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What is this? About the Grantville Gazette
Written by Grantville Gazette Staff
The Grantville Gazette originated as a by-product of the ongoing and very active discussions which take place concerning the 1632 universe Eric Flint created in the novels 1632, 1633 and 1634: The Galileo Affair (the latter two books co-authored by David Weber and Andrew Dennis, respectively). More books have been written and co-written in this series, including 1634: The Baltic War, 1634: The Bavarian Crisis, 1635: The Cannon Law, 1635: The Dreeson Incident, 1635: The Eastern Front, and 1635: The Saxon Uprising. 1636: The Kremlin Games is forthcoming, and the book Time Spike is also set in the Assiti Shards universe. This discussion is centered in three of the conferences in Baen's Bar, the discussion area of Baen Books' web site. The conferences are entitled "1632 Slush," "1632 Slush Comments" and "1632 Tech Manual." They have been in operation for almost seven years now, during which time nearly two hundred thousand posts have been made by hundreds of participants.
Soon enough, the discussion began generating so-called "fanfic," stories written in the setting by fans of the series. A number of those were good enough to be published professionally. And, indeed, a number of them were—as part of the anthology Ring of Fire, which was published by Baen Books in January, 2004. ( Ring of Fire also includes stories written by established authors such as Eric Flint himself, as well as David Weber, Mercedes Lackey, Dave Freer, K.D. Wentworth and S.L. Viehl.)
The decision to publish the Ring of Fire anthology triggered the writing of still more fanfic, even after submissions to the anthology were closed. Ring of Fire has been selling quite well since it came out, and a second anthology similar to it was published late in 2007. Another, Ring of Fire III, is also in print. It also contains stories written by new writers, as well as professionals. But, in the meantime . . . the fanfic kept getting written, and people kept nudging Eric—well, pestering Eric—to give them feedback on their stories.
Hence . . . the Grantville Gazette. Once he realized how many stories were being written—a number of them of publishable quality—he raised with Jim Baen the idea of producing an online magazine which would pay for fiction and nonfiction articles set in the 1632 universe and would be sold through what at the time was called Baen Books' Webscriptions service. That has since become Baen Ebooks at this url: http://www.baenebooks.com/. Jim was willing to try it, to see what happened.
As it turned out, the first issue of the electronic magazine sold well enough to make continuing the magazine a financially self-sustaining operation. Since then, even more volumes have been electronically published through the Baen Webscriptions and Baen Ebooks sites. As well, Grantville Gazette, Volume One was published in paperback in November of 2004. That has since been followed by hardcover editions of Grantville Gazette, Volumes Two, Three, Four, Five and Six.
Then, two big steps:
First: The magazine had been paying semi-pro rates for the electronic edition, increasing to pro rates upon transition to paper, but one of Eric's goals had long been to increase payments to the authors. Grantville Gazette, Volume Eleven was the first volume to pay the authors professional rates.
Second: There are several different versions of each issue of the Gazette. It is now available through Baen E-books, Amazon and B&N, plus other methods. The on-line version, depending on timing, might still be in ARC status. That's Advanced Reader Copy. Our publications dates are 1 Jan, 1 Mar, 1 May, 1 Jul, 1 Sep and 1 Nov. In between issues, here at http://www.grantvillegazette.com you'll often be reading the electronic version of an ARC, where you can read the issues as we assemble them. You'll see the art and the stories as they are prepared for publication.
How will it work out? Will we be able to continue at this rate? Well, we don't know. That's up to the readers. But we'll be here, continuing the saga, the soap opera, the drama and the comedy just as long as people are willing to read them.
— The Grantville Gazette Staff
 



The Maltese Crux
Written by Alistair Kimble
 

 
“Jean, I have need of your assistance." Grand Master Antoine de Paule, Prince of the Church and decreed Cardinal by Pope Urban VIII, gestured at a stack of missives on the worn and gnarled table. "An investigation of sorts.”
Jean Baptiste Lascaris de Castellar, second in command of the Knights of Malta, had been summoned to Valetta, Malta. He had been attending to his duties as pillar of the Langue of Provence in France.
“I am at your service.” Jean bowed slightly. “As always, but shall I address you as Your Most High Eminence, or something to that effect?”
“You are in the service of the Lord and the church as well,” de Paule said, wagging a finger. “Do not ever forget. And please dispense with such formalities as Eminence, Prince and so forth. I'm only interested in using those titles, and the powers conferred upon me by His Holiness, to secure the church’s assistance for our humble order.”
