistress on the ear, which rarely failed to work. Then he talked some more.

Henriette listened with ever-diminishing patience.

“My darling Antoine, Monsieur wasted everything last time,” she protested. “The money we raised, the men we recruited. Threw them all away. How can you ask me to give him more?”

“He is my lord,” Puylaurens said stiffly. “And my friend.”

“He is no one’s friend. Listen to me, Antoine. I love you. Truly, I do. Can’t you see? You are one of his tools, nothing more than that. Once you are broken, he will discard you the way a spoiled child discards a broken toy.”

“He is my friend. I owe him so much. Without his patronage, if I had not been attached to his household, I would have had no standing at the court. I would have been just one more obscure nobleman from the province of Languedoc.”

“I will not spend one more penny on his cause . . .” Henriette paused. “No. No more.” She paused again. “Not unless . . . Well, for the sake of our love. Only if Gaston agrees to stay with us, and make me a part of his council. Only if I can keep my eyes on him.”

She threw her feet to the side of the bed. “Veto his stupider ideas.”

“He will never consent. As a point of honor . . .”

“Honor?” Henriette shrieked.

The quarrel continued, to the great interest of the footmen stationed outside the bedroom door.

Things, clearly, were being thrown. One raised an eyebrow at the other. They could find out exactly what when the cleaners went inside in the morning.

There were newspaper reporters who would pay generously for this information.

Puylaurens slammed the door open.

On his way out, he paused dramatically in the frame and gestured. “How can a weak woman understand the honor of a true gentleman? You called Monsieur a spoiled child. You are yourself nothing but a spoiled little girl who spends too much time thinking about prosaic things such as paying soldiers.”

The effect was rather ruined by the fact that he was wearing only his slippers and drawers.

He ran down the corridor yelling that he was leaving with the messenger to join Gaston at Neufchâteau.

Reports of this argument, as retailed by the footmen, had unintended impact. They persuaded the more prudent of the mercenaries, who managed to pick up on the fact that it was la princesse Henriette who was holding the purse strings, that come what may, they would stay right there in Pfalzburg. The less pragmatic captains decided to get in touch with Monsieur Gaston.

Henriette, examining her options, got in touch with the deputy administrator of the USE Province of the Upper Rhine, one Johann Moritz of Nassau-Siegen, for some serious talk about steel, coal, and plague.

She followed up these conversations with seriously enforced quarantines and other rigorous measures.

The less pragmatic mercenary captains, hearing of this, congratulated themselves on having headed west before they were caught up in her net.

****

Grand Duke Bernhard, both directly by letter and in public by way of various pamphlets produced by Moscherosch, made righteous representations to France that Louis XIII and Richelieu needed to do something about the actions of Monsieur Gaston, who was claiming to represent the French royal interests in Lorraine.

Both his formal representations and informal communications emphasized that the king in the Low Countries and he himself, in the April settlement, had been very careful to maintain the “legitimate” title of Charles IV, whether he claimed it for himself or in right of his wife.

Bernhard’s formal letters stated with considerable restraint that Monsieur Gaston’s wife Marguerite, as the late duke’s mere younger sister, had no claim at all to be the legitimate ruler of the duchy, which indeed should now fall to the Duchess Nicole, under her father’s will, or to Charles IV’s younger brother, Nicolas François, if the alleged will of René II were upheld by an impartial court.

Moscherosch further supplemented this in the publicity pamphlets by noting that even if the truly dastardly decisions of 1625, based on the forged will of Duke Rene II, in the face of all honor and truth, decisions which displayed no trace of knightly gallantry and chivalry toward that unfortunate lady, who had been illegally deprived of her heritage by the machinations of her husband, father-in-law, and the Estates of Lorraine in 1625, and which decisions unjustifiably tried to extend the French Salic law to Lorraine, were allowed to stand, with all the injustices this meant for Duchess Nicole, Charles IV’s heir would not be his youngest sister Marguerite but rather his younger brother, the former Cardinal of Lorraine and ex-bishop of Toul.

Moscherosch had not been able to resist the last two ill-disguised digs. Pamphlets allowed so much more scope than diplomatic correspondence.

The descriptions of Nicole’s prolonged sufferings at the hands of her late husband were really quite touching, Moscherosch thought, admiring his own work.

The legal arguments weren’t bad, either. If a person went on the basis of strictly legitimate hereditary rights, la petite Nicolette really was the proper ruling duchess of Bar as well as the dowager duchess of Lorraine.

Too bad she was such a dumpy, unimpressive, unassertive, sort of individual. The left corner of his mouth quirked. The quirk spread upward to his left eye, across to the other, and down to the right corner of his mouth. Perhaps he could polish up her image a bit, pro bono. He liked to think of himself as a chivalric gentleman and the series of pamphlets was selling well. He picked up his pen.

****

Riding fast and disguised, Puylaurens crossed Lorraine, bringing word of Henriette’s refusal to Gaston, who did not receive it graciously.
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Gaston announced, with a flourish, that he would certainly be able to persuade at least some of the cavalry that her officials had recruited to join him, since she was not currently planning any campaigns that offered them the prospect of significant financial reward. Abandoning Neufchâteau to the depredations of his mercenary infantry, with little more than “stay put until I get back” in the way of orders, he took what cavalry forces he had with him and headed back toward Pfalzburg.

Well north of Lunéville, near Dieuze, they ran into the disaffected cavalry companies’ scouts. That was, Puylaurens thought with considerable relief, preferable to coming directly within the purview of an angry princesse de Phalsbourg. Henriette was mad. Not mad as in insane, but mad as in angry. Excessively infuriated.

A usable, if somewhat diminished, cavalry now in hand, Gaston informed his confederates that he was abandoning his intention to march on Saint-Avold.

Puylaurens found this a great relief, given that Saint-Avold, like Neufchâteau, was part of Henriette’s Phalsbourg.

His relief did not last long.

Since they were already close to the eastern border of Lorraine, and consequently close to the western border of the USE Province of the Upper Rhine which used to be northern Alsace (he was quite proud of this feat of geographical ratiocination), his next move would be an effort to capture or destroy the oil fields at Merkwiller-Pechelbronn. “For,” he said airily, “if I can take them for France, or at least ruin them for further use by the USE, my brother will likely forgive me for all my past sins and force Richelieu to do the same. Nobody will be expecting us to come at them from this direction.”

Clicquot winced. No rational man would come at Pechelbronn from this direction. The roads from here to there were narrow country lanes, unsuitable for troop movements.

Marchéville told Monsieur that any rational man would go northeast to Sarreguemines and then southeast to the oil fields, which came close to causing his death. If there had been a trained executioner on Gaston’s staff, it would have caused the Lorrainer’s death, but there was none and Gaston had too much sense of what was due to rank and birth to order the hanging of a nobleman.

Puylaurens was tempted to say that it would be more reasonable to find a secure but ineptly defended fortress, presuming that one might be available given the number of military contingents now marching through Lorraine, take it, and stay inside it until they could make some kind of terms with Fernando or Louis XIII. Knowing Gaston better than Marchéville did, he kept his mouth shut.

Nobody was able to persuade Monsieur to reverse his decision. He was, after all, the brother of the king of France. Clicquot concentrated on coming up with something that looked like it might be, generously interpreted, a plan for the raid.




Section 2: “das grosse unglueck, welches so arg, dass es nicht aerger sein kann.”




The plague has gotten into some of my regiments, probably from working together with the contingent that came from Metz. Colonel Bodendorf, a faithful officer who has been with me for years, died yesterday. A couple of the junior officers serving under him have also been called to the mercy of God. I have sent Ludwig Schmid, one of my personal physicians, to deliver what aid he can. Forgive me, my lady, for ending this letter so abruptly, but the brave post rider is ready to leave and as usual, there are all too many things going on, keeping me busy, for me to have the luxury of completely describing the situation here to you in this letter.

 

Bernhard put down his pen. “I feel absolutely naked without having my Kanzlei with me,” he complained to Michael John. “All these years, my documents have always traveled along. Now most are in Besançon and the current but inactive files are in Schwarzach. The situation is practically causing me to shiver.”

John started to laugh and then looked at him with concern. The grand duke actually was shivering with some kind of chill. He got him into bed and covered him up, the lack of protest at this treatment indicating his employer really was sick.

“Send the letter I just wrote to Claudia. Get a letter out to Fernando,” Bernhard said. “Assure him I’m certain that God will handle my temporary weakness so graciously that I hope that soon I will once again be able to render the services that the Lord will require of me.”

“Sure,” John said.

“Is it the colic again?” Moscherosch asked anxiously the next morning.

“He just says that he doesn’t feel well,” the secretary answered. “There’s been constant diarrhea all night. He says that he’s never felt this bad before in his life. He’s fevered—terribly hot. Then he starts to chill again.”

“Rashes? Spots?”

“No, but he’s very short of breath. His heartbeat is strong, though.”

“Did you call a doctor?”

“I don’t trust either of those quacks on his staff. If you ask me, those blue pills that Blandin has been giving him just make his stomach more tender. Sometimes he vomits blood.”




Freiburg im Breisgau




“God, but this is a disaster,” Kanoffski exploded. “I don’t see how it could be worse.”

Erlach looked at him phlegmatically. “He could be dead. That would be worse.”

“Lutz . . .”

“It could be widely known that he is ill. The carrion birds could already be circling over our heads.”

“So what do we do?”

“Minimize it. Admit that he’s sick, but make light of it. Just a passing thing. Everyone in Europe who can read a newspaper already knows that he suffers from chronic indigestion.”




Lorraine




“We can’t keep him in the camp,” Michael John said. “A tent is no place to treat a serious illness. We have to risk moving him to Châtel-sur-Moselle. I’ll feel a lot more secure having him inside walls and towers.”
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Moscherosch thought about it. There was no doubt that the grand duke’s semi-permanent administrative headquarters in Lorraine had walls and towers. About a mile of walls and twenty-two towers (he had counted them). The castle was up on a rocky cliff over the Moselle. Military types had considered it defensible ever since the days when the Roman legions were passing through the region. Storerooms. Whole networks of galleries. Tunnels for reaching the town below and the banks of the river.

Okay, he would admit it. John had a point. It would be easier to protect the grand duke there than in a tent. Practically, though . . . “How do we move him?”

“Do you know Private Karpff?”

“Margali’s company? Long-time veteran.”

“Yes. The man would go through hell for the grand duke. Have him pick a few people he trusts and bring a stretcher after dark. We’ll move him on foot, by night. You can let out a news release that he traveled to headquarters by night, but give the impression that he was on a horse, moving under his own power, responding to some kind of emergency.”

“What are you so suspicious of? Or whom?”

“There are an awful lot of people who’ve been less than thrilled by his rise to power.”

****

“Write to the grand duchess,” Bernhard muttered to John. “Send it by the next post. Tell her that I’m not in very good shape right now and expect that it’s going to be a while before I get back to being completely healthy.”

“My lord, that is a considerable understatement.”

“It will do. No need to alarm her.”

He didn’t make a sound when they moved him onto the stretcher, nor all through the miles of darkness.

In the morning, safely inside the castle, he allowed himself a brief groan as they transferred him from the stretcher to the bed. Reaching out a hand to Karpff, he quoted Ecclesiastes 9:11,




The race is not to the swift

or the battle to the strong,

nor does food come to the wise

or wealth to the brilliant

or favor to the learned;

but time and chance happen to them all.




Then he added, “but remember, old soldier, although we are taught to pray, ‘Thy will and not mine be done, Lord.’ Given the option, I would prefer not to die right now and will do all in my power not to do so.”

The stretcher squad left to return to the camp.

Karpff looked at his hand in wonder. “I’ll never wash it again.”

David Sinclair and George Leslie shook their heads.

“You will,” young Hallier said. “Before every single meal. Grand duke’s orders.”

They shook their heads again.

In the room, Bernhard looked at John. “On the other hand, if the time has come for me to die, have Rücker preach my funeral sermon on Timothy 2:7-8. And summon the chancellor from Besançon. Just in case, I’d better make a will.”




Basel




Diane Jackson threw the morning newspaper across the room. “I do not believe for one minute that this illness is nothing to worry about. I remember how Frank always acts when he is sick and this sounds like that. Which meant that once Frank almost died from an abscessed appendix because he would not go to the doctor when his stomach ached.”

“Ah,” Tony Adducci said. “Ah, Diane.”

“We hear rumors all the time that people are trying to assassinate him.”

“Rumors.”

“That is something else that Frank’s mother used to say. ‘Just because you’re paranoid, it doesn’t mean that someone isn’t out to get you.’ Smart woman. Good to me when Frank brought me home from Vietnam, when she could have been mean. At least, the sons lost to me up-time have a grandmother. This is something I believe. There are many people who think they have good reason to get Grand Duke Bernhard.”

“There are a fair number of people who actually do have good reasons to want to get him.”

Diane crossed the room, picked up the papers, and tossed them on his desk. “Not on my watch, as they say. Where is Colonel Raudegen?”

“With Wettstein, I think, across the river, working on inspecting river boats for plague.”

“Bring him here. Call my bodyguards. Radio to Grantville and Magdeburg. Tell them that we are going to Lorraine.”




Magdeburg




“Damn it,” Frank Jackson said on receiving the radio report. “Yeah, I’m going to throw a tantrum right here at headquarters. I have a right to throw a tantrum. What in hell does Diane think she’s doing? She’s putting herself right into the middle of a plague situation. People are dying of it. Middle Ages. Black Death. All that stuff.”

“Once the plague is behind the frontiers at all,” Francisco Nasi pointed out, “and it is behind the southeastern frontier now, even though spottily, it’s more likely to be brought into a major commercial entrepot like Basel than anywhere else, so she wasn’t precisely safe there. We’ve thrown up a second plague screen, this side of Swabia, this side of the Rhine. A second-level barrier.”

Frank glared at him. “I am not in a mood to listen to sweet reason.”




Schwarzach




The grand duchess was in the process of transferring her working headquarters.

“What We would like to do,” Claudia said, “is to see for Ourselves what the condition of the grand duke’s health is. We are tempted. However, duty requires Our presence in Besançon.”

Abbot Georgius bowed and said nothing. He did not wish to be rude, but neither did he want to say anything that might delay her departure. It would be a joy for the Benedictines to have the monastery to themselves again.

Of course, there was nothing to say that the grand duke or his officers might not return. Bernhard appeared to find the cloister convenient. Hopefully, once the fortress on the river was completed . . .

The grand duchess was expressing regrets that she had not been able to visit her children in Tyrol at all since her marriage.

“They are in a safe place,” he said, “while you are in a plague-infested one, even though, thankfully, the pestilence has not yet visited this immediate region.”

“Oh,” she said impatiently. “We know it. There is no way We are going to expose Our children to danger. But there is always the possibility that if We appear not to be taking advantage of the visitation schedule arranged in the agreement, the other members of the regency council may seek to renege on the privilege altogether. Dr. Volmar . . .” Her voice trailed off.

“I left Father Malaspina, my confessor, in Innsbruck, to oversee the religious education of the children. It has been very kind of you to act as my confessor during my stay here, but I really need one of my own.” She shook her head. She was starting to pick up the grand duke’s penchant for thinking of herself in the singular.

“If I may suggest . . . ?”

“What, Father Georgius?”

“Instead of requesting a confessor from Spain or Italy, you might write to Cardinal-Protector Mazzare. He might know someone who could . . . help you adjust to the new world in which we are living.”

Claudia bowed her head for a few minutes.

“Let the Monster be summoned,” she ordered suddenly. “It is expensive, but I have really spent very little money this spring and summer. It will be best to avoid the possibility of acquiring plague during the trip. What do they call it? Point to point travel.”

The children. There was no way she would expose her children to danger, but there was no plague in the air. She suspected that she was pregnant. If so, the preservation of the child had to be her first priority, above all else. Especially with the grand duke sick. Sicker than he was admitting, she was sure. First Innsbruck. Then Besançon.




Besançon




This was the first time that Marcie had been invited into the grand ducal bedchambers. She mostly saw Claudia in her office.

The reason was immediately apparent. The grand ducal ladies’ maids were applying henna to the grand ducal hair. It looked like they would be at it for a while.

Marcie had occasionally wondered if she saw dark roots beneath the red.

She wondered if the grand duke knew. Probably not. He probably didn’t even know that henna existed. It didn’t have any practical military application.

The grand ducal dogs were either sleeping on the grand ducal skirts or running around them, yapping. There seemed to be another one every time a person turned around. Two little tan lapdogs, a fuzzy white one that Claudia called her little lion-dog and had brought back from Innsbruck, and a white one with brown spots. Luckily they were all small, because they weren’t entirely housebroken.

Claudia gestured toward the desk pedestal. She had one, with a secretary present, even in her dressing room. “We are not permitted to move Our head. It is a pleasure to have your company again, Lady Marcie.”

“Thank you, Your Grace.”

“Have you succeeded in deciphering the latest letter from the grand duke? It is good practice for you, you know. If you learn to read his handwriting, you will probably be able to master any down-time script. Plus, you need to know more of the geography.”

“The letter was sent from a castle south of Toul and is signed, ‘Meiner Herrin allezeitt williger diner.’ Not bad,” Marcie said. “‘At all times, my lady’s willing servant.’ I’d be happy to take that if Matt wrote it at the end of a letter. Instead, I get ‘in a hurry’ or, at most, ‘see ya’ one of these days.’ ”

Claudia smiled. “The grand duke puts such phrases before the formal signature. I might be more flattered if I didn’t know that, aside from the gender of the addressee, he signs his letters to Chancellor Oxenstierna precisely the same way—and if the topic were not that he wants me to negotiate better grain prices with the commercial houses of Paler and Rehlinger in Augsburg and Basel. He is worried about food for civilians in the plague-stricken areas as well as supplies for the army. This campaign is lasting far longer, and therefore turning out to be more expensive, than he had projected in March.”

A rattle, clatter, and the noise of falling boards came through a closed door, followed by curses from construction workers. The curses were in the local dialect, but Marcie could project what they were saying.

“Something new?”

Claudia carefully did not turn her head. “We are having a private chapel installed. We had one in Innsbruck. After childbirth—there are forty days before one is churched, during which one cannot appear in public. I do not ever want to go without hearing mass for that long. This must be completed and consecrated before the end of the year. Now they are doing only the rough work. Once the plague abates, We will bring decorators from Tuscany to make it beautiful. We prefer modern architecture.”