“Of course. How may I be of assistance?” Jean glanced at the stack, but gleaned nothing and eased onto the wooden chair.
De Paule insisted on a hard chair for those summoned to his private chamber, probably as a means of control or power. Jean employed the method himself back home, but now on the receiving end the imposition seemed a petty gesture.
De Paule crossed the room, white and crimson robes hanging loose. He'd traded his traditional knight's garb for those of a churchman, as if adopting all the affectations of a cardinal. Or perhaps de Paule’s body succumbed to frailty or softness, and the drapery hid the decline.
Jean, during his time in Provence, dispensed with the frilly collars and puffed shoulders adorning most knights, preferring a simple slashed doublet and plain, high-collared shirt beneath. Baggy breeches eased movement, but his old boots remained—tall, wide, and frayed about the edges, but cradling his feet without peer.
De Paule paused before a selection of wines and sighed.
“Where is your cup bearer?” Jean asked.
“This conversation is between us, and us alone.”
“I understand,” Jean said. “At least we aren't having this discussion in the council chamber. I find some of the tapestries there rather bland, and—”
“I'm not sure you do understand.” De Paule pulled the stopper from an opaque glass decanter. “We have serious work ahead.”
Jean straightened and shifted, a minor relief, but more importantly, providing the appearance of attentiveness.
De Paule shook his reddening head, lending the wispy white hairs a pinkish hue.
“What is it?”
“One of those letters,” de Paule pointed, “suggests the Knights of Malta's best days are long past, and all we'll become is a bawdy and lecherous band of pirates with no credibility or usefulness.”
“Ridiculous.”
De Paule grabbed the decanter and goblet and brought them back to his table, but remained standing. “I’ve read detailed accounts, and studied a list of the grand masters and their contributions.”
“May I ask from whom you received these letters?” Jean asked.
“Cardinal Richelieu.” De Paule shook his head. “Sadly, a few years back and certainly brimming with motives assuredly stale due to his political failures. I should have taken the documents and reports regarding Grantville more seriously—especially when our German commanderies corroborated much of Richelieu ’s information.”
“So, I deduce from your reaction your contributions to the order are lacking," Jean said, "or less than you expected."
"You're overly blunt, Jean," de Paule said.
"My apologies, Grand Master."
"While the list is occasionally impressive, my tenure as grand master resulted in a new residence and some plans for fortifications, but no glory.” De Paule lifted a sheet from the stack. “And your tenure, well—”
“My tenure? Me?” Jean’s eye widened, his forehead wrinkling. De Paule had known of this for some time and was only just now telling him. “A grand master?”
“Yes, and your tenure is less impressive than mine save one dubious distinction.” De Paule raised an eyebrow.
Jean cocked his head.
“The dates of death are also included, and while I'm due to expire sometime in 1636, I am choosing to ignore that piece of the future.” A faint smile touched de Paule’s lips and faded. “You however, will, according to history, succeed me as grand master and live into your late nineties. But my point is that our tenures are unimportant. We contribute no significant actions or decisions to elevate our legacies.”
“Me, a grand master? Late nineties? I feel robust now in my seventies,” Jean straightened and shifted; the movement provided minor relief. “But it’s beyond belief, and a position for which I never aspired. If charged so, I would serve with honor and devotion.”
“I know you would,” De Paule said. “You’re a loyal knight, but you’ll have a long wait.” He smiled with his eyes, though sadly. “I’ve yet to request last rites and refuse to bow to what the up-time histories portend.”
“Of course, Grand Master. I’d never presume, I—”
“That’s enough, Jean,” de Paule said, and stiffened, as had his speech. He turned, decanter gripped tightly. “I’m more concerned about the order’s legacy. Our legacy.” He tilted the container over his cup but hesitated; his nostrils flared and he threw the decanter . . . .
The heavy glass struck the wall, smashing against the stone and splintering. Jean flinched, but more for the fine French wine now trickling in dark trails down the stone.
Jean held his tongue, but concern crept into his heart; he rarely witnessed de Paule lose his temper or shift his emotions so swiftly.
De Paule's face flushed, but he moved on, not lingering on what he'd done to the poor vintage. “I will not allow the order’s decline to begin with us. The Knights of Malta’s best days are ahead. We have to make certain.” He glanced at the wall, and his shoulders slumped. “We were important once—”
“Pardon, Grand Master, but we are still important. Look at the gift we've been given by those Americans,” Jean said, “the foresight and knowledge of what comes next.”