Oooh. Marcie got the implications of that in a hurry, but since there had been no official announcement, she kept her mouth shut. Maybe she was starting to get the hang of this courtier business. “Modern architecture” to a seventeenth-century Italian meant lots of colored marble inlays, pillars cut so they looked like spirals and gilding on top of the gilding, simply dripping with madonnas. She wondered what the grand duke would make of that—he was pretty much bound to see the place.

She turned her attention back to the letter from Bernhard. “If I were you, Your Grace, I’d be more worried about this line.”

“Which one?”

“Es will aber die mattigkeitt noch nicht nachlessen, doch wird es nicht erger.”

Claudia frowned. “He keeps minimizing this illness. ‘The exhaustion doesn’t get better, but neither does it get worse.’ I have read the reports in the encyclopedias, of course. It was such a stomach ailment that eventually killed him. There were even rumors of poisoning.”

She frowned more deeply. “That’s always possible, of course.”

The grand duchess was, after all, a Medici.

****

“If Bernhard dies, will I have the resources to hold Burgundy?”

Claudia used the first person singular because she didn’t ask that question out loud or direct it to any particular person.

She held it in her mind and asked it of herself.

She set up a conference with those members of Der Kloster who weren’t in Lorraine with him. She spoke with the duc de Rohan, with Hattstein at Dôle, and with the others whom he had left to garrison the Franche Comté.

“My personal motto,” she informed them, “is ‘God sees all.’ I do my best to take Him as my model.”

****

After Rohan, she spoke to Leopold Cavriani. She already knew him, of course.

Speaking with Cavriani naturally led to contacting Bernhard’s bankers. A man engaged in military contracting on the scale Bernhard had done it, and now constructing a principality, needed to have credit always ready. There was only so far that ordinary revenue sources could be relied on and they were not something one could expedite in emergencies—if, for example, a city council needed a loan from the general or grand duke, it sometimes being a bit difficult to distinguish which hat he was wearing at the moment, to pay its own garrison troops. Even forced contributions wouldn’t cover something like that, since if the council had the money to contribute, it could pay the garrison. So a man borrowed, using expected revenues from taxes, tolls, dues, and Kontributionen as collateral.

So she contacted Marx Conrad Rehlinger—the grand duke’s merchant banker and most important financier, from an old Augsburg family, currently residing in Basel, and also, not precisely accidentally, the uncle of the grand duke’s chancellor, Hans Ulrich Rehlinger. Bernhard had told her that Rehlinger was probably the only man who entirely understood his complicated financial affairs, and that she could rely on him.

Rehlinger’s own pride had been somewhat offended by the decision of Gustavus Adolphus and, subsequently, the USE to rely upon the Abrabanel banking network, as if the Germanies’ own bankers were not good enough.

It only made sense to rely on him. If someone as arrogant, incredibly demanding, suspicious, touchy, and sometimes, truth be told, generally a pain in the butt as her current lord and husband regarded Rehlinger as a reliable friend, she would, until she learned something to the contrary, accept that as true.

Then there were the Hervart brothers in Lyon—also descended from an old Augsburg banking family, the Herwarths, on their father’s side and an even older one, the Welsers, on their paternal grandmother’s side. They handled much of the business associated with the French subsidies. War was a business, after all, on the scale that Bernhard conducted it. Under the French agreement, he had promised to keep a certain number of men in the field. French inspectors took regular musters and deducted from the subsidy payments twelve livres for every missing infantryman, forty livres for every missing cavalryman, and correspondingly more for any shortfall in regimental staff and officers.

The Hervarts would have ears in the French court—possibly even ears on Richelieu’s staff. Not to mention that Jean Henri Hervart, who also served as Bernhard’s purchasing agent in France, was married to one of Rehlinger’s daughters. All in the family. That was how the world worked. Things were all in the family.

Purchasing agent because if munitions and food were to be had at a reasonable price in France, they would do the army a lot more good than coins, so he was authorized to buy and ship.

Well, more good than coins as long as enough coins arrived to pay the men.

Mostly. Barthélemi Hervart was more of a free spirit. Well, as bankers went. Barthélemi enjoyed playing politics. Père Joseph and the dévots hated the sight of a Protestant with that much influence on the French court. Mazarin, rumor reported, loved him.

Not Jan Hoeufft. A Dutch Calvinist by birth, he was nonetheless a naturalized French citizen. For Bernhard, he mainly acted as a transfer agent for the payment of the subsidies the court owed under the contract He performed some additional services, always taking his cut and profit, of course. He might exchange silver coins for gold, since gold was less bulky and saved on transportation costs. Occasionally, when the court gave him “assignations” on future income rather than cold, hard, cash, he even made advances on the subsidies from his bank’s own funds. But he was Richelieu’s man, not Bernhard’s.

Not Hoeufft. If a single word about this reached Hoeufft, heads would roll.

There were deposits in a Paris bank, too. Not large, but they were there.

Joachim van Vikvoort in Amsterdam. The French called him de Wiqueforte. He held most of Bernhard’s emergency funds—the kind of thing a prudent high officer kept in reserve in case of such emergencies as being captured on the battlefield and having to come up with an outrageously high ransom on very short order. He also kept safely what Bernhard called his “hoard.” That’s what it was—unset gems, jewelry, ceremonial gifts received from conquered cities as the price for tolerable treatment. Bernhard kept some of that sort of thing with him in a safe in one of the baggage wagons, just in case, but most of it he had sufficient sense to keep in a vault in Amsterdam.

Otherwise one risked, like de Guébriant after Ahrensbök, the possibility of either an indefinite captivity or the unlikely decision of someone else to ransom you for his own purposes.

As Bernhard had done for de Guébriant.

Who wasn’t supposed to know it.

****

She needed her own cabinet, Claudia decided. Her own equivalent of Der Kloster.

De Melon. She liked the man, he was competent, and he spoke Italian as well as he did German.

Bernhard had summoned his chancellor, Hans Ulrich Rehlinger, a nephew of the banker, to Lorraine, so he wasn’t available.

Georg Wölcker, the army’s general auditor. She would need him at her side this summer, even though his first loyalty would not be to her.

Tobias von Ponikau, also, would forever be Bernhard’s man. In any case, he was in Brussels for the continuing negotiations in regard to cooperation with the Low Countries.

Johann Christoph von der Grün. For this campaign, Bernhard had left his general adjutant and chief ordinance officer at Dôle with Hattstein. He was far from trusting in regard to what the French might do on the western frontiers of the county if they thought he was tied up elsewhere. An organized, careful, meticulous man. She could use him, but he, too, was one of the grand duke’s long-time, reliable, servants.

Bernhard’s general counsel. The lawyer who read all the fine print in his contracts and crossed out the questionable passages. Could she rely on him? Was he competent? She would have to check in regard to both.

Too bad that de Guébriant was in Lorraine.

Claudia smiled suddenly. Bernhard now called the French count, who had started as a Breton country gentlemen with even fewer resources than Bernhard himself, “friend.”

Sometimes he called him “brother,” but given Bernhard’s relationship with his brothers, that was a more questionable description.

De Guébriant’s wife, though.

Renée du Bec-Crespin.

At some point, Bernhard had mentioned that his brother Albrecht had found out, from the up-time encyclopedias, that his marriage to Dorothea had been childless, but went right ahead and married her anyway. They’d known one another for years, of course.

De Guébriant had done the same with Renée. The two of them were so close that they even wrote joint letters, taking alternate paragraphs.

Perhaps some men did regard their wives as more than—or at least other than—brood mares.

Claudia had found a friend of her own. The only woman who, in the other world, had become a plenipotentiary ambassador for the French crown in this century.

Renée definitely went on the list of people to consult.

****

“A letter from Cardinal Richelieu, Your Grace.”

Claudia took it. Read it. Cocked her head.

“Reproachful?” Renee asked.

“More than a little. But, perhaps, a way to test the competence of that general counsel fellow.” Claudia waved at her secretary. “Make two clean copies, one for Forstenhauser and one for Motzel.”

Forstenhauser came back with an extensive and detailed analysis of the validity of the representations that the French court was making in this letter under the terms of their original agreement with the grand duke.

Volpert Motzel, the young legal officer she brought from Tyrol on Dr. Bienner’s recommendation, pointed out the loophole in the original agreement with a happily piratical expression. “Since the French have never kept up the contractual payments on schedule or in the defined amounts,” he chanted happily, “the grand duke is not legally bound by it at all.”

Forstenhauser answered that the French had not been obliged to pay the full amount, because the grand duke had never managed to get his roster men in the field up to prescribed strength.

Motzel replied that this was because as he had just said the French had never paid on schedule, which hampered the grand duke’s recruiting efforts. Muttering “poorly drafted,” he waved a copy of the original agreement in the air and concluded happily that, “There’s enough potential for trouble just in one subordinate clause here to keep a lawsuit going for a half-century.”

Claudia concluded that she would rely on Motzel rather than on Bernhard’s more pedestrian legal eagle.

****

“The plague-fighting has gone well, yes?” Claudia, at the head of the table, stood up.

Her advisers had learned by now that when she decided to use her height to loom over them, the omens were not good.

“Well,” Dr. Guarinonius confirmed. “Both on the borders of the Franche-Comté with France and on the Tyrolese borders with Venice. There is some plague, of course. There always is some plague, but not widespread pestilence as it appears in an epidemic year. Of course, there are no major troop movements within either region. The situation is even basically under control in Swabia.”

There was a moment of silence while everyone present contemplated the improbability of a world in which anything at all in Swabia could be described as “under control.”

“For this, we owe great gratitude to the efforts of the medical schools at the University of Basel, the University of Strassburg, and the University of Tübingen, combined with the cooperation of the margraves of Baden, both in their own Rhenish territories and from Augsburg. The recurring difficulties are in Lorraine and the USE’s Province of the Upper Rhine.”

Claudia nodded. “Precisely as I thought. Therefore, since the danger is in Lorraine and the grand duke is in Lorraine, Frau Dunn shall also be in Lorraine.”

Every jaw dropped.

“The plague-fighting project is going well. It will do us very little good to have succeeded in saving so many lives if we lose that of my lord and husband.”

Kamala shook her head. “But . . .”

“Your Grace,” Guarinonius said.

Claudia anticipated the objection. “No, a down-time trained medic will not do. I want the up-time nurse to be there, and that is that.”

After considerable turbulence with Guarinonius, she got her way.

“When?” Kamala asked. “The grand duke allowed me time, in coming from Grantville, for the children to finish the school year, and . . .”

“There is no time. Tomorrow. Or as soon as I can arrange by the radio relays for the Monster to make the flight.”

Kamala left her children in Besançon with Carey Calagna and set out for Lorraine the next day, carrying a letter from Claudia to Bernhard in the field, full of admonitions that since he had hired this up-time nurse and was paying her a very generous salary, he was also to pay full attention to her instructions and comply with all of her requirements for comporting himself if he was to recover, “just as the pagan general did—eventually, after considerable recalcitrance, if I recall—to those of Naaman’s captive Israelite serving girl in the Old Testament, after which he was washed entirely clean of his illness.”

****

“We do not consider Ourselves to be beautiful.” Claudia twirled her glass of claret.

Marcie cocked her head.

“However, all three of Our husbands saw us in person before the weddings, not just in flattering portraits.”

Marcie nodded.

“Federigo was very young at the time of the visit—he was eleven and I was twelve. Obnoxious boy. He had an actress who was his mistress and kept her right in the palace in Urbino where he expected me to live.”

Marcie rooted around in her mind for some tactful comment and came up with, “A lot of teenage boys don’t exactly have it all together yet, Your Grace. He probably didn’t mean it as anything against you personally. They go for quantity rather than quality.”

“Leopold had seen Us at family gatherings when We were a child. However, between then and the date that our marriage was arranged, he knew that We had survived smallpox and childbirth, so he wanted to see if We were still acceptable. He stopped in Florence and took a look on his way to Rome to make the financial arrangements with the pope about resigning his bishoprics and other ecclesiastical benefices, and of course to negotiate with Urban VIII to the effect that the bishoprics should go to his nephew Leopold Wilhelm.” Claudia stopped, wrinkling her forehead. “You haven’t met him yet. He’s Maria Anna’s younger brother.”

The grand duchess lapsed into a more informal style of speaking. “Leopold had debts coming out of his ears and really needed a Medici dowry—marrying me offered him a partial escape from the financial miseries that had been hounding him ever since he borrowed so much in an attempt to claim the Jülich-Cleves-Berg inheritance that’s been such a misery for so many families in the Germanies for the past quarter-century—but he was still determined to keep the income from his sinecures as long as the church would let him.”

Marcie preferred not to contemplate the thought of marrying a man who stopped in to take a look at you on his way to Rome to resign as the pluralistic bishop of Passau and Strassburg. Down-time Catholicism was . . . different, to say the least.

“I didn’t really expect to remarry after Leopold’s death. I expected to be in widow’s weeds for the remainder of my life. Even after Federigo died, there were those who thought it would be more appropriate if I retired to a convent than lived a worldly life. I was very grateful for the intervention of my late sister-in-law Maria Maddalena, who was also Leopold’s sister. If a person doesn’t have a religious vocation, from age twenty-two to death can seem like a long, long, time to be cloistered.”

Marcie nodded.

“Leopold was a political bishop, but quite pious, educated by the Jesuits, even though he was never ordained as a priest, and there were no troubles about mistresses. He loved to hunt, even though he was terribly fat. He was always going to spas to try to lose the weight his physicians told him he should. I hunted with him when I wasn’t pregnant. Once, I jumped off my horse and stuck the wild sow myself—he was very proud of me. Most of the time, though, I was pregnant. He was away on government business a lot, but he was kind. The first winter after our marriage, he took me for a sleigh ride in the snow and held the reins himself. It was a wonderful treat.”

The grand duchess blinked, put down her wine glass, and picked up her pen. “Now We are writing to Our third spouse.”

Marcie cast her mind over things that the various guys had said about Grand Duke Bernhard. “I don’t think you’ll have mistress problems this time, either.”

The grand duchess tried out the effect of her spousal words by reading them out loud to Marcie.

“ ‘Unser hertzlieber herr unndt ehgemahl.’ ” Claudia tossed her head. “I do wish he spoke Italian. Italian is a much nicer language and my German isn’t very good. We always spoke Italian at the court in Innsbruck.”

Marcie wondered if Claudia really meant “Our heartily loved lord and husband,” or if it was just one more of the standard letter formulas.

“I have a suspicion,” she wrote Matt, “based on the way she went back to using ‘Our’ rather than ‘my,’ that it’s the latter, but I’m not sure. I really need to find out if anyone has published a manual of how to write letters here down-time. The etiquette kind that used to tell a person how to write to his congressman. You know what I mean. The university library at Fairmont had one that the Navy Wives Association published. I came across it one day when I was browsing the shelves. If there’s something like it on the market now, I’m going to buy a copy if I can possibly afford it.”




Merkwiller-Pechelbronn, Province of the Upper Rhine




“We no sooner think we have the plague under control than it breaks out again,” Gus Szymanski wrote. “How in hell do we enforce a quarantine in a place where people don’t just cross borders on the roads, where we can set up check points? They’re coming into the Province of the Upper Rhine—well, coming out of Lorraine—through the goddamned fields. Sometimes it’s a trickle and sometimes it’s a stream, but they keep on coming, and they will as long as Gaston and Bernhard are maneuvering around. It’s as bad as trying to patrol the border with Mexico was, up-time. No way to keep out the illegals, if they’re determined enough to cross. Not every one of them is sick, but enough to keep it going.

“Count yourselves lucky that so far the quarantines are holding and the plague hasn’t reached as far inside the USE as Fulda.”




Fulda




Nina Springer, against her husband’s advice and better judgment, read Gus Szymanski’s latest letter out loud to the members of the SoTF administration.

“Is it bubonic plague or is it some other epidemic?” Harlan Stull asked.

Nina glared at him. “Who cares? People are dying of it. Dying like flies.”

“We can’t just keep sitting here,” Harlan Stull said. “Things are under control in Buchenland. Over there is where we ought to be. On the front lines.”

“The risk,” Melvin Springer said. “We’ve already lost several members of the staff here, up-timers and down-timers alike.”

“You can do what you want, Mel,” Nina said, “but if anyone else goes, I’m going with him. Or her. Or them. And if nobody else goes, I’m going to help Gus and Orville out anyhow.”

Springer crossed his arms over his chest. “In that case, I had better go myself. I really should investigate the deaths of Hill and Pence last month. Furbee and Matowski are military, so they aren’t my responsibility. The other two were civil servants, though. I ought to make sure they were not doing anything that exceeded their authority, and lay down firm guidelines for the latest cadre of Buchenland volunteers.”

Stull pushed his chair back. “If you don’t intend to help in some practical way, you would be better off staying here. The last thing they need right now is one more sniffing bureaucrat.”




Merkwiller-Pechelbronn




The pious hope of Clicquot that his semblance of a plan for Gaston’s raid might, if not give them success, at least preserve them from disaster, proved to be an entirely vain hope.

It did not take into consideration just how many USE and SoTF regiments had been sent to the vicinity, not to protect the oil fields, but to fight the plague.

In truth, Clicquot did not know. He had gone through a very hectic spring and summer.

In fact, Clicquot had pointed out that there was plague at the site. He had even gone so far as  to mention that by campaigning in the region, Gaston could contribute to the spread of plague by his troops.

Gaston did not care.

Clicquot pointed out that entering the region could accelerate the presence of plague among their own troops.

Gaston did not care.

“He may be a fool,” Marchéville said, “but he is certainly a single-minded fool. God, how I wish I had listened to Henri de Beringhen when he first showed up in Brussels.”

They didn’t even get close to the oil fields.

Gaston had less than a thousand men.

The USE had six full regiments and parts of others.

Gaston had no supplies other than what the riders could carry.

The USE had a supply depot.

Gaston had recently-hired mercenaries.

The USE regiments had, in many cases, been drilling together for three, four, and even five years.

****

Cliquot informed Gaston that Puylaurens was severely injured.