“Ah, ever hopeful, but have you not read any of this drivel?” De Paule crumpled the papers in his hand. “The rubbish recounted in these reports Richelieu sent?” He tossed the paper on the floor.
“There are many who would name those who believe in this future heretics, despite the proof laid before them.”
“Are you among them?” de Paule asked.
“Of course not. I'm a practical knight.” Jean bent over, stretched his back, smoothed his breeches, and grabbed de Paule’s discarded paper. “But shouldn’t our concern rest with conflicts occurring in Christendom as we speak?” He smoothed the crinkles and scrutinized the words. “These events have not even happened, but apparently everything we’ll ever do is compared with the Great Siege.”
“I am concerned with Christendom, and Christians killing Christians: a rotten affair,” de Paule said, “but our mandate is quite clear.”
“Yes, neutrality when Christians war with fellow Christians.”
“A much greater threat lurks.” De Paule faced the window, and the gray sea beyond. Peeps and whines of flitting gulls wafted through with the cool winter breeze, a respite from arid summer winds, freshening the room with notes of brine. Jean flared his nostrils and took in the sea-salted air.
De Paule grabbed another decanter . . . “The Ottomans.” . . . and poured another red.
“They are our enemies, not our fellow Christians.”
“Agreed,” Jean said, “but you should have broken that decanter, I think. A much better wine for staining the walls.”
“Enough.” De Paule sipped. He shook his head, lips puckering, and swallowed. “You are correct. I should have broken this one.”
“The world has changed,” Jean said, “and who can say with any certainty what the future holds now that these Americans are here.”
De Paule nodded. “Yes. Not to mention their odd customs and casual blasphemies—” he waved a hand at the letters “—but these documents copied from this so-called Grantville Library are troubling.”
Jean smiled, hoping to lift the old man’s spirits. “Though one thing is certain.”
De Paule raised an eyebrow.
“We were given this island and have protected our charge with honor,” Jean said. “You are the near-equal to cardinals thanks to His Holiness, so why not use your newfound influence?”
“No doubt the purple was conferred upon me as a token gesture by His Holiness, but this is why I've summoned you, Jean. You’ve been away from Malta long enough that I believe you will be unbiased in executing your duties. I trusted in others recently and have found that trust misplaced.” De Paule sipped, obviously forgetting the wine’s foul qualities. His face scrunched, and he shoved the wine aside. “We have responsibilities beyond Malta, and stand as a gateway, a stepping-stone to Europe. From Malta the Ottomans could stage, and sweep into Italy. This island rests too near the northern parts of Africa —and I needn't remind you of all the problems there.” His fist pounded the thick wood. “I have taken action, but need your help.”
“I am here to serve.”
De Paule nodded. “The order was to present a falcon each year on All Souls Day, correct?”
“Yes," Jean said, "to the Viceroy of Sicily, and onward to the emperor, but during these troubling times I don't see how that helps our cause.”
“Along with the troubling reports, Cardinal Richelieu sent me a curious manuscript, The Maltese Falcon. He's quite a collector of manuscripts and his machinations are well known, and that brought to me a line of thinking I'd normally never arrive at on my own."
"Now I'm very curious," Jean said.
"I must admit the narrative was somewhat perplexing and nigh unreadable.” De Paule's smile elevated the tips of his thin, gray mustache. “However, I managed to glean the meaning behind the story.”
Jean sat, and with genuine interest leaned forward.
De Paule lowered himself onto his oversized chair, probably stuffed with thousands of feathers to cradle his old bones. “A Maltese Falcon is the crux of the story—specifically the search for the figurine and the greed of horrible people to acquire the jewels adorning its surface. There are betrayals, romantic interests and so forth, but I found the manuscript a bore.”
“An intriguing notion, reading such a story,” Jean said, “but what purpose did it serve? His Eminence, Cardinal Richelieu is quite fond of our methods and use of naval assets. Do you believe he intended to incite you to some sort of action upon your receipt of his reports a couple years back?”
“I'm never certain of Richelieu 's motives, but I also received word His Holiness, Pope Urban VIII, read parts of the up-time future, and is concerned over the direction of the church. The order will assist His Holiness in righting the church, and at the same time, guarantee our continued relevance.”
“How?”
“Patience, brother.” De Paule moved a stack of papers on the table, revealing a book. “I commissioned a Maltese Falcon figurine as a token of the order’s commitment to the church.”
Jean stroked his pointy beard, staring; the possibilities overwhelmed.
“A small gift, yes. However, there has been a complication.” De Paule rested an elbow on the table and rubbed his forehead. “The figurine went missing.”