Gaston shrugged. “You and he have led me into disaster. Clearly, we cannot afford the delay that bringing him with us would cause. I need to get back to the security offered by the infantry regiments I left in Lorraine. I do have a duty to France, you know. Think what political chaos it would cause if the heir to the throne died because of some absurd altruistic gesture.”

Without Puylaurens, the remnants of the raiders retreated rapidly back into Lorraine.

Puylaurens rolled himself into a ditch, hoping to keep out of sight of the USE medics searching the field. He landed on top of one of Henriette’s dissatisfied mercenary captains.

“Stay there,” the man said. “Maybe your corpse will hide me. Hey, I know who you are. We both should have stayed in Pfalzburg with the princesse. We’d have lost less in the long run.”

“My motto these days,” Puylaurens said bitterly, “is ‘What do I have to lose?’ I’d have died more comfortably at the hands of Louis XIII’s executioner.”

He expended his last bit of strength and rolled off the captain, so anyone who happened to look into the ditch would see both of them.




Lorraine




“Well, I see you’re not dead yet.” Hans Ulrich Rehlinger, chancellor of the County of Burgundy, was a bouncy, cheerful man.

A shocked man, at the moment. He knew that Bernhard was sick, but the grand duke was gaunt; his eyes feverish.

“So, what am I doing here?” He leaned an elbow on the slanted pedestal next to the bed which John had carefully prepared with paper, ink, and pens.

“Writing a will.” Bernhard reached under one pillows propped behind him. “I have some of the provisions here. My breath comes so short that I have already dictated the routine things to John, a little at a time. Look them over. I need you for the special ones, so I can be certain they are not challenged. John would never leak them—he has my total confidence—but neither is he a lawyer capable of writing clauses that may be challenged but can never be broken.”

Rehlinger looked the pages over while the grand duke rested. “Your war horse to de Guébriant?”

“He’s the only other man who will ever be able to ride him except Captain Starschedel, who can’t afford a war horse. I’m leaving him money, which he does need.”

“Point taken.”

“More important than those. For the county . . . the army.”

Rehlinger stifled his natural bonhomie.

“If the grand duchess should be with child,” Bernhard started. He gave Rehlinger a half smile that was frightening on his skull-like face. “And I assure you that we did all in our power to bring that about, so it is a quite real possibility.”

The chancellor nodded.

“If the child is a boy, there is no problem. Except, he is not to be taken from his mother. Make that very plain. I appoint co-guardians and co-regents with her”—Bernhard pulled another sheet of paper out from under his pillow, this one written in his own hand rather than the secretary’s neat script—“but he is to stay with Claudia and she with him. Nobody is to take another child away from her. I trust her to keep the promise she made in the marriage agreement, that sons will be reared in the Lutheran faith. Hortleder and Gerhard—they shall choose his teachers. Hortleder, if he will, shall come to Burgundy and supervise the boy’s education.”

Rehlinger reached for the list.

“If the child be a girl . . .” Bernhard stopped. “In the marriage agreement, I did not think far enough. I should have, since Gustavus has only Kristina to follow him, but I did not. The time was short and there were so many other things that needed my attention.”

Rehlinger nodded. He had been in Besançon, not in Schwarzach drafting the pre-nuptial contract. He didn’t have much confidence in Forstenhauser, the army’s chief counsel in Breisach, who had negotiated on behalf of the grand duke. The man rarely saw the broader implications.

“I agreed that daughters should be reared in their mother’s church.”

Rehlinger winced. All this work, to turn the new county over to the . . . well, to the persecutors. The papists. The Jesuits.

“Having made that promise, I will not break it. But . . .”

The chancellor waited.

“Neither does the marriage contract have any explicit provision for a daughter to succeed me.”

Rehlinger sat quietly.

“Understand this. If I survive, so that this will is not needed, and yet the grand duchess learns of the next provisions I am making, she will hate me until death most mercifully does us part. This must be held in the utmost confidence.”

“I swear it upon my very life.”

“If I should die and the grand duchess delivers a daughter, then the child is to remain with her mother. Mother and daughter shall have my entire personal fortune. It is not that great, but what there is, they shall have. Your uncle and Vikfoort in Amsterdam—they will know.”

Rehlinger made the appropriate notes.

“I will not and cannot betray my faith in order to benefit the seed of my own loins. I will keep my promise to expel from Burgundy only those who do not keep their oath of allegiance to me, regardless of their religion, but there is no trusting the Catholics to keep faith. Mazzare in the USE is only one man. We have seen the exiles from Austria and Bohemia. Some of my officers are among them. The up-time encyclopedias tell us of the revocation of the Edict of Nantes.”

Rehlinger looked up, his eyes sharp.

“If I die and the grand duchess delivers a daughter, who shall be named Dorothea both for my mother and because a daughter is a gift of God as much as a son, then the county of Burgundy shall go to my brother Ernst.”

Bernhard reached out and grasped Rehlinger’s arm urgently.

“If the child is a boy and dies with no heirs of his body, Burgundy shall go to Ernst. Make sure of it. William cannot take it; Albrecht could not hold it. Ernst will be a careful steward of any land and people entrusted to his care. If the time has come for me to die, Ernst shall be my heir and he will keep my faith.”

Two hours later, the grand duke signed, in the presence of numerous reliable witnesses—as many as could be called to the palace.

His hand was shaky, but he was clearly compos mentis when he signed.

Then, though, he closed his eyes. “Zum wollstand der betrangten evangelischen Kirche,” he murmured, “unnd zu des Evangelischen Bundes unnd gemeinen vatterlands diensten.”

Rehlinger, carefully keeping the document folded that so no one might see the contents, sealed it, secured it in a portable safe, and then placed that in the grand duke’s own locked trunk that remained in his bedroom.

****

“What on earth was he talking about?” Moscherosch asked. “For the benefit of the hard-pressed Protestant church and in service of the Protestant League and our common fatherland?”

“I suspect,” Chaplain Rücker said, “that he was remembering the ideals he had when he first became involved in this war.”

“He doesn’t pay me to write about those. My salary comes from the revenues of the County of Burgundy.”

“Just as well,” Michael John said. “Forget about what he said. Keep your mind firmly fixed on the subject of which side of your publicistic bread is buttered.”




Brussels




“What is Aldringen like?”

Maria Anna looked at Nicole.

“It’s reasonable for me to ask. He’s administering Bar, which is mine, as well as Lorraine. That means that he is carrying out acts in my name. I’ve heard the rumors from the up-time encyclopedias, such as that Wallenstein was jealous of him and prevented his promotion. Even that he was involved in the assassination of Wallenstein in the other world. Will that cause problems for the duchy with the USE, since they are allied with Bohemia now?”

“Well . . . he’s a very zealous Catholic. A competent commander and administrator. Self-disciplined. His critics consider him to be more ambitious than he should be, given his family background.” The queen in the Netherlands grinned. “His chin is very long and pointed. His hairline is receding. Exactly what do you want to know?”

“Is he cruel?”

“I’ve heard people use the word ‘hard.’ Quite a bit. I don’t think that I’ve ever heard ‘cruel.’ ”




Lorraine
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Against all reasonable expectations, Gaston made it to Neufchâteau with the remnants of the cavalry.

Against all reasonable expectations, the infantry regiments had waited for his return.

In the category of what could only be a divine miracle, Bernhard’s forces, which had circumvallated Neufchâteau while Gaston was gone, were pulled away to assist in the search for his cavalry.

Gaston successfully entered the fortress.

Then he was stupid enough to leave it again.

Monsieur Gaston decided that it was time to return to France, considering that France was so conveniently nearby.

****

Thysac’s scouts observed the pullout.

They reported it to Aldringen.

Aldringen thought a while.

He had developed a certain sense of how Bernhard’s people worked by now. There was the inner circle—Der Kloster.

For weeks now, the senior members of Der Kloster had clearly been distracted by something they were not revealing. It did not seem likely that they would give him their full attention now, even if he appealed to them in the name of Claudia as regent of Lorraine.

They were Bernhard’s men.

She was Bernhard’s wife.

But . . .

In Lorraine, there were two perfectly competent military contingents, belonging to Bernhard’s forces, yet not commanded by members of the Kloster. In the name of Claudia, he could call upon de Guébriant and Schaffelitzky. Men who were, perhaps, not fully trusted by the Kloster insiders. Men who were not, therefore, quite so distracted by whatever was going on at Châtel-sur-Moselle.

The three of them made an unlikely and spontaneously formed troika.

Not to mention that, thanks to de Thysac, they knew where Gaston’s infantry was to be found, which direction it was going, and how fast it was moving.

****

“To His Grace Bernhard, etc.
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“Yesterday morning,” Shaffelitzky wrote, “by the mercy of God Almighty, Colonel de Guébriant, General Aldringen, and I, after a night march that began before dark and lasted until just before dawn, guided by scouts native to the Duchy of Lorraine, successfully joined our contingents together for a combined strength of over three thousand cavalry, fifteen hundred dragoons, and nearly ten thousand infantry counting the Lorraine militia which M. et Mme. Haraucourt and M. de Thysac have brought into Aldringen’s service.

“Expecting that Monsieur Gaston would not anticipate us before tomorrow and since the men and horses, although tired, were well fed and well rested before these last two very strenuous days, we determined to move against him at once. We attacked at dawn, when his encampment was at its least alert.

“With this letter, I am sending all his banners, two captured lieutenant colonels, a large number of other captured officers, and some two thousand other prisoners. Unfortunately, Monsieur Gaston himself fled before our victory was complete. The highest-ranking prisoner taken is Marchéville, who was found lying severely wounded on the field. My personal surgeon is attending him and predicts that he will survive, although with the loss of an arm and, probably, of an eye. This should not reduce his ransom value for his captor.

“May I mention that our expedition is in need of provisions, ammunition, and a month’s pay for the men, since I offered bonuses if they executed this maneuver successfully. That offer, combined with their reasonable expectation of ransoms for the prisoners, has thus far enabled me to control plundering.”

He finished the field report and looked at de Guébriant. “I only hope he’s alert enough to read it.”

“Just in case he isn’t, have your secretary send a duplicate copy to the grand duchess. Give another one to Aldringen to send to the king in the Netherlands. Bernhard may skin us alive once he recovers, but we can cross that bridge when we come to it.”

****

“We can only reasonably presume that the plague is among the cavalry Monsieur Gaston hired away from Phalsbourg as well as among his locally recruited soldiers from Lorraine,” Aldringen said. “It’s certainly among my locally recruited soldiers from Lorraine and in Fernando’s regiments that were at Metz, although not excessively.”

“If it wasn’t before, it is now,” Schaffelitzky answered. “Well, my regiments were already carrying some. And equally reasonably, we have to presume that any soldiers who escaped will spread it as they flee. Even more, we must presume that as he is in flight himself and unable to pay them, they will scatter and carry it along the disparate paths they take.”

Aldringen nodded. “At least they are headed for France rather than into Alsace or at us.”

“We hope, not that I wish the plague on my own home,” de Guébriant sighed. “That would seem logical, but they could be going in any of a half-dozen different directions.”

“Or all of them. I cannot imagine that Clicquot managed to keep control of the remnants.” Schaffelitzky stood up. “Who among us is going to call for plague-fighting assistance? Is there any to be had?”

“We can ask Burgundy to send more. Claudia, as regent, is the responsible party. Out of the Low Countries, perhaps. Or, as a real stretch, out of the USE. Send a message to Merkwiller-Pechelbronn. Perhaps they will be willing to assist in snuffing out their plague problem at its source.”




Merkwiller-Pechelbronn




“It just never stops,” Derek Utt said. “You fight a battle, you lose some men no matter how careful you are, but then it’s over till the next battle. This goes on and on. How many people have we buried, just right here?”

“About eight hundred,” Matt Trelli said, “a lot of them refugees who came south while Gaston was still running loose. Who is it this time?”

“Lawson Thompson. He and Tina have two little kids back in Grantville. And Sergeant Hartke. I can just imagine what Dagmar is going to say.”

****

“I’m sorry, Nina, but he didn’t make it.” Gus Szymanski patted her shoulder.

Mel Springer’s wife didn’t cry. “It makes me so mad,” she screamed. “Mad as hell. Mainly at him for doing anything so stupid as come into a plague-ridden region when he didn’t have to. Mad at Ed Piazza for sending him over to Fulda. Mad at this whole damned century we’re stuck in.”

Gus didn’t say anything.

“We’ve been waiting for Eva to die, you know.”

He nodded. The older of the two orphaned German girls that Mel and Nina had adopted was already sickly when they wandered into Grantville back after the Ring of Fire, and she had gotten steadily worse since then. Some kind of a genetic problem, Doc Adams said. Eva didn’t manage to get enough nutrition out of what she ate. Nothing anyone could do.

“I was braced for that. But it’s not right for Mel to die. It’s not right, do you hear me? Not right. Why him and not me? I’m the one who’s been working at the clinic, seeing patients. He’s just been walking around ‘inspecting’ things.”

Gus nodded.

“It’s not right!”

****

Because Monsieur Gaston’s raid on Merkwiller-Pechelbronn was a violation of USE territory, Nils Brahe and Derek Utt called more contingents, amounting to four full regiments, into the Province of the Upper Rhine to assist with the military clean-up and plague quarantines.

This meant, of course, that four more regiments would be exposed to active plague conditions and would have to be quarantined after their immediate duty was over to ensure that they did not carry the contagion back to Mainz and Fulda.

This all, of course, complicated the issues of food supplies, provisions, and living quarters again.

But it also provided enough margin that they were able to spare prevention squads for Aldringen.

****

“Damn it, Garand.” Matt Trelli threw himself off his horse. “Get away from her. We’ve managed to pen up the rest of this batch of peasants for quarantine, but there’s a reason the villagers left her here. She’s already sick with the plague. Dying. There’s nothing we can do.”

The rest of the troop seconded him, raising a great noise and fuss.

Jeffie looked up from where he was kneeling. “She’s a little girl. You can’t just ride off and abandon a little girl.”

“I damned well can,” Matt said. “I was at Kronach. I’ve been on the plague-fighting front for a long time now. The Padua doctors are right. When it comes to epidemics, you have to be cruel to be kind. She’s going to die, no matter what we do.”

“She doesn’t have to die alone.”

Matt glared at him. “What about Gertrud and the baby?”

“There’s no way in hell that I can go back and look my own wife and child in the eye if I knew that over here, I left this little girl to die alone.”

“The whole damned Duchy of Lorraine is full of little girls who are dying alone. You’re just not looking them in the face. Do you know what it’s like to die of plague?”

“Hell, yes, I know what it looks like to die of plague. I watched my father-in-law die of it a couple of weeks ago, remember. Give me the damned mask and gloves and leave me here.”

Trelli climbed back on his horse, throwing down the sanitation packet. The rest rode off.

“What’s your name, honey?” Jeffie asked. He poured a little home-made sugar/saline energy drink from his canteen into her mouth.

“Barbeline, mon capitan. Barbeline Cayel.”

“Well, Barbeline. Do you like to listen to stories? Once upon a time . . .”

****

To be continued . . .
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Chapter 26: One Storm Follows Another




Freiberg




July 1635




"What are they doing up there?" Mayor Jonas Schönlebe stopped dead and lifted his hand to shield his eyes against the sun.

There was a man casually walking along the roof ridge of St. Petri church. He carried a rope over his shoulder and a metal rod in his hand.

"Installing a Blitzstab," Pastor Balthasar Wagner answered.

Jonas frowned. "Haven't you had enough lightning for the time being?"

Balthasar laughed. "That thing is supposed to do the exact opposite. Do you see the man in the shadow?" He pointed to the foot of the building.

Another man was working there, digging a hole in the ground. The man on the roof had stopped at the end of the ridge, and was now lowering the rope.

"A braided copper wire," Balthasar continued, "will connect the rod to the ground."

Jonas tried to recall what he had learned about that newfangled thing called "electricity." It was, according to the up-timers, also the driving force behind thunderstorms and lightning.

"You mean . . ."

"Whenever a lightning bolt hits the rod, it's pulled into the wire, and then it's led into the earth without igniting anything."

Jonas' eyes widened. That was a simple idea, not involving any dangerous complicated machines. Sure, without the up-timers' knowledge about electricity . . .

"And where did you get this idea . . ." Jonas stopped, shaking his head. He didn't really need to ask this. That young man was much too eager to not keep his secret. "Forget it. Why did you call me?"

Balthasar pointed up again, this time to the two towers flanking the church.

Jonas groaned. "You want me to pay for lightning rods on the towers," he complained.

"They are certainly cheaper than rebuilding the church from scratch—again." Balthasar shrugged. "The city is the owner of the towers, not the parish."

Jonas waved dismissively. "I'll put it on the agenda for the next meeting of the council." He looked up at the St. Petri tower. While he was here, perhaps he could accomplish something else too.

****

When Jonas reached the topmost floor of St. Petri's tower, he took a deep breath. Well, I'm no longer a young man, but I did that quite well.

Then he looked around. The metal contraption on the table attracted his attention. "So that's the thing? The—um—radio?"

"Yes, Herr Bürgermeister," Kyle Bourne said. "We can reach all of Saxony and a good part of Thuringia. We can even make contact with Magdeburg."

"And what does your contact in Magdeburg say about the upcoming war?"

Kyle froze. "Sorry," he said hesitantly. "I'm not allowed to tell you, Herr Bürgermeister."

Jonas nodded slowly. The young man was right. Jonas was, after all, a Saxon official, and Saxony was the USE's enemy in that war. Even showing him the radio could be dangerous to Kyle's career.

The young man didn't know—yet—what Jonas had started during the six months since Kyle's sister had been married here in Freiberg. For the moment, it was better if both men kept their little secrets.

"Will you be allowed to tell me," he then asked carefully, "when the war has started?"

Kyle shrugged. "Perhaps . . ."

"I don't want to compromise you. Can you ask your superiors? Perhaps you can convince them that I'm not their enemy."

****

Kyle frowned while he contemplated Schönlebe's request. Wrangel had explicitly mentioned that the mayor had played an important role in covering the whole assignment from the official side. On the other hand, there hadn't been any exceptions mentioned, but being polite didn't cost anything.

He nodded. "That I can do. I can also ask for the regular press bulletins to be forwarded to me. They will certainly be several days faster than snail mail."