“Tell me it wasn't encrusted in jewels.”
De Paule's eyes met Jean's.
“Oh, God.” Jean sat back. “You want me to find this figurine, this Maltese Falcon.”
“Yes, and I need the Falcon before I depart for my audience with His Holiness.”
“What of Vice-Chancellor Abela? He’s a full score my junior.” Jean nodded, as if the motion would sway de Paule, but he knew better. “Abela can hunt for the figurine.”
De Paule shook his head. “Normally I’d acquiesce, but I trust you, and after all, we’re both of the Langue of Provence. No, Abela is both priest and student of the law. I fear he won’t do in this affair.”
“Forget I mentioned Abela,” Jean said. “We are forewarned and can change the future, even if it’s supposedly preordained. Surely His Holiness is aware of the danger the Ottomans pose.”
“The Ottomans will soon take Crete.” De Paule gestured at the papers. “It has been recorded, and my greatest fears are coming true—an Ottoman siege is imminent.”
Jean’s nose and ears felt cold, and his hands chilled.
“Ah, now you see.” De Paule nodded. “We sit here, our legacy and reputation built upon a siege that occurred in the last century. Our Christian brothers in Europe hack each other to pieces, and our fight against the Ottomans is forgotten.” De Paule grabbed the shoved-aside wine and downed the rest. “We are forgotten, however, they—” he gestured eastward “—the true enemy, have not forgotten the vicious defeat handed them by our fore-brothers.”
Jean rubbed his hands together, erasing the chill. “But shouldn't this knowledge be used to change events for the good of not only us, but our enemies as well?”
“Would the Ottomans feel such concern for us?”
“War does not have to visit Malta and expose the innocents here to possible death." Jean said. "Or worse, slavery.”
“We’d only be shoring up our defenses. When I present the Falcon, His Holiness will be moved to assist his greatest knights against the Ottoman threat that will arrive on our doorstep.”
Jean folded his arms. “We should prepare, but I’m not sure this is our best course.”
“Can’t you see? Knights resplendent in the best armor and weapons man the battlements, while white and crimson banners bearing our eight-pointed cross wave?”
Jean entertained thoughts of rallying knights and peasants manning the walls in defiance of the Ottomans, but shivered at the loss of life a siege would levy.
“You doubt my plan?” de Paule asked.
“Not exactly, Grand Master, but—”
De Paule gestured toward the door. “Find my falcon.”
“And where do you propose I begin?”
“The sculptor. He was last in possession of the figurine.” De Paule pushed to his feet. “I'll be touring Malta the next few days. See you have the Falcon when I return.”
****
Discretion was paramount, and Jean, an aging man was in the awkward position of locating the figurine by himself. As soon as de Paule departed, Jean entered the grand master’s quarters hoping a clue beyond the name and address of the sculptor would present itself.
A peek at the papers littering the table revealed the manuscript, its frayed corners catching his attention. The words Hammett, and The Maltese Falcon ran down the spine, and within he found a rendering of the figurine. He grabbed the manuscript, hoping the sketch would aid his investigation.
Jean would have preferred more men at his side, but given the implied secrecy, he’d suffer with a simple man-at-arms for the visit to the sculptor’s. Since he’d been away from Malta for so long, Jean was at a disadvantage as most of the men-at-arms were unfamiliar. He did, however, recognize a dark-skinned man, Bekir—one of the few Turks indentured to the order. He’d likely prove more useful as a porter than in a scuffle.
Jean and Bekir descended into town from the square, entering the maze of whitewashed and beige buildings with cobblestoned, narrow walkways and grooved paths. The breeze shifted, carrying the heady scent of salt water tinged with pungent human waste like that of a salty soft cheese gone rotten.
The address given Jean was near the waterfront, where the homes and shops rested atop one another and the rot of dead fish filled the air. He swallowed his disgust and pressed a handkerchief to his nose. Bekir, however, seemed to relish the air outside the confines of the citadel.
They turned up the alley where the sculptor's shop should be. Decaying parched wood exteriors mixed with cracked stone facades were out of place with what Jean was accustomed to, though he'd always known people lived and died in places such as this. He didn’t need reminding that being born with title and privilege was a blessing.
All the signs had caked white with salt and had faded from the ceaseless sun and salt-laden air. He counted up from where he turned, and yes, fourth on the right, a rundown hovel at home with the rest of the interconnected buildings.
Jean rapped on the splintered door with a gloved hand, the wood giving under the light pressure.
Rustling followed by a muffled shout came from within. Jean hammered the door with his fist, cracking the wood. He glanced over his shoulder at Bekir.
The porter shrugged.
A scream like a cat being eviscerated pierced the door. Jean motioned at the door; Bekir took one step forward, kicked the cracked and weathered wood off its hinges, and stepped inside.
“Very effective.” Jean drew a four-edged rondel—a family heirloom from the last century. He carried it for close-in fighting, and admired the threatening cruciform appearance it had when viewed from the point.
He followed the porter into the opening and was met with outlines and vague shapes. Most of the light came from the doorway, casting a rectangle deep into the room. An opening leading to another room at the rear lit a small square poking into the front room. A shadow moved from one side of the square to the other and back, reversed direction, and repeated the journey.
Bekir took position off to one side, impassive but alert. A thick coating of dust, presumably from sculpting, covered the floor and what little furnishings adorned the room. Those furnishings featured broken legs and arms, or filthy upholstery riddled with rips and tears. Lime, chalk and mustiness permeated the room, spiced with wafts of excrement.
The crack of a chair toppling followed by a metallic clank came from the adjoining room. Jean nodded at Bekir who took up position to one side of the rear opening.
Jean took the lead this time, and with his blade ready, edged through the opening. A woman rested there on her knees, hands to her face, sobbing. Beside her lay a wet-tipped stiletto. Motion above the woman caught Jean's eye.
Bekir entered and stood beside Jean, keeping silent.
A man swung by the neck from an exposed beam. Blood soaked the cloth above the man's hip and trickled from the dead man’s toes, painting crimson lines in the dusty stone floor as the body gently swayed back and forth in slow, easy circles. Light from a hole in the ceiling that probably once held glass illuminated the dead man as he swung.
“Antonius, I presume?”
The woman jumped, sucking in a quick gasp. “Who are you?”
Jean dropped the rondel in its scabbard, a small piece of leather that did nothing to cover the blade. He grabbed her under the arms and lifted. The solid clunk of a heavy object hitting the floor sounded.
He shoved her aside for a view of the floor. There, lying askew was a black sculpture of a falcon. The hanged man no longer held his interest, not with the flat black bird staring up at him—he’d found the figurine.
It was much larger than expected, roughly the length of a human head, but not quite as wide, and with a sizable square base covered on one side with the falcon’s tail feathers.
“Cut him down?” Bekir’s accent was thick, but in small doses, palatable. He positioned himself between Jean and the woman.
“Not yet.”
Bekir nodded.
An overturned chair lay ten feet from the swinging man and the stiletto lay beneath him. The chair had to have been used to aid the hanging, and the wet tip made the blade’s part obvious. The rest of the room was much like the front room—covered in dust and broken-down furniture. A rickety bench toward the back of the room held an unfinished bust and was littered with chisels and hammers. A large crack in the rear wall opened on a gloomy alleyway.
“Who are you?” The woman’s voice was husky and shared Bekir’s accent: two Turks in one day. How interesting.
Jean turned his attention to the woman. She was young, perhaps in her early twenties. A layer of white powder covered an olive complexion and permeated her black hair. Dark, red-rimmed eyes studied him as a single thick eyebrow arched, looking like a black caterpillar rearing up to sample a leaf.
“I know what he is.” She nodded at Bekir.
“Oh?” Jean asked.
“A slave. Much like I was.”
“You were Antonius’s slave?” Jean asked the woman, and turned to Bekir. “Cut him down.”
Bekir nodded.
“I asked who you were.” She clapped her hands together; white dust puffed in a cloud around them. Jean covered his nose and mouth with a gloved hand.
Bekir paused and turned, facing Jean and the woman.
Jean shook his head. “I'm afraid I’ll be asking the questions. You’re not in a position to demand anything from a knight of the order. I came here to ask Antonius a few questions, and he’s answered one of them.”
“And who was going to ask him these questions Antonius answered from the end of a rope?”
The young woman certainly had an easy way about her, despite addressing a man, a knight, someone clearly of higher station. Foreigners, and, furthermore, Turks on Malta never spoke to knights in this fashion.
Jean sighed. “I'm a knight.”
“Yes?”
Jean’s fist clenched, and he took a deep breath. This woman, this Turk, tested his patience—a virtue of his, one well known throughout the Order.
“This one is a filthy animal, a gypsy,” Bekir said. “Do not trust her.” He spat on the ground at her feet and turned his attentions to Antonius.
She lunged, but Jean stepped in front of her and shoved her to the ground. “That will be enough.”