Schönlebe laughed, and Kyle realized that he had unconsciously used—and translated—a very up-timerish and derogative term. Actually, the Central European post system wasn't too bad compared to others of the time. Thurn & Taxis served regular routes that covered most of the Holy Roman Empire, with many posts to exchange horses like the Pony Express in early America.

In fact, the term "post" for a mail service was derived from these posts. Compared to radio messages they were certainly slow, but you could send a letter or package across all of Germany within three days if you had the money to pay for it.

"That's good enough for me," Schönlebe said, still grinning.

Kyle suddenly guessed that this man was planning something.

"But that," Schönlebe continued, "wasn't the only reason for me to make this trip up here."

He turned to Rosalind, who had silently followed the two men's discussion.

"I need to thank you for saving the church. I heard—" He cast a quick side glance at Kyle. "—you were alone, when the lightning struck."

"That's not exactly true," she said. "In fact, it wasn't me who played the biggest role in this."

"I thought," Schönlebe said frowning, "your man wasn't here."

"That's right, and he isn't the one I'm referring to."

Kyle had the impression that she was a little embarrassed. "Yeah," he said. "You remember our 'gopher'? Moritz was here to do some chores."

"The gravedigger?" Schönlebe's face was the image of astonishment.

"Yes, he was the one who operated the pump, while Rosalind was dousing the flames. You should thank him for saving this church."

Rosalind nodded fervently. Kyle smiled inwardly. There certainly was something simmering under that lid.




Official announcement




Council and Magistrate of the Free Mountain City of Freiberg hereby declare the family of Gottfried Teich, undertaker and provider of sanitary liquids, after having thoroughly investigated and questioned, as being honorable and clean people.

Law enforcement authorities are hereby advised and requested to prosecute any unjustified violation of this declaration.

Given Freiberg, July 1635

Georg Friedrich von Schönberg, Amthauptmann

Jonas Schönlebe, Bürgermeister




Topmost room in the St. Petri Tower




August 1635




Moritz gathered all his courage. "Gnä—um—Karl, do you have a moment?"

"Uh-huh." Karl—most likely not this guy's real name—was sitting at the large desk, his back turned to Moritz. He had a smoking metal rod in one hand, a thick wire in the other, and a small contraption full of tiny pieces in front of him.

"I know," Moritz continued carefully, "that you know that I know more about you than you have told me officially."

"Huh? And what could that be?" Karl had still not turned around, but his voice sounded guarded.

"Are you and Rosalind really married?" Moritz blurted out.

Karl didn't flinch. He carefully pulled a plug out of its socket, placed the metal rod on a stand, and then turned around.

Moritz expected to see an angry face, but it looked like Karl was suppressing a grin.

"What gave us away?"

"You're not wearing rings."

Karl looked down at his left hand. "Oh, really?"

Yes, my other guess was right, too. Come on Moritz, now's the time for the truth. "Um—we normally wear wedding rings on the right hand."

Now Karl was frowning. "I was right," he grumbled, "when I told Schönlebe that you're far too clever." His face became hard—except for his eyes, which were still sparkling.

Or am I imagining that? "Are you angry with me?"

"I told the mayor that I'd have to either buy your silence or kill you."

Moritz took a step back and lifted his hands in protest. "Karl—um—Gnädiger Herr, I won't say a word. You don't need to pay or kill me."

At that moment, Karl broke into laughter. "Sorry," he gasped. "I didn't mean to frighten you. But you should have seen your face."

Moritz began to breathe again. "That was not funny."

"I know, Moritz, I know. I'm sorry, I couldn't resist." Karl slowly stopped chuckling. "So you have concluded . . ." He stopped, obviously waiting for Moritz to finish the sentence.

Moritz took a deep breath. ". . . that you are one of the so-called up-timers."

Karl nodded, again visibly tensing again. "And what do you think I am doing here?"

Moritz frowned. "I'm not sure. I can only see all these bottles for storing electricity, and I don't think you'd need that many for the two light bulbs you installed."

He pointed to the canvas covering something on one corner of the large desk. "Perhaps, you've got an electrical telescope under that cover to watch troops move from a distance . . ."

Karl seemed to relax a little.

". . . or something to talk to other people far away."

Karl's eyes widened, then he slowly shook his head. "We should have kept you out of here from the beginning. You're more than far too clever."

"Please don't kill me." Moritz didn't know how seriously he meant that at this moment.

Karl waved his hand dismissively. "I think we can trust you."

Moritz suddenly felt rather light-headed. Nobody had ever said that to him. "Thank you," he whispered.

"But why, exactly, do you want to know if Rosalind and I are married?"

Oops. Moritz's face suddenly became hot. "Um—"




A Week Later




Kyle was lying on his "bed" in the middle room of the tower trying to get some sleep. The small window was wide open to catch whatever air was moving outside. If there was any air moving.

After the thunderstorms in July, the weather had calmed down, and the first two weeks in August had been hot and dry. Due to the substantially increased danger of wildfires, Kyle had to abandon his evenings at the Petersstube in favor of keeping a constant fire watch.

The arriving messages became more and more frequent. The army of the USE was gathering near Leipzig and Hans Georg von Arnim, the Saxon general, was preparing his own troops to defend the duchy. The first battle of the next war was only days away. Troops in different areas were sending readiness messages hither and thither, sometimes directly addressing DAFB, sometimes addressing all receiving stations. The radio watch had to become twenty-four/seven too.

Kyle turned on his other side and tried to block out the voices that came in through the window from the room above. Now there were often three people up in the tower at the same time. On one hand, Moritz took one full shift in maintaining the fire watch, so Kyle had more time for the radio; on the other hand, Moritz and Rosalind couldn't keep still and were constantly babbling.

"My God, get yourselves a room," Kyle muttered and pulled his blanket over his head. Bad idea. It was much too hot to cover his head. Perhaps reinventing Mack's earplugs might be a good idea.




Some Days Later




"Karl," Moritz said, when he came into the top room. "I met Hilliger's widow at the market. She said you should come visit her as soon as you have the time."

Kyle groaned. Going down and up again for a beer was something completely different from doing the same because someone else called you.

"I'll put this mug in the water," Moritz continued. "So the beer will be cold when you return."

"Go," Rosalind said. "I'll keep an eye on the radio."

"And the other one on Moritz, I'm sure." Kyle barely dodged her slap. He laughed down the first flight of stairs.

****

"Guten Tag, Katharina."

"Guten Tag, Karl. Thank you for finding the time to visit me."

Kyle shrugged. "Your wish is my command."

"Come, boy, sit down. We need to talk."

"Uh oh! Now you sound like Ms. Mailey or Mom. Have I done something wrong?"

Katharina smiled. "Not yet."

Kyle lifted an eyebrow. "And that means?"

"I've got a package for you. It's another 'radio.' There's a young girl responsible for the other end of the connection, and I fear she's not experienced enough to manage that task."

"I don't know . . ." Kyle frowned. "Is that a civilian thing?" He knew that Katharina was the leader of Freiberg's CoC, so there was probably something boiling under that lid, too.

"Well, not really. Let's phrase it this way: Your Swedish bosses don't know about it, but a certain general in command of the Third Division, has provided this equipment by way of some woman with a very famous bosom."

Now both of Kyle's eyebrows went up. Mike Stearns and Gretchen Higgins in person are involved in this?

"And what do you—they—want from me?"

"Nothing illegal. Just to keep watch, and perhaps help that girl from time to time to get a message through."

"Where to?"

"To some unofficial allies southwest of here."

Now Kyle's hackles rose, The Vogtland rebels, the CoC and Mike Stearns, all in cahoots. That is an explosive mixture.

"I understand. At least I hope I understand."

"And there's another thing Mayor Schönlebe has asked me to ask you."

Kyle laughed. "Is he afraid to ask me to my face? I'm not sure I want to hear this."

Katharina grinned. "It's nothing big. Do you still have original up-time clothes? What are they called? Jeans and a t-shirt, aren't they?"

Kyle froze. Now what the heck are they planning?

"Not here," he said hesitantly. "They are at home—um—Mom has rented out the house in Grantville, so my things are now in Jena, I presume."

"Can you send her a radio message? Ask your mother, with best regards from me, to send some of them by courier. Wolfgang can pay the postage."

"Heavens! Do you want me to organize a fashion show, or what?"




Two days later




DAFB DE U3DV QTC1 K




"Who is U3DV?" Rosalind asked, looking over Kyle's shoulder.

"USE Third Division, who else?" he muttered, his pencil flying over the paper.

"Didn't you tell me that call signs containing numbers are for the amateurs?"

Kyle shrugged. Even up-time call signs were sometimes assigned erratically. If the supreme leaders of the army decided to give their divisions meaningful acronyms as call signs, who cared?

Of course, once they became serious about operational security they'd certainly change them again.

He was slowly reading what he had written down trying to find a deeper meaning.

He knew about the Battle of Zwenkau, and the USE's victory, from the messages Torstensson had exchanged with his cavalry troops in pursuit of the elector, but this message was far from normal.




BT

OFFICIAL BULLETIN BY 3RD DIVISION

BATTLE OF ZWENKAU WON BY USE ARMY

SAXON TROOPS RETREATING TO LEIPZIG

BT

MSTEARNS

AR K




"What the heck is this?" Kyle muttered, more than a little irritated. "Since when do division commanders send official bulletins?"

"Why is that strange? It's your Mister Stearns doing this. He's done much stranger things."

That was something he couldn't refute. "I know. But still, I'd expect that to come from the press officer on Torstensson's staff."

Then he realized what was happening. "Why in the world don't they tell me in advance what machinations they are cooking up there?"

"Machinations?"

"Don't you remember that Mayor Schönlebe asked to get the official bulletins? Wrangel approved it, so I can legally hand this message over to the mayor in spite of the Saxons being the enemy at the moment. It will probably be days before a real official bulletin is sent."

"And if it had not been approved?"

"It would constitute high treason."

After a long pause, Rosalind took a deep breath. "Do you want me to deliver it?"

Kyle took a deep breath, too. "No, I think I'll do it myself. I strongly believe that we—Schönlebe and I—need to talk."




Schönlebe House, 1 Obermarkt




The entrance to house number one at the so-called Upper Market—the Lower Market was in front of the cathedral half a mile away—was rather pretentious in Kyle's opinion. Two lions to the right and left, in bold relief, two statues in miners' clothes above, and a colored coat of arms in between, most likely that of the Schönlebe family.

Kyle knocked, expecting a servant to answer.

"Karl," the mayor said jovially, when he opened the door. "Come in, come in."

The hall inside the entrance was showy, too. The corridor was wide, and led through the house to a patio. The walls displayed pictures with various mining scenes.

"These are reproductions from Agricola's book." Schönlebe said, apparently following his gaze. Then he looked at the young man as if he should know of whom he spoke.

Kyle shrugged. "The name doesn't ring a bell."

"Agricola wrote the book about mining, De Re Metallica. I suspect you've got better books about that subject."

"Sorry." Kyle shrugged again. "That's outside my field of knowledge. I only use metal, I don't mine it."

Schönlebe considered Karl for a moment, then he waved him forward through the gateway.

When they reached the patio, Kyle saw more people sitting around a table. Three middle-aged men. So much for a private word with Schönlebe.

"This is Karl Born, our current tower watchman," Schönlebe introduced him. "Karl, this is my brother Ernst, my brother in-law Friedrich Lincke, and the Konrektor of our gymnasium, Magister Artium, Doctor Philosophiae Andreas Möller."

The first two men silently shook Kyle's hand, but the latter started to protest. "Jonas, you don't need to enumerate all my titles."

"Oh yes," the mayor grinned. "I forgot 'laureated poet.' "

Möller grimaced.

"Come, Karl, sit down and have a beer," Schönlebe offered.

"No, thanks, Herr Schönlebe, I just need to talk to you in private for a few minutes."

Schönlebe frowned. "Well," he said, "then we'll do that."

****

The room was impressive, like everything in the house Kyle had seen so far. The walls featured large paintings of hunting scenes and landscapes, and the wooden beams on the ceiling were painted with floral decorations.

A large desk dominated the room, a comfortable armchair stood behind it, and several uncomfortable-looking wooden chairs were in front. Schönlebe steered Kyle to a small coffee-table style table with more armchairs.

"Sit down," he said. "What's the matter?" His joviality had disappeared and made room for a very sober expression.

"I just received a radio message," Kyle said, handing Schönlebe the piece of paper, and then, following up on the mayor's earlier request. "I'm rather sure you expected it."

Schönlebe read the three short lines, nodding. "And now you want to know what's happening here."

"Uh-huh. It seems I'm about to play a role in a play you're putting on stage here."

"Yes, you are," Schönlebe said and stood. He started to pace the room. "Let me tell you what this is about. Let's assume the war continues as it started. What will happen to Saxony?"

Kyle needed some seconds to understand that the last question wasn't intended to be rhetorical. Schönlebe had stopped and seemed to be waiting for an answer. Kyle shrugged. "I have no idea."

"Let me phrase it differently. What happened in your world, when a part of your home country decided to separate and start a war?"

"They lost, and afterward they were integrated back, more or less successfully. But they had the same status afterward as before the secession."

Schönlebe nodded. "What will happen here in our world? I'll tell you. If our most honored Elector loses—and that is most likely, after he lost the battle, and his troops didn't manage to retreat to Dresden and cover his ass—he'll be imprisoned for the rest of his life."

He paused, and waited until Kyle nodded thoughtfully.

"Then the emperor, Gustavus Adolphus, would give the ex-elector's holdings to the next noble in succession whom he trusts. In our case, it is likely that Georg's sons would be skipped, but his daughters are married to trustworthy followers of the emperor: Georg, landgrave of Hesse-Darmstadt, Friedrich, the duke of Schleswig-Holstein-Gottorf, and Christian, the heir of the Danish throne. So the duchy would go to one of them, or their oldest sons. I'd bet for Hesse, because the others might be too closely related to the Danish king for the Swede's taste. But who knows what the Golden Lion of the North will decide?"

Kyle wondered if the last title was intended to be ironic, but Schönlebe's face was still dead serious.

"At that point the new ruler will need to pay reparations for starting the war."

Kyle slowly realized where Schönlebe was steering. "And Freiberg would be looted, like Magdeburg."

Schönlebe lifted an eyebrow. "I wouldn't go that far. But Saxony would be a garrison state, and when it comes to money, it won't come from the duke's coffers, but from the commoners, and the richest town of the duchy will pay the lion's share."

"And that's what you want to avoid." He wants to start Ram Rebellion V2, I suppose. "What do you see as my role?"

"One thing beforehand: I—we—don't plan to commit high treason. Perhaps everything will develop more smoothly. Perhaps Georg can keep his duchy and will only need to pay. That we could stand. He's a drunkard; he's an idiot, but he loves his subjects.

"But if something goes wrong, I want to have a contingency plan, one that is going to be supported by—" He pointed at Kyle's chest. "—your people."

"And that means Stearns and the CoC. Suddenly that combination makes sense."

"I knew you were a clever young man," Schönlebe said, in Kyle's opinion much too condescendingly. "This plan must stay confidential for now. Don't tell anyone about it. Nothing to Rosalind or Moritz, either. Can I depend on you?"

Kyle nodded slowly. The two lovebirds were occupied with each other, anyway.

"Can you do me another favor?" the mayor continued. "I want you to meet with Andreas."

Kyle pointed over his shoulder. "The professor out in the yard?"

"Yes, he's the intellectual among us. Discuss the plan with him; bring your view to it. Don't rush; it will take some time before everything works out. You can meet in the Hilliger House, that won't arouse too much suspicion."

"And what are the up-time clothes for?"

"Do you have them yet?"

"They arrived by courier yesterday."

"You might need to—what's the term—'conduct a presentation,' give your point of view before a larger audience, providing credibility by wearing your 'uniform.' Can you do that?"

Kyle hesitated. He wasn't big on presentations. Back in high school, he hated them outright. On the other hand, he was an adult now. He could remain a common radio operator for the rest of his life, or he could start to work on a higher-level career. He took a deep breath.

"Can do," he said.




St. Petri Tower




Two days later




ELECTOR COMING. STOP.
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Rosalind's head snapped around. The "other" radio had just started to crackle. The Morse characters were slow and unsteady, nevertheless easy to read, although the thunderstorm over the western Ore Mountains interfered a lot.

The message had started without the normal beginning of "receiver DE sender." Who was that guy, and whom was he trying to reach? Did he think there were only two radios in the world?

She shook her head, picked up a pencil, and continued taking down the message.




LEFT DRESDEN LAST NIGHT. STOP.

MUST BE HEADED FOR BAVARIA. STOP.

IN CARRIAGE WHEN HE LEFT. STOP.




That was it. Four lines of text. No formal beginning or ending, no signature.

She was still wondering what to make of that when Kyle stomped up the stairs yawning and pulling a shirt over his head.

"What was that?"

Rosalind handed him the transcript. "Apart from the text of the message I don't know any more than you."

Kyle's eyes flew over the text. "Oh shit!" he yelled. "Was there an acknowledgment from any other station?"

"Not that I heard. Was that intended for us?"

Kyle slowly shook his head. "How late is it?"

Rosalind looked at the watch lying on the table. "Eleven eighteen Pee Emm."

"Then he can be here any time."

"Who? The elector? Why should he come here?"

"What's the shortest route from Dresden to Bavaria when you consider Bohemia off limits?"
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Johann Georg could have taken a southern route through Annaberg, but with his carriage, the logical stopping points were Freiberg, Chemnitz, Zwickau, and Plauen. Plauen in Vogtland that is. Suddenly it dawned on Rosalind for whom this message was intended.

She frowned. "Don't tell me you want to stop him bare-handed." She looked down. "Barefoot too. But he can't get here that soon."

"Why not?"

She pointed to the last line of the message. "Have you ever seen that pompous monster the elector calls his 'carriage'? The road from Dresden is steep. They'll be lucky if they can make ten miles a day on the way up here."

She looked at Kyle's face. "Are you sure?" was written all over his face, but then he apparently accepted her logic.

"What's your estimate?" he said instead. It seemed her education was finally bearing fruit.

"Best case for them, they might have made it as far as Naundorf before nightfall. If they got up at sunrise—I can't exactly believe he'd do that—they've got four more miles to Freiberg, but that area's mostly flat, so they could arrive by late morning. Why do you want to know that?"

But Kyle was already running down the stairs.




1 Obermarkt




This time a servant opened the door, scrutinizing the barefoot, panting, sweating young man outside. "The masters have already retired. Come back tomorrow."

"Ouch!" Kyle had just managed to get a foot in the door. "If you don't tell Mayor Schönlebe—now—that I'm here, by midday tomorrow at the latest I'm sure it will no longer be your task to reject anyone at this door."

The servant threw him a hostile glance, obviously weighing the threat. "Wait here!" he said. "I shall see what I can do."

"Hurry!" Kyle shouted at the back of the dignifiedly retreating man, before the door fell shut.

****

Schönlebe was much less dignified when he opened the door five minutes later, dressed in a worn morning gown. "I really hope this is important, young man."

"Hmmm." Kyle paused histrionically. "Now that I think about it, perhaps you don't really want to know. Sorry for disturbing your rest."

The mayor snorted. "Tell me!"

"The elector is on the run. He left Dresden last night allegedly for Bavaria, but he could just as well . . ."

". . . come here to rouse his troops."

"And get himself some food and spending money for the journey. Are you prepared to give or deny him that?"

Schönlebe frowned. "How long before he'll be here?"

"Rosalind thinks they won't travel at night. Late tomorrow morning perhaps."

Schönlebe pushed the door wide open. "Come in the office. We need to have a war council.

"Kunz!" he shouted, and the servant stuck his head out of a door. "Run to Andreas Möller and send him here. And the superintendent, too. Quickly!"

The superintendent. Schönlebe seemed to manage the conspiracy on a need-to-know basis. Neither he nor Andreas had mentioned the clergyman's involvement. On the other hand, Kyle should have been able to guess that much. Without the support of the Lutheran church, the mayor's plans would not be viable.

Kyle hadn't met the man—what was his name? Something with duck or goose . . . yes, Gensreff—yet, but Nikki had told him about the attitude he had shown during her wedding sermon last December.

War council. This might become a long night.

"Can you send someone to wake Moritz? He should back up Rosalind if more messages arrive."

****

"Shut up!" Schönlebe—Jonas, now they were suddenly all on first name basis—stopped the others' babbling. "We shouldn't waste our precious time by speculating how Georg managed to escape the USE's troops.

"We just have to decide the answer to one single question: When he arrives here and demands money and supplies, what shall we answer?"

"We're not prepared for a rebellion," Andreas said.

Kyle looked up. A true politician's answer. But he didn't know a better one at the moment.

"I'm not willing," Abraham Gensreff said trenchantly, "to support a coward and traitor."

"He will not be alone," Kyle said thoughtfully. "He'll have troops with him. He can force us. Especially if he also brings the five hundred Hungarians from the garrison. That's a veritable army compared to the number of armed men in town."

He stopped. Three faces looked at him, apparently amused.

"What? There's just one company in the Defension." His evenings with Manfred Schneider in the Petersstube had told him what the militia in Freiberg was called.

"Officially!" Jonas said smiling. "Officially there are two hundred men in the Defension. But I heard that officially Grantville didn't even have a militia before you came here. Nevertheless, you stopped several armies."

He waved his arm, indicating the whole city. "You know Freiberg is a free city. Our men can legally go hunting. We have two shooters' societies in existence here. By my guess there are about two thousand armed men living in the city."

Kyle was stunned. That was a completely different number than he expected.

"But at the moment," Andreas interjected. "We can't depend on them to support us. Not against the elector. Not as long as he's the legal sovereign."

"So," Kyle stated. "When he comes into town, he'll get what he wants."

"If he comes into town," Abraham said, smirking, an expression Kyle wouldn't have expected from the clergyman. "I think I have an idea.

"In the meantime, young man, you should transmit that message to its intended recipient. One never knows what will come of it."




Freiberg, outside St. Donat's Gate




The next afternoon




"What?" Johann Georg, duke of Saxony, Elector of the Holy Roman Empire, bellowed.

Captain Lovrenc Bravnicar, the commander of the elector's troops, didn't flinch. By now, he was accustomed to his employer's temper tantrums.

"Euer Gnaden," said a young man dressed in a long coat who stood behind the captain, keeping his distance and bowing deeply, "My name is Caspar Horn. I'm the deputy city physician. I'm really sorry, but Freiberg is under a strict quarantine at the moment.

"We've had some questionable deaths, and we suspect the plague or another highly contagious disease."

"We?" the elector fumed. "Who is 'we'?"

"Doctor Pleißner, the city physician, has decided that."

Even Johann Georg knew this name. Paulus Pleißner had been appointed city physician of Freiberg in 1588, in the age of thirty-two. That made him . . . very old and very experienced.

"Of course," the young doctor continued, "Your Grace, your command would override any decree, so if you insist . . ."

"No!" a female voice shrieked from the inside of the carriage behind the elector.

"We can give you supplies. . . ."

"No!" the female voice repeated.

"It's only twenty miles to Chemnitz," the doctor suggested, "halfway lies Oederan, where you can certainly resupply your troops."

Johann Georg looked up at the closed city gate. They had draped white sheets over the portal, thus effectively sealing the city.

"Well done," he said. "Send my compliments to Doctor Pleißner, and my best wishes to the city council. I hope they can keep the plague at bay."

Doctor Horn bowed.

"I have pressing appointments in—um—Weimar. So unfortunately, I can't stay here and take your reports on the quarantine measures. I expect to be thoroughly informed on my way back."

"Yes, Your Grace. Of course, Your Grace. Godspeed, Your Grace," Horn said, bowing again and again.

"Let's get on, Captain."

Bravnicar nodded and gestured to his troops to start again on the ring road around the city.

When Bravnicar looked back at the young doctor, he saw a peculiar facial expression. Disgust he could understand, but was there a smirk on that man's face?




The Hilliger House




September 1635




The party was in full swing when Kyle arrived, after having presented his invitation to the two bouncers at the gate.

Okay, it wasn't exactly a party. Children crowded the front yard, using all the toys, slides, swings and monkey bars, their older siblings watching over them.

The house was mostly empty except for some women helping Katharina in the kitchen.

"The others are behind the house," she shouted, waving a dough-covered hand.

"Can I help you?" he asked, mostly pro forma.

"You've got something more important to do," she answered.

Yes, that's what I gathered.

At the moment, he was wearing a long sleeved, white—brown-grey dirty white—shirt with a drawstring closing the collar. The shirt and the trousers he wore were both one size too big, covering the jeans and T-shirt beneath.

In the late summer heat, these clothes were too warm, but he didn't want to spoil the surprise.

"Behind the house" was not exactly a backyard. It was a large area normally used by the Hilligers to store raw materials they needed for their smelter. Sand, clay, straw, different metals; all that had covered the ground just a week earlier. But now everything was gone, heaped in the smelting room itself.

Since Katharina's two brothers-in-law had left for Jena early this year the business was dormant anyway.

Officially, this was Nikki's belated wedding party, but without the bridal pair, only Nikki's mother-in-law. Unofficially, Katharina had—in consultation with Schönlebe and the other members of the "war" council—invited most of the Stadtregiment—the city council—a number of mining masters, and other members of the "upper crust" of the city.

The fact that it was a private event had given them the excuse to exclude such honorable people as the colonel of the garrison—whom nobody wanted to see here—or the Berghauptmann. The latter was one Georg Friedrich von Schönberg, a good friend of Jonas' but as the top official of the late elector—he served as Amthauptmann too—Jonas didn't want to force him to decide whose side he was on.

It was a strange situation. Only a handful of people knew that the elector was dead, killed during an ambush by Georg Kresse and his rebels in the Vogtland. But this event had spurred Schönlebe and his "gang" to speed up their efforts for a "radical change in politics" as Schönlebe had phrased it.

Only, his idea of a radical change was more like the Glorious Revolution that happened in the late seventeenth century in the world Kyle came from, throwing out the sovereign—whoever might succeed Johann Georg—and replacing him with an oligarchy.

Oh yes, Kyle knew a lot about less-than-democratic systems of government. He had never dared to sleep in Ms. Mailey's classes.

That meant the dear mayor with his high-flying plans was going to be at least as surprised as the guests he intended to surprise with Kyle's appearance.

At the moment, Andreas Möller was the only member of the group who knew what Kyle had in mind. The young—at least younger than the wannabe oligarchs—teacher/historian/philosopher/politician, was firmly on Kyle's side.

Andreas Möller had had to explain the complex rules three times before Kyle finally understood the mayor's plan.

At the moment, it wasn't completely correct to call the situation in Freiberg an oligarchy. There were a number of big families—Schönlebe was among them, Alnpeck, Horn, von Schönberg, and yes, Hilliger too—who more or less controlled the economy and politics. At the moment three Schönlebes sat in the Stadtregiment. On the other hand, most of these families were "not long time" residents of Freiberg. "Not long time," of course, only in down-time terms. The Hilligers had lived here for two centuries, the Schönlebes only one and a half.

Of course, the whole city was "only" four and a half centuries old. Compared to the Roman cities of Cologne, Koblenz, Trier or Mainz, barely a toddler. Eventually, the family rule would certainly be cemented like that of the Borgias and Medicis in Italy, not that Kyle could imagine Katharina Hilliger née Löwe acting like Lucrezia Borgia.

There were not just the old families. Nearly half the council consisted of men not born in Freiberg, but pulled into it by their personal achievements.

"Pulled" they called it, not "elected." Membership in the city council was for life. Only when a member died or was excluded for incompetence, could a new one join, elected by his peers, not by the people.

To maintain the pretense of following the original Roman law—that no official could serve two consecutive years—the council consisted of two Räthe. Each year twelve men actively ruled the city. Ten memberships were dormant. On Quasimodogeniti, the first Sunday after Easter, they switched, the other ten began their rule, selecting two of the previous Rath to accompany them to maintain continuity.

It was an oligarchy in all but name. Although every German who had ever attended a university knew exactly what the rules of the law born from the Roman Republic said and intended, they also knew it was as warped then as it was here and now.

****

Kyle had just managed to get a stein of beer when Schönlebe stepped up on the rostrum and took his place at a lectern they had erected there.

"Good afternoon," he said. "I don't want to keep you from your beer and the wonderful dishes the mother of the absent bridegroom prepared, who, in case you don't know, will be a grandmother soon—"

He was interrupted by loud cheering from the attendees.

"I have some interesting news I don't want to keep from you. I know that it is impossible to keep a secret once thirty people know it, but I still want to ask all of you to be very careful to whom you speak about this.

"And in case you haven't noticed: There are no servants here at the moment, so be careful if you talk about this to people you trust, to be sure there aren't ears present whom you mistrust as well."

The audience got very silent at these words, and Kyle could see uncertain looks.

"You all know that the Saxon troops lost the so-called Battle of Zwenkau last month. What you don't know is that we managed to keep the fleeing elector from using Freiberg as his retreat, and you don't know that he was killed a week ago."

A common gasp arose, followed by heated argument.

"According to our sources . . ." Schönlebe continued, loud enough to silence the discussion, and started to explain the events.

Kyle knew he would be called forward soon, so he looked for a corner to drop his outer layer of clothes.

". . . and so, instead of being oppressed by the next ruler, whoever he may be, we want to make Freiberg once again the independent center of the Ore Mountains that it had been at the beginning. There is one man I want you to meet who has been busy helping to shape this plan over the few last days. Please welcome Mister Kyle Bourne from Grantville."

Kyle quickly made his way through the people, who stopped, stared, and pulled back from his sight. Perhaps the black t-shirt with the slogan from the movie Braveheart did its share in silencing them. On the other hand, most people here didn't read English at all.

"To satisfy your curiosity first," he began, "I am Nikki Hilligerin's brother, even though I don't resemble her or our mother very much. But that is not the subject for today."

He took a deep breath. "I want to start by saying that I am not the author of the text Mayor Schönlebe has had printed and will distribute among you later. In fact, there is one man who has lived here in Freiberg for a long time who is responsible for most of it: Andreas Möller. If you have any further questions, better ask him, not me."

If Andreas had been born up-time, Kyle would certainly be seeing his middle finger now.

"I see my own part in this more as an interpreter and critic. There are two points in this text I want to explain to you and warn you about. If you do not take the implications to heart, you will certainly lose the supporters that Mayor Schönlebe wants to get on board.

"Point one: Each and every member of a newly shaped government has to be elected. And that doesn't mean 'elected by a small group of peers for the rest of his life,' but 'elected by all adult citizens for a fixed term.' Period."

"We had that," a man in the audience shouted. "Until 1500. The council was elected each year, and it was a chaos. Read the city journal."

More affirmative voices rose.

"You're Herr Rudolff, am I right?" Kyle said. The man nodded. He was the oldest member of the city council.

"Well, you're right. The Roman-style democracy is not really efficient, but a reasonable electoral law can provide for continuity. In the original American Congress, the election period for senators was six years, and a third of the members were elected each two years. There was, however, no law against being re-elected again and again, and some members served for forty years and longer. But—"

He stopped and looked deep into the eyes of the old man.

"Each of them had to convince her voters again and again that she was the best one for this job. So we had continuity with renewal and quick weeding out of bad eggs."

Rudolff frowned, but didn't object any longer.

"Did you just say 'she'?" a female voice from the farther ranks shouted.

Kyle grinned. "I'm glad you noticed that, Frau Möllerin." In fact, this heckle was a carefully crafted one. Regina Möllerin née Thorschmiedin was Andreas' loving wife. Like many women here in the yard, she met with Katharina regularly to discuss the up-time literature Frau Hilligerin received from her daughter-in-law's mother.

You couldn't call them militant suffragettes, but recently they had developed a rather strong attitude toward women's suffrage.

"Yes," Kyle continued. "And that brings me to my second point."

Again, he paused for the effect.
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"Before you raise the issue: I know that our American Founding Fathers were not flawless in this regard. When they wrote 'all men are created equal,' they didn't think of women, slaves, or the American Indians. Which opened a big can of worms, as we say.

"But this is not a history lesson, and in the year 2000 we had equal rights for all citizens of the USA, at least on paper."

He took a deep breath. "These citizens included women, colored people like African Americans or Native Americans, and there was no exclusion for people considered to have unclean and dishonored crafts."

A hand grenade thrown into the assembly couldn't have had a bigger effect. At least one of the aforementioned groups was present in numbers big enough to provide strong opposition to the rising protests.

Kyle took the time to climb down, get himself another stein of beer, down it in several long gulps, and finally use the empty stein as an ersatz hammer on the lectern to quiet the audience.

"Please, these are only my opinions, but Mayor Schönlebe has asked me what I thought you need to do to get your 'change of politics' supported by the up-timers." And the CoC, but most of these people are not prepared to learn about that little detail.

"I can't promise anything. I'm just a low-rank soldier. But I can assure you that you won't get that support if you adopt that plan without it being supported by a majority of the citizens or if you keep your outdated laws of suppression and exclusion."

Bang! The next grenade was thrown.

Over the turmoil, he sought the face of Andreas Möller and saw thumbs in the air from him, his wife, and a number of young people standing around them.

****

"In Freiberg, October 1635

The unanimous Declaration of the Delegates of the Republica Aerarii Montes/Republic of the Ore Mountains,

. . .

We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all humans are created equal, that they are . . .

****

"You know," Kyle said to Jonas Schönlebe, "that America's big problems started after the signing of that paper?" He grinned. "But at least now you know the acronym by which you can call yourselves." He pointed to the initials of the Latin name on top of the sheet.




Author's notes:
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Special thanks to Andreas Möller (Moller, Müller, * March 22, 1598 in Pegau, https://de.wikisource.org/wiki/Andreas_M%C3%B6ller ), historian, laureated poet, private teacher of David Gensreff (see Ep 11), deputy principal of the Latin School, librarian, magister artium, doctor of philosophy and (OTL 1637) medicine, and city physician after Paulus Pleißner's death in the age of 81.

OTL he was author of "Theatrum Freibergense Chronicum," published in 1653. The first 500-pages volume is a city guide naming all relevant buildings and people (f. e. all members of the city council since 1400, all apothecaries) in the city's history. The second 500-pages volume is a day-by-day journal of the city since the late-twelfth century.

****
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The portal of the house 1 Obermarkt that Jonas Schönlebe bought and renovated in 1624 was destroyed in the course of a redesign in 1862. In 1976, it was reconstructed based on Schönlebe's original plans.

The two statues of miners at the top are mirrored at the Miner's Pulpit in the cathedral which Schönlebe and his wife donated in 1638.

The interior of the house is depicted in the story according to the original shape; the paintings on the beams still exist. The house is now a community center and dorm for the students of Bergakademie Freiberg, the world's oldest existing college of mining.

****

In the German language, there are two different terms for male persons (Mann, Männer) and human beings (Mensch, Menschen), so their declaration of independence can't use such an ambiguous term as "men."

****

Since St. Petri in Freiberg (http://www.petri-nikolai-freiberg.de) and its towers play a big role in the current episodes, here is some additional information.

This is an aerial photo of the topmost part of the city. St. Petri's church with (1) Petritower and (2) Lazy Tower at the front and (3) Cock's Tower, which was built in the eighteenth century, hiding behind.
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The Obermarkt was designed in 1210, originally including the area around St. Petri as well. The houses around the church were built after the fire in 1484. The market had two communal wells in the seventeenth century and a large stone block in the center where Kunz von Kaufungen had been beheaded two centuries earlier. (4) is the Ratskeller, already mentioned in Episode 11, (5) is Mayor Schönlebe's house, and (6) is the Rathaus (city council).

After the initial construction of a church, design unknown, before 1220, the building suffered from the standard history.

On March 17, 1375, the town burned, and St. Petri was badly damaged. On May 4, 1386, the town burned again, and St. Petri burned down completely. In 1403, they began to build version 2, and needed until 1440 to finish it.

In 1473, with the third documented wildfire, all surrounding houses burned down, the fire damaged one of the towers and melted the largest bell cast by Nicol Hilliger just two years earlier.

Wildfire #4 in 1484 burned the church down to the ground with only some walls standing, and the rest of the bells melted. The parish took a loan, and started a collection by selling letters of indulgence. Nevertheless, it took until 1490 to repair all damage. At least they had a reprieve until the next big fire in 1723.