She rubbed the small of her back and remained on the floor. She fussed with her hair; the nervous action gave rise to another white cloud.
“You screamed earlier,” Jean said, “but now you do not seem so upset over his death. I’ve a mind to arrest you.”
She wiped her cheek, leaving trails amidst the other lines of dust and tears crisscrossing her face. “I was his apprentice, Petek.” She sneered. “But he treated me like a slave.”
“An apprentice, not a slave. Isn’t that unusual? I must say it's rather odd finding a Turkish gypsy apprenticed to an Italian on Malta.”
“And what are you? Frenchman? Spaniard? This isn't your country either.”
“French, and on the contrary, His Holiness has granted the order dominion over Malta.” Jean stood over her, and behind he heard a snap and a thump as Antonius hit the floor. “Now, I’m known for my patience,” he said, “and tolerance, both of which you are testing. For a woman, a Turk, and a gypsy, you are taking great pains to insult the order. You’re a guest here, an apprentice learning a trade, and you’d do right by yourself to still your caustic tongue.” Jean raised a hand and waved for Bekir. “Other knights would have been less lenient I’m afraid—”
“Yes, I’m sure.” Anger flashed in her eyes.
Bekir stepped past Jean, leaned over, and backhanded Petek across the face. She crumpled to the ground. A fresh course of sobs followed.
“That will do, I’m sure.” Jean remained calm, but was mildly surprised at the casual violence. “Petek has this day been witness to the unspeakable.”
Bekir moved to stand behind Petek.
Jean scraped a rickety wooden chair, its white paint peeling, over the rough floor. The knight thanked the Lord he'd not worn armor today. He sat on the edge, ready if the wood gave way. “Tell me what happened.”
Her eyes narrowed, drawing her single, long eyebrow into the shape of a black chevron. “He hanged himself and robbed me of an apprenticeship. He was impossible and crude and abusive, and treated me like an animal.” She peered up at Jean from under the thick eyebrow, eyes wet. “He was the only one to recognize my talent and the only one who would agree to take a Turkish gypsy as an apprentice.” She stared at Antonius, reduced to a pile of robes on the floor, and spit. “He was a pig, and I stuck him like one.”
“So you murdered him?” Jean asked.
“No. I stabbed him because he’s dead. He abandoned me. I stabbed him because he treated me like an animal, but I did not murder him. He hanged himself, or maybe someone else snuck in here.”
“I believe you may be a fine actor given your background, but the scream sounded genuine, and your explanation of the stabbing is quite plausible. But tell me,” Jean said, “why would he hang himself?”
She turned her gaze on Jean, “Maybe it has to do with the falcon he sculpted,” and shrugged.
“I will think on that, but the reason for my visit was to make an inquiry regarding a figurine and my quest appears complete.” He flipped open the Hammett book and showed Petek the image of the Maltese Falcon.
“The one over there is a fake.” Petek laughed, albeit with a nervous edge.
“Bekir,” Jean said, “the figurine. Bring it to me.” Despite its size, the Falcon was lighter than expected.
“You don't understand,” Petek said.
“Then tell me.”
“Can’t we leave this room? That body?" Petek's gaze shifted from Jean to the pile of robes and back to Jean. "I have superstitions about such things.”
Jean pulled Petek to the other room and sat her on the ripped and torn sofa, but he remained standing, cradling the figurine in his left hand. It bore a remarkable resemblance to the one in de Paule’s book.
“Very interesting.” He turned over the figurine and examined its features. “Now, tell me everything. About this—” He faced the figurine toward her. “—and about Antonius.” He nodded toward the back room.
“I didn't kill him.”
“That much I do believe. However, you expect me to believe you knew nothing of it? How could you not hear someone being murdered or being hanged? You would have heard someone shuffling about back there, even if you were sculpting in the front room.”
She shook her head. “There is much noise here, certainly you know this much. I didn't hear you before you spoke.”
“Let's say for the moment you’re telling the truth,” Jean said. “Why would he hang himself? Or, if he didn’t commit that sin against God, be the victim of another sin against God, murder?” He held the figurine before her.
“For the figurine, the falcon, but not the one you hold.”
“Speak plainly.”
“You’re holding a copy.”
Jean examined the figurine closely: along the left wing ran a thin, deep, incision. A damaged figurine as a gift to the Pope? Not likely. Perhaps this woman spoke the truth.
“There is another figurine,” she said, “but I know little of it, only that unlike the one in your hands, Antonius set many jewels in it.”
“That would explain his murder.”