On the other hand, the organ in St. Petri was badly damaged by a lightning strike on June 14, 1569, which destroyed a number of pipes and the console. The repair was done poorly, and so it had to be fixed several times until 1644.

Since the year 1401, the apartment in the Petritower (236 feet high) was inhabited by the tower watch. A manual from the year 1549 specified their duty: The large bell (Saygerschelle, cast in 1540 by Martin Hilliger, melted by a fire in 1728) had to be sounded manually once an hour, until the hammer was driven by a clock later.

The so-called Häuerglocke (hewer bell) had to be sounded for the beginning and ending of the miners' shifts (12, 7 and 8 am, 3, 4, 11 pm).

The watch was also responsible for detecting fires, alarming the town by repeated sounding of the hour bell, and directing firefighters through yelling and blowing a trumpet from above.

The watch was appointed for one year and supported by a volunteer part-time assistant. The last tower watchman ceased his job in 1905.

The original clockwork, water pump, and pulley can still be seen in the tower, as well as the original internal wooden framework bearing the load of the tower head.

Two more bells are located in the "lazy" tower; the larger one (3.85 tons) dates from 1487, cast by Oswald Hilliger, the smaller one (1.94 tons) from 1570, cast by Wolf Hilliger. Both were repaired in 2004 and are still in use.

Sources: Theatrum Freibergense Chronicum, Andreas Möller, Freiberg, 1653 and the church's homepage.

****

To be continued . . .
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Think of a wealthy, politically influential person or family. Today one might think of billionaires like Michael Bloomberg, the Koch brothers and George Soros, or perhaps business successes like Warren Buffet, Sam Walton, Bill Gates, or Mark Zuckerberg. In fourteenth- and fifteenth-century Europe one would have thought of the De Medici family. That family rose to prominence and wealth, bankrolled international businesses, loaned funds to royalty, various members married nobility, were centerpieces in large social, business, and political networks, and some became heads of state themselves. In the late-eighteenth through nineteenth century, one might suggest the Rothschild family, fulfilling a similar role. In between, during the sixteenth and early-seventeenth century was the time of the Fugger family. From humble beginnings, the Fugger family, based in Swabia, Germany, gained wealth, nobility and then royal titles, and bankrolled the Hapsburg and other Catholic noble families through peace and war.
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Families prominence comes and goes. The main line of the De Medici family has died out, although some minor branches exist today. On the other hand, the Fugger family also has survived, and in some cases thrived through to the present. This article contains a brief overview of the Fugger family history, with a focus on conditions leading up to and contemporary to the Ring of Fire.

Before diving into details, let me offer apologies, in advance, for any inaccuracies or unflattering statements about the families discussed below. Most of the information was obtained through research on the Internet, through Wikipedia, encyclopedia entries, and direct links to compiled genealogies and family trees found by Google searches. I am neither German nor Roman Catholic, and I had some difficulty when the documents found were uploaded in German text, especially in the old German printing style, which could not be cut and pasted into a translation program. Opinions stated are my own.

With that said, I will proceed. I found several instances where identities were mixed up due to the repetition of names in the family. For example, the teen-aged Count Johann Fugger of the not-yet-published “Sushi, Anyone?” story was the son of Maria Eleonore von Hohenzollern-Sigmaringen, and had eight sisters, and all with Maria as their given first name, distinguished from each other by combination with their middle name. Sometimes even that was not enough, as there were at least three women named Maria Jakobaea Fugger between 1560 and 1640, two alive at the same time. One was sister to the abovementioned Johann Fugger, and the other was his niece, born posthumously to his brother, Jakob, and his wife, third cousin Juliana Sidonia Fugger, daughter of cousin Trajan Fugger.

There were also two Maria Magdalena Fuggers alive in 1634. Usually, but not always, sons were given names unique to their immediate family group. That, however, also caused problems, as there were Anton and Georg Fugger descendants in Fugger von der Lilie lines from both Raymund (1489–1535) and Anton (1493–1560), both sons of Georg (1453–1506).

There were so many deaths of children before the age of five that occasionally a new baby would be given the same name as a sibling who had passed away at a young age. Some names, such as Johann, Jakob, Markus, and Georg, were so prevalent that there were several alive at the same times with the same name, distinguished only by their home estate and, in the family trees, by birth dates and parentage. When 1634 opened, there were two Georg Fugger von der Lilie alive. One was uncle to Jakob, Johann Franz, and Johann. The other, son to Markus (1529–1597), was a lawyer in San Marco (Venice) and died on January 16, 1634. Entire chapters of books, even entire books, have been written about the Fugger family, and some confused men with their uncles of the same name, and even had the same person performing two different functions in the same time period in different parts of Germany!

Both the Fugger family website and Wikipedia begin the family narrative with the arrival of Johann Fugger, son of a Johann Fugger, who appeared on the tax records of Augsburg in 1357. There are some genealogy references to other fourteenth-century Fuggers, apparently not immediate family members of this Johann. The Johann at the beginning of the well-known line was in the weaver trade. He married Klara Widolf and became an Augsburg citizen. After Klara's death, he married Elizabeth Gfattermann. He joined the weaver's guild, and by 1396 he was ranked high in the list of taxpayers. He added the business of a merchant to that of a weaver. The vom Reh and von der Lilie lines are descended from the second wife.

Some of Johann’s sons survived childhood. Andreas (1394–1457) and Jakob (~1398–1469), were granted the right to “arms” by the Emperor Frederick III. The line descended from Andreas, the vom Reh line, survives today, but was much less prolific than the line descended from Jakob, the von der Lilie. Andreas branched out into the goldsmith business. He and his wife, Barbara, had four sons and three daughters, but later generations resulted in a few daughters and fewer sons. Jakob married the daughter of the master of the Augsburg mint. There were disagreements over running the family firm, and it was dissolved in 1454. Later, there was also a bankruptcy in 1499 on the vom Reh line causing some disruption. Some later descendants were brought into the von der Lilie side of the business.

The von der Lilie line produced many more offspring and much of the meteoric fame and social status was due to this line. Jakob Fugger (1398–1469) and his wife, also named Barbara, had eleven children, and only three failed to reach eighteen years of age. Of the surviving boys, one, the eldest, Ulrich, married and had children, but none of his sons had sons, and the branch “daughtered out.” Of the others, only Georg (1453–1506) had sons. Of those, Markus (1488–1511) became a priest in Rome, and the other two sons, Raymond and Anton, became the main patriarchs of the family. Eventually Georg died, and then Ulrich died, and their younger brother, Jakob “the Rich” (1459–1525) took over the family firm, which by this time was one of the wealthiest in Augsburg. His marriage to Sibylla Artzt, Grand Burgheress to Augsburg, the daughter of an eminent Grand Burgher of Augsburg, raised the family status and allowed him to purchase a seat on the city council.

The Fugger family company began as a trading business. The sole surviving brother of the Fugger von der Lilie branch, Jakob “the Rich,” acted as chief officer for the firm while expanding it into new areas. The business grew from its Augsburg base, adding agents in Venice, Rome, Munich, and later Seville, Augusta, Antwerp, Krakow, Neusohl, and other cities.

The family started a long association with the Habsburgs, providing suits of clothing to the royal family, and loans to various dukes, archdukes, and emperors. Archduke Sigismund Habsburg of Tyrol borrowed 3,000 florins in 1487 (present value, PV, September, 2014 US dollars (hereafter $US) about $US 560,000), bearing no interest, but to be repaid in silver. Silver mines were under obligation to sell extracted metal to the territorial ruler at a somewhat low fixed price, then also supplying the mint, and the ruler could assign the rights to some metal production in lieu of loan repayment, with the creditor able to sell excess metal on the open market.

There were repeated loans over the next few years, using as security silver mines in Tyrol, with rights to operation as part of the repayment deal. By the end of 1489 there was a cumulative debt of 268,000 florins, with 46,000 still outstanding (PV $US 9 million). Sigismund abdicated in 1490 in favor of his nephew, Maximillian, also king of Austria, who promptly borrowed another 120,000 florins (PV $US 27 million), and obtained more loans over the next few years. By 1495 Tyrol had a net 101,213 florins outstanding debt (PV $US 18.8 million) and it has been estimated they had earned a profit of hundreds of thousands of florins over nine years (PV $US 40–78 million). Fugger interests in copper mines began and grew.

I must digress to discuss the nature of the Habsburg loans. There were two types of debt incurred; long-term notes, called juros, and short-term contracts, called asientos. The juros were debts paid back by a series of annuity payments funded by “ordinary” crown revenues, tax revenues, rents, import duties, etc. It did not include gold and silver shipments from the Americas. The revenue streams could be perpetual (or until the principal was repaid), or lifetime, often assumed to be thirty-three more years, and some of these juros stipulated that they could be sold, probably at a deep discount, on the open market. The standard interest was a bit over 7 percent per annum, but there was no guarantee you would ever get the principal back, and so it took a good fifteen years of receipts just to be repaid your original investment. The Fuggers picked up quite a lot of mortgaged property this way. The Habsburgs did not default on these loans in the sixteenth and seventeenth century, but devoted more and more of their income streams to servicing this debt.

The silver and gold from the Americas also cause a slight, but consistent inflation of 1–1.5 percent. This may be one reason the savvy Fugger contracts often asked for mining contracts rather than cash.

The asiento contracts were for a specified time, from several months to a couple of years. Standard interest was about 11.5 percent. Their debt repayment service was from “non-ordinary” income, including silver and gold ships from the New World. After the default of 1557, most of these were collateralized. Also, some notes could be converted into juros at a reduced interest rate, about 5 percent. Some of these loans were made to even out cash flow, disburse funds to military or diplomatic personnel, etc., especially in distant locations. A few German families, Fugger, Welser, and the like, and a growing network of Genoese bankers made these loans, with the Genoese gradually outpacing the German. These debt contracts were subjected to repeated halting of payment, rescheduling payments, shaving the principal, and forced conversion to lower interest juro. Some contracts were paid off. Some were rolled into new loans, creating “Pay Day Lending” in the Holy Roman Empire. On the whole, even accounting for forced loan restructuring, the asiento business was risky, but profitable. The largest risk was a contract taken out shortly before one of the “defaults.”

Younger brother Jakob “the Rich” managed to get the family elevated to nobility status in 1511, with most of the descendants of nephew Raymund becoming Freiherr and Freiin (baron and baroness), and most of the descendants of nephew Anton becoming Graf and Graefen (count and countess). Eight years later, in 1519, Jakob led a consortium of German and Italian businessmen that loaned Maximillian’s grandson, Charles V, 850,000 florins (about 95,625 oz.(t) of gold) to procure his election as Holy Roman Emperor over Francis I of France (presents and bribes to electors). The Fugger contribution was 543,000 florins, about $US 78 million. [See endnote]

Over the years the Fugger family businesses expanded, especially the banking and financing business. Due to the church limitations on interest payments on outstanding loan debts, the family was given rights to rents, income from Knights order lands, exclusive mining and/or minting contracts, and other non-cash considerations, such as collateral property or outright contracts. For example, the operation of the cinnabar (mercury ore) mines in Almaden, Spain, silver mines in Guadalcanal, and the Maestrazgo (taxes paid by lands belonging to three orders of Spanish knights) were received as payment for the “loan” to Charles V. The copper and silver mining in operations in Slovakia, Bohemia, and Tyrol and the operations in India increased the family business wealth, but by mid-1500s, the firm relinquished the Maestrazgo contracts, the Guadalcanal business, and the Slovakian and Indian businesses as profits worsened. The descendants of Raymund were paid off and removed from the main firm. Later, they formed a second firm.

The Fugger companies made some mistakes, and took out long-term loans in Augsburg to lend out to the Habsburgs for short-term loans, which were not secured by taxes, with some of the debt service to be repaid by the gold and silver shipments from America. In 1549, Anton Fugger began to pull out of much of the Spanish business, but the Habsburg family still had large outstanding loan balances, on which they stopped payments in 1557 and again in 1560. According to Drelichman and Voth, the crown carried an average total loan balance of 34.9 million ducats, valued at (2014) 2–3 billion $US, steadily increasing, with revenues slightly less than one fifth of that. The loans were concentrated among a few dozen families of lenders, the Fuggers being one of the higher balance creditors. By the end of the sixteenth century, the Fuggers’ share of the millions of ducats of outstanding long-term loans had increased to over one million ducats, over $US 185 million.

To settle the “defaults,” several times the Spanish negotiated for lower interest rates, and longer terms. A third time they stopped payments in 1575, resulting in a 38 percent write-down of the tens of millions of ducats principal, and then a fourth time in 1596. The Fugger agents were also used for crown money transfers to the Netherlands after a network of Genoese bankers refused further dealings with Phillip until he made a satisfactory settlement. While not in the network, the family participated in the moratorium on further lending. Several sources imply that the Fuggers were exempted from some of the write-downs because of their importance in managing the mercury mines. No mercury meant no silver refining.

Some lending for short-term loans, asientos, continued into the Thirty Years’ War. Between 1621 and 1626, the Fugger companies and their agents received 479,680,049 maravedis in payments for asientos, meaning average yearly loans of over 220,000 ducats ($US 8.4 million), with five years of 11.5 percent interest totaling over $US 5 million. Similar loans contracts were made over the next twelve years. In February, 1629, Hieronymus Fugger signed an asiento of 780,000 ducats (today value about 28 million US dollars), of which only about 40 percent of the yearly payments were received. The Fuggers were, however, paid that year for the mercury they had supplied.

A second Fugger company was formed, mostly by junior lines and members of the family. Initially the purpose was a trading company, but they began making loan contracts also. Luckily, in general, the family had begun to accept mortgaged estates as payment for loans, the first such being crown counties Kirchberg and Weissenhorn, and began to purchase more income-producing property and send more sons into legal and court service, not banking or trade. In 1607, the Spanish yet again defaulted on payments, and the crown declared a moratorium on all debt payments, causing losses from the long-standing leasing business in Spain. The Thirty Years’ War devastated the populace and the business climate. 1627 brought another financial crisis, and by this time the Fugger companies were somewhat strapped for ready cash. By 1647, the family was out of the mine leases in Spain, and a dozen years later, out of the Tyrol mines as well. A dozen or so years after that, the trading company was dissolved.

The current Prince Fugger Privatbank bears no direct relationship to the original family companies. Fürst Fugger Privatbank was founded when a man named Carl Friedrich Fugger-Babenhausen, descendant of Count Johann Franz Fugger of the “Sushi Anyone?” story, acquired the small bank Friedl & Dumler GmbH in 1954, and the bank received its current name only in 1994.

Why did the Habsburg family dynasty find itself continually short of funds? Many of the asiento contracts would have been inevitable, given the vastness of the empire and difficulty transporting cash regularly with irregular revenue flows. But much seems to be due to poor agricultural and business policy decisions for Spain, and near continual military action. Absolute, or near-absolute, monarchy tends to support royal behaviors which correspond to what I call “Modified Royal Toddler’s Rules.”


  	If I bought it with my own money or made it with my own hands, it’s mine.

  	If my father/mother/other person gave it to me, it’s mine.

  	If my father/mother/other person bequeathed it to me, or I inherited it, it’s mine.

  	If my father/mother/other person told me I would inherit, but did not leave clear legal title, and they died, it’s mine.

  	If someone lent it to me for a while and I want it back, it’s mine.

  	If I can take it from someone else, it’s mine.

  	If I can get it through marriage, it’s mine.

  	If it looks just like mine and is right next to mine, it’s mine.

  	If someone gives me the money, or lends me the money to buy it, it’s mine. See rule number 1.

  	If it is not working well, or is not profitable, you can have it.

  	But, if you fix it, or find another way to use it, well, it’s mine again, as well as anything that grows there or can be dug from the ground.

  	I can make you give me or lend me the money to buy it, because I am entitled, because I am Me. Maybe I will even pay you back. Again, see rule number 1.

  	I want it and I deserve it, because I am Me, and it’s mine.



Most reasonable people would agree with rules numbers 1 through 3. The difficulty with heads of state starts with rule number 4. Like most royal families, the Habsburgs of the sixteenth century married members of the dozens of other royal families. Many married first cousins. Thus, there were sometimes several valid territorial claims when using rules number 4 and 5. Rule number 6 was always popular with someone, so defending what is “mine” was also vital. Then there was the pesky business of being “elected” Emperor. That was a very expensive business.

One might think that before the time of the Thirty Years’ War, the Fuggers would have begun to distance themselves from the increasingly reckless noble houses of Europe, but they most likely could not. They were too well associated with the Church, the Spanish and Vienna-based Habsburgs, and the military activities of the Catholic League, their finances and bloodlines too entwined. Some of the early-sixteenth century financial success resulted from close ties to the Church, both by lending to powerful clerics, often for them to purchase diocese power and right to income. The family was also prolific in supplying nuns, priests, and other administrative staff. The Fugger Company enabled repayment of a loan to the Archbishop of Magdeburg and Mainz (21,000 guilders, value of about 3.15 million $US). An agent of the Fuggers carried the cashbox during the sale of indulgences permitted by the pope to help repay the loan. The same indulgences denounced by Martin Luther in 1517. Two years later, this same archbishop was an elector and cast his vote for Charles V, after receiving funds (bribe?) from him, that were from the aforementioned huge loan, mostly from the Fuggers.

In addition, the Fugger family leased the papal mint from 1508–1524. Firmly believing that good works contribute to a place in heaven, the Fugger family started a chain of poor houses, the Fuggerei, contributed to building churches, and donated books to libraries. The supply of personnel to the Church increased during the wartime unrest. A list of Fugger surname members descended from Johann the master weaver is given below in Table I. Those in bold print were, or most likely were, alive in early 1634.

Thus, there were at least twenty-seven direct Fugger-name descendants of the first Augsburg Johann in Church service between about 1420 and 1634. This does not count the descendants of daughters who married non-Fuggers. Numerous genealogy charts listed “Provost” in professional notes. The men listed as “canon” were probably some sort of clergy, not lay canon staffers. I could find no record of marriages for them in the detailed family trees available online to the public. At the beginning of 1634, there were at least five members of Table 2 still living, and possibly as many as eleven (the death records of this period are spotty, especially when there are no surviving children), with, as future (?)nuns, two sisters of Johann of Babenhausen still young (16 and 18) during this period, and two cousins, grand-daughters of Aunt Anna von Hohenzollern-Sigmaringen, as children aged 10 and 14. Two priests on the list had advanced to bishop. One of Raymund’s sons, Ulrich, (1526–1584) converted to Protestant and, unpopular with the rest of the family, left the Augsburg/Ulm region to move to the Rhenish Palatinate.





















TABLE I. FUGGER FAMILY MEMBERS IN CHURCH SERVICE, 15th THROUGH MID 17th CENTURY
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In the early years of rising fame and fortune, many marriages were made for strategic business alliances, such as two Fuggers marrying sisters in a prominent family, Fugger daughters being supplied with dowries and marrying brothers or cousins of some other important family. General Otto Heinrich’s first wife, Anna, was the fourth cousin of General Gottfried Heinrich von Pappenheim. Jakob and Otto Heinrich were second cousins to each other through their fathers, and Jakob’s mother, Maria Eleanore von Hohenzollern-Sigmaringen was sister to Otto Heinrich’s Aunt by marriage, Anna. Their great-uncle Marcus Fugger (1529–1597) of Kirchheim had a daughter, Elizabeth, who, in 1589, married Wilhelm III von Öttingen, a son of Johanna von Hohenzollern-Sigmaringen, aunt of Maria and Anna. A son of that union, Johann Albrecht von Öttingen, second cousin to Jakob and Otto, and grandson to Marcus Fugger, married his first cousin, (Maria) Elizabeth Fugger, and, after her death, married Maria Gertrud, General Pappenheim’s sister. In the OTL, Karl Phillip Fugger, son of Hugo and great-grandson of the first Raymund, married Ursula Marschall von Pappenheim in 1648. She was a fourth cousin twice removed of both Anna and Gottfried Heinrich.

In 1604, Ulrich von Öttingen, a younger brother of Wilhelm III, married Barbara Fugger (1577–1618), the aforementioned Hugo’s younger sister and third cousin to the aforementioned (Maria) Elizabeth. Two of the three children of a third von Öttingen brother, Wolfgang III, married Fuggers in 1624. Maria Christina, in January, married Marquard Fugger, another grandchild of Marcus Fugger, and then, about six months later, Maria Christina’s older brother Ernst married Maria Magdalena Fugger, younger sister of Maria Elizabetha, his first cousin Johann Albrecht’s wife. Later, in the OTL, a grandson and great-grandson of this union and a granddaughter of Wolfgang III married other Fuggers. Thus, members of five generations of von Öttingens married Fuggers. Other similarly entwined families were von Rechberg and Vöhlin.

As the wealth accumulated, so did the desire to keep some in the family. An astonishing number of Fuggers married Fuggers or descendants of Fuggers. With a few exceptions, the inbreeding was limited to second or third cousins, but, occasionally some were first cousins, and there were children born of two Fuggers who then went on to marry another Fugger. The following table gives a sample of how intermingled the lines became. The unions between children of Fugger daughters (different surname) with Fugger sons are usually not listed in this table, nor are unions of a Fugger with close cousins on his/her mother’s side. An example of that is Paris Fugger, great-grandson of Philipp Eduard and Magdalena von Königsegg, married Anna Eleanora von Königsegg, grand-niece of Magdalena, therefore, a Second+1 cousin.

The closeness of these relationships might have been a cause for concern. According to Canonlawmadeeasy.com and the experts at EWTN.com, second cousins and further out should be permitted to marry. They seem to be using a different computation than the table included in the Catholic Encyclopedia, section titled “Consanguinity (In Canon Law).” The following is a direct quote.

“But the canon law, in the collateral line of consanguinity, computes for marriage one series only of generations, and if the series are unequal, only the longer one. Hence the principle of canon law that in the transverse or collateral line there are as many degrees of consanguinity as there are persons in the longer series, omitting the common stock or root. If the two series are equal, the distance is the number of degrees of either from the common stock. Thus brother and sister are in the first degree, first cousins in the second degree; uncle and niece in the second degree because the niece is two degrees from the grandfather who is the common stock.”

The following paragraph is a direct quote from Wikipedia.

“Roman civil law prohibited marriages within four degrees of consanguinity. This was calculated by counting up from one prospective partner to the common ancestor, then down to the other prospective partner. The first prohibited degree of consanguinity was a parent-child relationship while a second degree would be a sibling relationship. A third degree would be an uncle/aunt with a niece/nephew while fourth degree was between first cousins. Any prospective marriage partner with a blood relationship outside these prohibited degrees was considered acceptable. Canon law followed civil law until the early ninth century, when the Western Church increased the number of prohibited degrees from four to seven. The method of calculation was also changed to simply count the number of generations back to the common ancestor. . . . The Fourth Lateran Council of 1215 decreed a change from seven prohibited degrees back to four (but retaining the same method of calculating; counting back to the common ancestor).” This means counting on one side of the line only.





























TABLE 2. PARTIAL LIST OF FUGGER-FUGGER COUSIN MARRIAGES
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Every single one of the marriages in Table 2 and several which occurred thereafter in the OTL were, therefore, prohibited by the Roman Catholic Church due to their law on consanguinity. Third cousins, by the calculations, are fourth degree. One can only hope that a dispensation was obtained for each. I suppose it is good that they could afford them. The custom was to obtain a fee-based dispensation. According to modern practices, dispensation is almost never granted to first cousins. Extra dispensation is required if there is more than one way to calculate degree (i.e. a child of two cousins marrying another cousin). Marrying your uncle’s widow, as did Nikolaus Fugger, was probably a definite no-no, especially as she was also a third cousin. No children came from that union. She was 41 years old, already a mother of eight, all still living at the time of the wedding. He was 29.

Europe was ravaged by plagues and famines in the sixteenth and seventeenth century. Chronic or acute diseases also affected continuing the family lines. Take for example, cousin Georg Fugger, based in Italy. His wife, Helena, a granddaughter of a female de Medici, gave birth to eighteen children, of whom one of the first ten and all of the last eight died in the same year they were born. One of these nine and two other children died 1590, the beginning of severe famine years in northern Italy. Two daughters later died in their teens. One son became a friar, and two girls became nuns, with both of them dying by age 16 in 1611. Of all the children, only one, Nikolaus, married and had children, and the only two of his to survive were female. Other branches of the family had similar fates, deaths, joining the Church, and “daughtering out.”

Most of the properties acquired by the Fugger family members and still owned in 1634 were in and around Ulm and Augsburg. Many of the castles are associated with burgs and towns. A partial list includes: Babenhausen, Boos, Kirchheim in Swabia, Kirchberg an der Iller, Pless, Markt Wald, Mattsies, Glött, Mickhausen, Wellenberg, Rettenbach, Duttenstein Castle ( near Dischingen), Oberndorf, Nordendorf, Weissenhorn, Biberbach, UnterSulmentingen (in Laupheim), Wörth (now Danauwörth, halfway between Ulm and Ingolstadt), Niederalfingen (20 miles north of Ulm, towards Schwaebish Hall), Stettenfels (about 5 miles SE of Heilbronn), Schmiechen (2 miles East of the Lech River, on the Bavarian side).

In the OTL, Swabia was devastated by the continued war. Between April 1632 to sometime in 1635, Augsburg was occupied by Swedes and between Sept., 1634 to March, 1635 the city was besieged by the Imperialists. The population dwindled from 70,000–80,000 in 1624 to 16,422 in Oct. 1635. The Ring of Fire caused disruption not only to the active fighting in the Fugger county region, but also to the disease and resulting deaths. It is most likely that some of the deaths between 1634 and 1637 OTL may be avoided due to sanitary conditions and better food.

By spring of 1634, there were five or six single young Fugger males of various ages: (1) Heinrich Raymond, great- grandson of Raymund through Georg, aged 23, (2) Johann Eusebius, son of Johann, great-great-grandson of Anton, aged 17, (3) Leopold, son of Hieronymus and great-grandson of Anton, aged 14, (4) Sebastian, great-great-grandson of Anton, aged 14, (5) Karl Phillip and brother (6) Albrecht, great-great-grandsons of Raymund through Georg, aged 12 and 10, respectively. Marcus Oktavian, great-grandson of Anton, died later that year in June, and his older brother, Maximillian, was awaiting/planning his marriage to cousin Maria Franziska von Törring. I have left them out of the list of possible temporary students in Grantville, as they would have been unlikely candidates. A third brother, Franz, age 22, was a soldier historically on record as under Wallenstein, and also unlikely to visit Grantville.

There were also several girls who may have been possible student visitors to Grantville in the next few years. There were: (1) Maria Maximilliana, daughter of Johann and great-great-granddaughter of Anton, age 18, (2) Maria Walburga and (3) Anna Maria, daughters of Marcus and great-granddaughters of Anton, aged 12–16 and 10, (4) Maria and (5) Maria Johanna, daughters of Johann Ernst and great-great-granddaughters of Anton, aged 14 and 12, and(6) Maria Johanna, daughter of Otto Heinrich and great-great-granddaughter of Anton, aged 11. Several unmarried or widowed women were available to serve as chaperones or house mothers.

I have doubts as to whether General Otto Heinrich Fugger was even in Madgeburg. His wife gave birth to a son, Johann Otto, in Munich, on Aug. 15, 1631, meaning he must have been home mid- to end of November, possibly December, 1630, the beginning of the siege. Traveling from Swabia to Magdeburg in the dead of winter would have been extremely grueling, especially if he had men with him. He was likely not there except possibly at the last month.

Son Heinrich was born, and died, sometime in 1632, so Otto must have been home sometime between September, 1631 and April, 1632 (premature?). According to Wikipedia, in early September 1631, he was on his way from Hesse to Breitenfeld with his troops. Did he rush right back to Swabia to see his wife after the battle? Jakob Fugger was married in 1632, probably no earlier than March, because his daughter, Maria Jacobaea, was born in 1633. Obviously, if Otto Heinrich was at the wedding, both another of his sons, Franz Ignaz (1633–1635), and Jakob’s daughter, Maria Jakobaea (1633–1679), were conceived during this visit.

The Wilhelm Fugger mentioned in “Turn Your Radio On, Chapter Six” was most likely the eldest son of Severin, great-grandson of Raymund. He married, but I could find no reference to children, surviving or otherwise. His brother, Karl, was married to Otto Heinrich’s first cousin, Maria Elizabeth Fugger.

The main timeline series of books and Grantville Gazette stories have addressed military matters, some technological advancements, music, police work, business, and so on. Not much has yet been written about the consequences for Imperial employees in the, hopefully non-violent, regime changes. Many of the Fuggers von der Lilie in regions now controlled by either the USE or Swedish administration served in the court system, some directly employed by the Emperor Ferdinand, or Duke Maximillian. For example, Johann Ernst, elder brother to General Otto Heinrich, held the title “President of the Imperial Chamber Court,” whatever that meant. Other relatives served in other positions in the Courts, as tax collector, Treasurer, Chamberlin, and other like titles. Others held various ministerial and councilor titles. What happens to them? Who, if anyone, now pays the salaries of staff for criminal and civil issues? What happens to the ongoing legal cases when the governmental authority is no longer the authority? What happens to outstanding loan balances still owed by the Habsburgs or other Archdukes now on the other side? Perhaps these issues will be explored in new stories.




Note:




Using an exchange rate of $36 for 1632, as per the article “Money and Exchange Rates in 1632,” by Francis Turner, and an inflation rate of 400 percent, which matches a modest inflation rate of 1.25 percent per annum between 1520–1632, as per (1) graph of “How Christopher Columbus caused inflation,” and (2) “Price Revolution” article on Wikipedia gives: One 1520 florin = $144 US 2014 dollars. 543,000 florins in 1520 would be $78 million US 2104 dollars.

One florin was 0.1125 troy ounces gold, and at $1260/oz. in September, 2014, has a present value of about $141.7 US dollars, making the loan value about 77 million dollars by this calculation.
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Notes From The Buffer Zone, I Can't Believe I Wrote the Whole Thing by Kristine Kathryn Rusch

Yes, those of you of a certain age, you know the commercial I’m referring to. And honestly, I do kinda feel like Ralph in that Alka-Seltzer commercial from the 1970s. I’m both baffled at myself and pleased with myself—and I didn’t have to take an Alka-Seltzer to smile again.

What I did is this:

In 2011, I wrote the next book in my Retrieval Artist series. The previous eight books stood alone, and I fully planned to make Anniversary Day stand alone as well. But, as I wrote the book, I managed to get through one event—one!—in 356 pages. I knew I had another event to get through, and then I had to resolve everything. So one book turned into three.

Yeah. Right.

Eight books later—and yes, I mean eight—I have completed The Anniversary Day Saga. I sent the final book to my editor two days before I wrote this piece.

I have the attention span of a gnat. I’ve often wondered how writers spend five years on a single book or write in the same universe for their entire careers. I write in multiple genres, and I write everything from short fiction to nonfiction, because of my hummingbird brain. It alights on something, and then moves on, distracted by light, color, and way too many ideas.

Because of that hummingbird brain, I knew I had to finish the Anniversary Day Saga before I lost track of what I was doing. So in August of 2013, I decided to blitz through the remaining part of the story.

The remaining part of the story turned out to be six books. I’d initially thought I’d only have to write one more book, then I thought . . . two more, then four more, and finally realized I had to write six. Six books in a year, plus a nonfiction writing book called Discoverability (300 pages all its own), plus fifteen short stories (including three novellas). I also edited a few volumes of Fiction River, and taught some writing workshops.

All the while, my recalcitrant brain, afraid of being distracted, tried to shut down any potential light and color. My interest in reading things like sf or romance or unrelated nonfiction slowly dried up. I watched too much television to relax, and went slowly crazy.

Then . . . one day . . . I was done.

I feel rather like I’ve been let out of prison. I can see movies—of all kinds—because I have time. I have so many books to read that I want to read two at the same time. (I have two eyes. Why not?) I have dozens of short stories, several more series novels, and some standalones clamoring for attention. And irritatingly (to me, anyway) more Retrieval Artist stories demanding to be told.

I was going to take a month off after finishing. I managed two days.

Still, that was enough to move from “I can’t believe I wrote the whole thing,” said in a bemused (if slightly ill) tone to “The whole thing!” said with a little bit of triumph. Heh. Some writers never finish a story arc or a series arc. Not ever. Some keep their fans waiting years for the next book. (Okay, I’m guilty of doing that with one series, but it wasn’t my fault. The publisher bailed, and no one else would take the books mid-series. I’ll get back to it; I promise.)

I don’t know any science fiction writer who completed an eight-book story arc—and published the last six books quickly. I think I’m the first outside of the pulp era to do that.

I do mean quickly, too. The books work better if you read them together because they’re one big story. So the first two books are already out. They’ve been rebranded with the Anniversary Day Saga logo on them. The next book comes out in January, with the rest following one per month until June. (Preorders start in November.)

Readers can binge if they want to. Readers can wait until it’s all published if they want to. (Readers can ignore it too, if they want to.)

I’m pretty pleased. And a little shell-shocked. I have a lot to do. And my hummingbird brain wants to flit from project to project all in the space of an afternoon. The rest of me wants a nap.

I think the rest of me wins.

****

Postscript: If you want to see the commercial, and see what passed for a viral video everyone knew about in the 1970s, here’s the YouTube link: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VFKifpMtlNs

****
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My father, a U.S. Navy pilot, flew F-4's at the tail end of Vietnam and then retired. He didn't talk about it much. It was a thing he did, and did well, and when the time came to stop he moved on to other things, like picture-taking and cabinet-making. He built hideously expensive bookcases for clients for whom books were a household accessory. He said they were cathedrals to house unread books and it made him feel sad. He never lacked for work and our cottage was a testament to his craft as a cabinetmaker. Secret compartments were woven through the cabinetry he made from mahogany left over from his paying jobs. Strangers could move in for generations, and they would never find all of them. The first days of any cottage vacation were always hunts for the secret compartment that he claimed to have built and that we had never found. He said the treasures inside were dark and dangerous, and it was a good thing he hid them so well.

We believed him, of course. The dark and dangerous part added to the flavor, but like most children, we were not known for our perseverance. The imperatives of summer were too powerful to keep us looking for very long. There was always next time. Year after year, at the beginning of each vacation, we looked, and even as adults, we would push and prod wood panels feeling for some small tell-tale give.

Finding none, we quit, convincing ourselves that there was nothing to find.

But then, while sitting on the window seat, I shifted my weight and felt a little give in the board, nearly imperceptible. Too easy, I thought. Dad would never go for something obvious like storage under the window seat. It was beneath him. I slid off the seat and grabbed the lip and tugged. Magnets released their hold and the lid lifted. The storage area sighed with the scent of cedar. A heavy-duty, vinyl-coated cardboard box, the kind used to store photographic prints, and a camera lens lay concealed. An envelope rested on top of the box. I opened the envelope and read the letter.




Martin,

I knew you would find this. It is yours, but be very careful. As you will find out, the lens is dangerous. I bought it in the Philippines while on deployment. I don't know who made it. I don't know how it works.

Love,

Dad




I took the unmarked lens out, feeling the solid heft of a well-made piece of equipment. I popped the protective caps off and inspected the glass elements and mount. The focus ring glided smoothly, extending and retracting the barrel. It was an F-mount lens meant to fit on Nikon equipment, like my own. I couldn't recall ever seeing this particular lens on any of his cameras, but that didn't mean anything.

I refit the caps and set the lens aside on a convenient shelf. I placed the cardboard box on the floor. There was nothing else in the storage space. I closed the lid, picked up the box, and sat down on the window seat to investigate. The top of the box slid free. Protective acid-free tissue paper fogged the first photograph. I took out the paper and set it inside the upturned lid.

The photograph was of my sister, Maria.




She stands ankle deep in the sandy-bottomed creek behind the cottage. The water, stained translucent brown with the tannin of millions of oak leaves and pine needles, ribbons away through a manicured forest. Morning light streams through the trees like golden spears. Reflective darts scintillate across the slow water. She wears a white cotton dress and the bottom of it wicks up the creek water. She looks seventeen, and the backlighting makes the dress look gauzy and ephemeral. Her body is silhouetted in the bright light, hinting at the curves of a beautiful woman. In her right hand she holds a snake. The elegant reptile bracelets her wrist in two slender wraps. Its tail dangles, and the tiny head sits on top of a gentle S-curved neck. She holds the snake up so each is staring into the other's eyes. The delicate animal is striped the red, yellow, and black of a coral snake and not the red, black, and yellow of a scarlet king snake.