She nodded, the black hair hanging before her face was matted with dirt and dust, creating a mushy paste of sweat and tears. “We both made a figurine based on the drawing in your book.”
Jean hefted the falcon, “So, this figurine may be a fake. Much depends on whether or not Antonius was murdered. If he was, then the murderer either knew this one for a fake, as you assert, or simply thought it was not worth stealing.”
“But—”
“Yes?”
Petek fumbled for words. “Antonius—he drank a lot, and told everyone he was sculpting an item teeming with jewels, commissioned by the pope.”
“Your explanation lends itself nicely to the theory he was murdered, but you would want me to believe some outsider murdered him, wouldn’t you? I’m not so sure. How would anyone know this one was the fake?”
“I know it is.”
“That’s because you supposedly sculpted this one.” Jean tapped the falcon. “No. I’ll be taking it back to the citadel.” He watched her face for a reaction: any sign of weakness or deception, but was met with only a blank stare.
For a woman, Petek displayed an even temper and recovered quickly from seeing her master swinging, and that concerned Jean. He sensed a deeper plot in motion, and suspected a read of Hammett’s book prudent before taking further action. Answers were needed before de Paule returned, and presenting a fake to the Grand Master would be a failure.
“I’m ordering you to the citadel two mornings hence. I'll leave word at the main entrance in the square for you to be allowed entry,” Jean said. He’d also send word to prohibit her departure from Malta in case she decided to run.
Petek's expression, though shielded with hair and covered with a dusty pallor, projected uncertainty and fear.
“You weren't planning on leaving Malta any time soon were you?” Jean asked.
“I've nowhere else to go. But may I have your name?”
“Jean de Castellar. The guardsmen will certainly know it.”
“I’ll just ask for the patient and tolerant knight.” She smiled, splitting her bottom lip. A red slit shot across her dusty white lips.
“You could try that, though dour is becoming more and more appropriate.”
Jean, with Bekir trailing, departed the hovel with more questions than he’d brought. At least he retrieved a figurine, if not the Maltese Falcon de Paule coveted.
****
The sun brushed the edge of the sea, casting the alleyway in darkness. Having much to think on, the dimly lit pathways and long walk were welcome so long as Jean and Bekir could find their way back to the citadel.
Jean examined the figurine for a few minutes of the trek before handing the responsibility over to Bekir.
Petek claimed more than one figurine had been crafted, but the fact one rested before her while Antonius swung above puzzled Jean. It wasn't plausible that she grabbed the figurine and then found Antonius swinging. No, more than likely the figurine was already at the dead man’s feet, but what did that mean?
Jean and Bekir reached an incline and climbed for the citadel’s gates.
A man lunged from a doorway. Jean’s hand flew to his rondel, but the lunge was not meant for him. Bekir gasped, and the figurine slid from his hands, and clunked against the cobblestoned walkway. The Turk went limp and toppled; his head bounced off a cobblestone, but that mattered little as blood sheeted down and off his side, gathering between the stones before trickling down the hill like red rainwater.
With his rondel readied, Jean circled away keeping Bekir’s body between him and the attacker. Jean’s only other weapon, Bekir’s blade, now rested beneath the dying man.
If the attacker was a common cutpurse, confronting so obvious a knight and his man-at-arms would mean death, but this man had dispatched Bekir with ease. No, the attack was about the figurine.
“Where is the figurine, the falcon?” the attacker asked. He wore all black from head to toe, with no hint of a white-collared shirt beneath. The attacker's eyes sparked a hint of recognition, but the droopy mustache and long bead-strewn hair lent him a silly countenance Jean couldn’t place.
“You’ve mortally wounded a man in my service,” Jean said.
“A Turk, nothing more.” The attacker shrugged. He carried a long slender blade not unlike Jean’s rondel, but the man used his precisely—he’d downed Bekir with a single thrust. Jean was no novice with a blade, but in a fight with a far younger man and so obviously skilled, well, he understood his limitations in age and skill.
“There’s no need for further bloodshed,” Jean said, rondel readied.
A torch from above flickered in the attacker’s eyes, and as if in agreement, he pulled out a cloth and wiped the blade of Bekir’s blood. “I know who you are, knight, and I also know you’re a better swordsman than you’re letting on.”
“But I’m old, and I’m afraid you have me at a disadvantage,” Jean said, one hand palm up and placating, the other grasping the rondel.
“I did, but no longer. I did not expect you to have Bekir with you,” the man said.
“I thought you a pirate, but you’re a man-at-arms?” Jean asked. The attacker’s familiarity with people from the citadel was at odds with his pirate-like appearance.