It was an impossibly perfect photograph, capturing my sister frozen between childhood and womanhood in a fantasy scene. Her dress, I remember, was her favorite when she was eleven years old, and she wore it so often that it only lasted that one summer. But she was not eleven years old in the picture. In the photograph she was at least seventeen, on the cusp of womanhood. The light slanted through the trees from the wrong direction. The creek curved a different way, and there was an outcropping of gray boulders in the background. There are no gray ice age boulders in Florida. And what kind of father takes a picture of his daughter nose-to-nose with a poisonous snake? The picture was hypnotic in its composition and beauty. The only thing wrong was that it could never be, but the more I looked at it, the more I felt like it should be, like it was.

I placed the picture in the upturned lid and removed another layer of tissue to see the next photograph.




My sister Olivia runs toward our father. She is breaking free from a crowd that is toeing a yellow line painted over cracked concrete. A wooden barricade fences the crowd to keep them away from the thundering F-4 Phantoms. My sister is a golden-haired child, six, almost seven, years old. The crowd holds welcome home signs aloft and waves American flags. She ducks under the barrier set to keep dependents from the flight line where the returning jets are taxiing into position. There she is, running toward our father, holding a sign that says, "I love you, bad!" The sign is slipping from her hands to fly away. My mother, my two sisters, myself, and my brother, Will, are in the background slightly out of focus. My mother wears over-sized sunglasses and reflected in the lenses is my father's perfect miniscule reflection. His arms reach to catch his daughter. She is smiling and her hair is flying away in a blond waving mass, and she is just a few steps shy from her father defying anyone to stop her.




Somehow it was exactly as it happened or how it should have happened, but who could have taken the picture? My entire family was framed in the shot. I remembered the moment as clear as if it was, but it wasn’t. It couldn’t be. I remembered my mother scooping her back up. I looked away from the photograph to clear my head. My sister could not even have run. She wore braces on her legs until she was ten years old. I felt an ancient burn of shame. In addition to the hated metal bars that wrapped her lower legs, torqueing them straight with hard-soled patent leather shoes, she suffered with terrible dyslexia. In a pique of adolescent righteousness, I remembered mocking her hand-lettered sign. I tried to make her change the "b" to the "d" she intended but my mother caught me with a fierce glance and shook her head.

"I love you, bad" was the title of her Caldecott-medal-winning children's book.

The next picture was of my mother and brother.




She lies next to William, my brother, her eldest son. Will is moments away from dying from leukemia. Slats of light from the window's shades fall across both of them. She is so fatigued and sad that she has come full circle back to beautiful. His head is on her breast. His eyes are closed and he is inexplicably full-faced and sleeping, but his eyes will never open again. He is at peace in his mother's arms; both comfort each other in their last moments together. Next to the bed, a pole-mounted machine displays the flickering parameters of William’s life. The electronic trace of his last heartbeat sketches across the display in a thin red line.




I remembered Will shriveled and sunken into the vastness of the hospital bed. I remembered feeling he was taking part of me with him. My heart raced and the picture blurred. I couldn’t remember the last time I really thought of him. I felt heavier, weighted down with something that the word sadness can barely describe. I traced my brother's face with the tips of my fingers, and I remembered how much I miss him. Time had raced onward stealing his presence and taking away all the color of those moments.

This picture was exactly as it should be, and I had almost surrendered to the memory even though I was never there and there was no way Dad would take a picture of his dying son. What strange reason would compel someone to want to remember that?

But there it was. This was how it happened.

I put the photo down, covered it with the tissue, and caught my breath. What really happened bled back through. My mother left William's side once in the last two weeks of his life. My father stayed while she went home to sleep and in that short span of time, William died. On the way back to the hospital she picked me up from school. I saw her face through the mesh classroom window and I knew what had happened.

For the longest time, Mom was inhabited by a quiet kind of sadness that she could not escape. The winter after Will died was the most painful time in our family's history. All of us worked our way out, but Mom couldn't follow . . . until one day she did. Although sad and angry over Will's death the mention of his name would no longer cause her to break down. She would smile just a little bit and turn away as if she was remembering something.

Something different.

William's photograph drained me and left me tired. My head ached as if there were too many things inside trying to get out. I wondered if my father had shown it to my mother? I wondered if it had anything to do with when she became more of herself again after William's death? More pictures dared me to view them. I thumbed through them, not wanting to linger.




My sister, Maria, holds her son, my father's first grandchild, on a beach swept with moonlight. Silvered waves march to shore to break upon the rocks.




Except, I recall, my sister never could get pregnant. She had tried for three years and then surrendered to the inevitable and adopted a daughter from India with my wife's help.




My wife looks at me with the kind of love that can’t be explained, her hair laced with baby’s breath, her dress, golden with evening light. Behind her, the ground is carpeted in emerald grass and peppered with wildflowers of gold and blue and purple.




I remembered it perfectly, exactly as it was. Except it wasn't. A wildfire destroyed the spot two weeks before our wedding. And when we revisited our spot, the ground was ashen and the tree trunks were burned black.




My mother, a young woman, stands on a twilight beach and the sea is lathered up in a foamy rage and her hair is flying and she is young and beautiful. She is pregnant with William, my brother. In the distance an illuminated aircraft carrier sails to the far horizon beneath two thumbnail crescent moons.




I closed the box of photographs. I couldn’t look at anymore. I stood up and blood rushed from my head. I fell to my knees and took deep slow breaths. I felt like I was positioned sideways to reality, not much, just a small angle, and I needed a moment to straighten up. I put the box of photos back in the storage area under the seat. I pressed down until the magnets grabbed. The clock indicated that two hours passed. Where did the time go?

I went outside to sit and think and wait for my sisters.

****

I closed my eyes and rocked, and in the quiet distance, I heard the staccato rattle of the big red-headed woody woodpeckers echoing in the forest. I realized that time travel is possible; we do it naturally by anticipating the future and regretting the past. But as I sat in the front porch rocker that my father sat in, waiting for my sisters to arrive, bathed in halcyon morning light, I was no longer a time traveler. I was still, frozen in amber. Beyond me, the world accelerated away at the rate of one second per second and I was content to let it go.

After my mother died, my father moved to the cottage. The land sloped gently to Coldwater Creek, a shallow, sandy-bottomed creek that flowed through northwest Florida pine forests. As children, in the still morning, my brothers and sisters and I would walk down the slope and wade across the water to a vast hump-backed sandbar to collect beer and soda cans to trade for paper bags of penny candy and thick green bottles of soda from the general store. Before the creek filled with raucous teenagers trying their first beers, or sun-burned, beer-bellied men and their loud-mouthed, tattooed wives, my father would go down to the creek and sit, waiting for a like-minded stranger to come by, so he could share a word or two. If no one came he would sink into the quiet, hypnotized by the layers of light reflected in the water, and watch the silver-scaled fish flash brightly and dark turtles scull with reptile grace.

****

My father loved photography. He called it capturing the light. An impressive array of cameras, both film and digital, lined the upper reaches of the built-in shelves. He never did it for money. He said money would spoil it. He entered a few art shows when he found the time. He took all of our senior portraits. He developed quite the reputation in the local photography circles in our city, but he refused to cultivate his reputation. He was a master and his photographs are why I became a conflict photographer. I asked him how his pictures were always so beautiful and he replied that to take beautiful pictures, only photograph beautiful things. I didn't believe him, because I saw things that he had photographed that were not beautiful in the real world. When I asked him about it, he said that everything is beautiful if captured at the right moment. Context is everything.

At the time, I thought his answer was touchy-feely nonsense. As an adult, I traveled to conflict zones and other exotic locales trying to capture their light and one day, quite by accident, I did, and won a Pulitzer prize for photo-journalism. My father framed the photograph and hung it over the cottage's fireplace.

It was taken in India at a ship-breaking yard.

A young woman is in labor at their encampment on the flats. Other women are holding and comforting her. Her husband is behind and off to the side. She is in the agony of childbirth and he is in the agony of despair. Another mouth is coming into the world and he cannot provide for the ones he has. Yellow firelight, pinprick reflected in their eyes, illuminates the gathered ship breakers. The careening flats stretch away and the wind carries the women's bright saris and gauzy scarves in undulating waves. Oily rainbows cut trails across the liquid-gray sand. Dark hulks of broken ships lay at crooked angles in the background. Sporadic fires dot the flats and from one ship a brilliant cascade of sparks from a cutting torch rains down. The sun has just set and a sliver of red defines the horizon. A few high altitude clouds reflect the dying light and above, the great sweep of the Milky Way arcs over all in a vast embrace.

The colors were rich and vibrant. The composition was so perfect that it could not be anything more than a fortuitous accident. It told a truth, said my father. I agreed in principle, that it told a story, and he insisted that it told a truth, something altogether different. He pointed to the elements of the photograph, the people, the sky, the broken ships, and said that this photograph captured the light in all of its layers. You could live your whole life, snap a million photographs and never do it again. It was a good thing, he said, that such photographs are so rare. They can change reality. He stepped close to the picture and leaned in. He said one could smell the salt and pollution, taste the oil and hot metal in the air, hear the grind of wind and machine, and feel it in your heart and bones. It becomes true, he said. Such photographs can start wars or make you fall in love.

He was right.

Ellen, a pale blond woman, centered amongst the dark-haired, dark-skinned Indians, kneels between the mother's legs. She helps deliver the baby and turns to look at the fool with the camera. In her face is all the frustration and sadness of someone who wants to save the entire world, but knows that she cannot.

As I peered through a viewfinder disengaged from the world, my life was right in front of me. I booked a flight back that evening to find her and bring her home. She thought it strange and romantic and a little bit scary just as all new love is. It took convincing, a year's worth of convincing, the kind that dips perilously close to groveling, but eventually she married me.

****

I heard the distant engine of a car and the creak of springs and I knew it was my sisters. The car drew closer and stopped. Doors opened and closed. I waited. They knew where to find me.

"Hey, big brother, did you get it all done?" asked Maria.

"Yeah, I found the secret compartment stashed with the family jewels so there is nothing left to do."

She hugged me and kissed my cheek. My other sister, Olivia, climbed up on the porch and did the same.

"I hope you made coffee for all of us," said Olivia.

"Of course."

"Well, don't be rude, get your baby sisters a cup," said Maria.

"Yes, ma'am."

They sat in the rocking chairs our father had made. The wood was cypress, silvered and checked with time. They were diabolically comfortable despite never having a cushion on them. My mother called them time sponges because once you sat in one they absorbed time and worry until the day was over. I went inside and fixed them coffee.

I rejoined them, their rocking in progress, and handed them their coffees. I sat myself and we propped our feet up on the rail and pushed off with our toes. The morning warmed. Time fled.

Olivia was the first one to break the moment.

"We need to get to it."

"Yeah," I agreed. "In a minute."

"So, go get the cleaning supplies in the trunk," said Maria.

"You go get'em."

"I'm a girl."

"That only worked with Dad."

I relented. They were always good at waiting me out.

"Works with you too," she said.

Back inside, I dropped the cleaning supplies on a kitchen counter. My sisters surveyed the scene. Dad was organized. Everything had its place, but he was not one for the deep cleaning that Mom specialized in. Neither was I. Dust bunnies overpopulated the underplaces and threatened to become an invasive species. My idea of cleaning the toilet was lowering the lid.

"Oh my," said Maria.

Olivia slapped me in the back of the head.

Maria took charge, issuing directions and instructions, which we both promptly ignored. We drifted off to the area in the cottage that needed our respective attentions the most, Olivia to the back bedroom where she used to play with William, Maria to my parent's bedroom where she would curl in bed between Mom and Dad, and me back to the window seat, grown small with time.

I thought about showing them the pictures but then decided against it. I picked up the lens and felt the smooth, effortless glide of the focus ring. I thought of those wonderful, beautiful, disturbing pictures and wonder how many layers of light the lens dove through to capture them.

I put the lens down and puttered around, moving dust from place to place, lemon pledging the woodwork more for the smell than anything else.

I came back to the lens.

****

I knew I shouldn't, but I did. I walked to my car and retrieved my camera, a Nikon D4, from the trunk. I affixed the lens and it clicked into place. The wind blew through the pines and I heard the scratching sounds of something small and furry in a clump of holly. I thought about what I was going to do and tried to talk myself out of it. Maybe there was a reason why I never saw the lens on any of my father's cameras, maybe he knew better, but why leave it for me to find? I looked through the viewfinder not knowing what to expect. The world appeared the same and I was confused. I panned around, surveying the world through the lens, and thought that things should be different, like they were in my father's photographs. When did it capture the light of other days, or days that we have no names for, in places that are just a little bit skewed from where we are, maybe in the act of creation, when a decision was made, and the shutter was released? I walked back to the cottage and my sisters were at the picnic table. A plate of ham sandwiches and a pitcher of ice tea were on the table.

"Not that you deserve any because you've been goofing off all morning," said Olivia.

I raised the camera to my eye and both of them thrust their hands up to protect their faces from incrimination. It’s a false vanity. Both my sisters have inherited a natural beauty from my mother.

"Put your hands down."

"Martin, please," said Maria. "I'm filthy."

"Come on," chimed Olivia.

"Just one shot."

"Just one." agreed Maria.

"Only because you are so good," said Olivia. "Do that Photoshop thing on my freckles."

I crouched down to take a low angle shot. I focused the lens manually, my sister's faces blurred in and out. I set the aperture to a shallow depth of field and composed them in the right one third of the frame. I focused on their eyes and released the shutter.

The picture popped up in the LCD window and then flashed away into storage.

"Let's see," said Maria.

"Hold on," I replied.

I rolled the control button to bring the image up. I kept my face neutral. Did the lens give you what you what you want, or did it give you what you need?

"It didn't come out," I lied. "I just wanted to try one of Dad's lenses he had in the bookcase. I don't think it works with my camera."

"Too bad," said Olivia. "Eat a sandwich and get back to work."

****

The cottage gleamed. The whole place smelled like oil soap and the scent drifted on the night air. Constellations of fireflies blinked in the dark. My sisters sat inside the cottage and I heard them talking about simple, innocent things. After finishing my bottle of wine, they decided to stay the night. I picked up my camera from the side table and dialed up the picture I took with my father's lens.

I thought my sisters' eyes were blue, but I saw that they are deep green. Olivia was on the left and Maria was on the right, but I would have sworn that it was the other way around when I took the picture. The ice tea glasses are gone, replaced by wine glasses. William’s arms are draped around both of them. He has a broad grin that crushed the ladies in high school. My heart pounded and the world seemed liquid and diffuse, like I had opened my eyes underwater. The depth of field is shallow so their faces are the only things in sharp focus, but in the blurred background I saw William's wife, Candace, walking spread-legged with their third son, only thirteen months old. The boy was reaching up to hold her hands for support. I sank into the photo. It was exactly how I remembered taking it. It was exactly what I wanted to remember, but something else I wanted to remember was faded, almost gone. The noise in the cottage increased three fold.

Someone screamed, "No fair." My daughter and my nieces and nephews played UNO at the kitchen table. My sisters, their husbands, and Candace laughed at some comment I didn’t hear. The screen door opened and slammed shut.

"Yeah buddy, you got the right idea hiding out here," said William. He sat down in the chair next to me. "She's doing all right, isn't she?

"Yeah, she is." Sara, my daughter had a difficult time, almost as bad as me, when her mother and baby brother died in the car accident ten months ago.

"That’s good. I'm glad. Beer?"

"Yeah, sure." He handed me an ice cold Amberbock from the cooler in his hand and sat in the rocking chair next to me.

I held both existences in my mind at the same time, one growing stronger the other weaker. I wondered if I shifted a little left of reality or did they? I wondered what happened if I looked away from the viewfinder? Do I go back? Does reality compress to what was? I hoped so. I hoped it wasn't too late. I wanted both to be true, to have my brother and my wife and son in the same place at the same time. Maybe that was the terrible power of the lens. You have to choose, but when did your choice become irrevocable? I didn’t know. How many times did my father use the camera to change what was? How many times did he use it to get back what he had? It explained why he never destroyed it. Maybe he hoped I would do better.

Details of things that never happened populated the empty spaces in my mind. I filled up with a life never lived. It was not a bad one, but still . . . am I who I am supposed to be? A warm flush of fear filled me and I wondered how many times I was undone or redone. How many times were we all undone or redone?

I selected the photograph from memory and pushed the delete button twice and the camera LCD faded to black. I tipped the bottle of beer in his direction. I wanted both, but if I couldn't have both I wanted back what I had before I released the shutter.

I remembered being the best man at my brother's wedding. I remembered telling my daughter that Mom and Christopher were not coming home. I remembered kissing my wife goodbye before I left for the cottage this morning. I could feel the layers of infinite light vibrating inside me.

My brother tapped the neck of my bottle with his own and I stared waiting for one of us to fade away.

"Dude, you're creeping me out," said Will.

"Cheater, you're cheating," shrieked one of the kids.

"Did not."

"Did."

"Sore loser."

"Baby."

"Hey, knock it off," said Maria. "Or you're all going to bed." Voices carried through the screen window and disappeared in the susurration of the pines.

The kids quieted.

"Where's Dad?" asked my godson. He was named after me.

"Outside," said Candace. "Go play with your cousins."

My heart slowed. Things became as they are . . . firm.

"I'm glad you decided to come up," I said to Will.

"Me too. I almost didn't make it."

“I know.”

The kitchen table crowd exploded into another shouting match.

"Making memories," said my brother. "Do you think we need to go in?"

I turned and looked through the window and saw a cloud of UNO cards settling to the floor. Our sisters and in-laws were unaffected by the outburst.

"Nope, we're good."

I took a long pull of beer and set the empty down next to my chair.

"Another?"

"Why not?"

He reached into the cooler beside the chair and handed me another Amberbock. Two full moons rose in the sky, one larger than another. The creek bent the wrong way and fireflies flashed love calls, releasing their own captured light. I held to the memory of my other life.

I will take more pictures. I have to.

****
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