The man stiffened. “I’ve sinned, and yes, stooped to piracy, but I’m no man-at-arms.” He sniffed. “Enough, now where is it?”
Jean nodded at the falcon lying on the cobblestones.
“Not that one.” The man chuckled. “No. One that is more, let’s say, valuable.”
“So, you're the one responsible for Antonius?”
“Another death of no consequence,” the one-time pirate said. “Now where is the figurine?”
“Why did you leave this one?”
The attacker huffed. “It's quite clearly a fake.”
“And you thought Antonius knew where the so-called real one was? Tell me, what makes this figurine the fake, and why would you believe I have any idea where the jeweled one is?” Jean asked.
“Antonius crafted one as well as that Turk, Petek. Hers was not adorned with jewels, but Antonius’ was.” The man squinted and stepped back toward the doorway. “The fate of not only Malta, but Christendom is contained under the jewels and within the figurine Antonius crafted. It’s obvious to me now you know nothing of this and retrieved the wrong figurine. Thank you.”
Jean leaped over Bekir’s body toward the doorway, rondel ready. “You’ll need to come with me to the citadel.”
The attacker's eyes widened at Jean’s sudden charge. The attacker stepped inside the doorway and shoved the thick wooden door closed as Jean hit the threshold with his right side. The knight cried out, thinking perhaps a rib or three had cracked, now regretting his lack of armor. His numbed fingers opened, releasing the rondel, which clanked against the stone entryway.
“Damn.” Time away from Malta apparently dulled his judgment. The weight on the door eased—the attacker must have fled. Jean drove his shoulder against the wood. Something hard smacked him on the head and he fell.
****
Jean awoke to watered wine splashing his face. Relief followed the shock when he recognized the pourer as a knight of the order. He sat up and briefly explained what had happened to his brother knight, who was clearly surprised over finding Jean, the seneschal of the order.
Jean caressed the tender spot left by the head blow, wishing he’d stopped the familiar attacker and one-time pirate. He'd fully intended on taking the man with him to exact judgment for Bekir’s murder. But now, with the man besting him and slipping away, and with night quickly coming, he decided the best course was returning to the citadel to study the figurine and read The Maltese Falcon.
The knight, assuring Jean that Bekir would be seen to, escorted Jean and the Falcon to the citadel.
****
Jean found Hammett’s story compelling, despite odd word choices and quite a few he either misunderstood or had little or no context to interpret properly. He discovered a few curious links to present circumstances, and a few ideas regarding his next course of action.
He snuffed out the lamp and stared at the darker shadow of the figurine, its outline a convincing representation of the bird of prey. As he lay in bed, he muttered a quick prayer for Bekir, but doubted his appeal would do the Turk any good upon meeting Saint Peter.
From there, the falcon dominated his thoughts. Based on his reading of The Maltese Falcon, he became certain the falcon in his possession was not a copy, but the only figurine, as in the outcome of the book. Now, Jean only needed to determine the parts each person played: the Turkish gypsy Petek, the mysterious pirate-like attacker, and de Paule's ultimate goal.
He broke his fast the next morning in his chambers with the figurine for company. The falcon in Hammett's book had been a fake, but people schemed, offered currency, killed, and even pretended love for a chance to uncover the treasure hidden beneath its veneer. In the book there had been no treasure, and knowing de Paule had read the manuscript, that was probably true with this figurine.
He'd taken his morning meal rather late, and the sun now pierced the window above, directly lighting the black bird. The incision running along the wing he’d noted the day before had both widened and deepened from hitting the cobblestones when Bekir dropped it. Jean peered more closely at the crack. Tucked within was a thinly folded paper.
“What the—”
Jean sat back, working his thin, short beard to a point. He snapped his fingers.
A toothpick.
Using the slender gold implement in this manner pained him, but proved effective. He poked the tip deep within the figurine, pierced the paper, and pulled it free.
“Oh, Lord.” Jean sat back, stomach roiling.
He held in his hands folded vellum with a red wax seal depicting a bas-relief of a man in a boat with a net—the Ring of the Fisherman. The man in the boat was Saint Peter. Urban VIII Pont Max arced across the seal’s upper rim.
The room’s heat intensified and Jean’s hands shook. His chest tightened as he traced the seal with his finger, studying the impression’s features, searching for any hint of forgery. He breathed deeply and using the toothpick lifted the seal carefully to keep the wax mostly unharmed.
He unfolded the vellum and there was no doubt he held in his hands a papal brief—it was far too small and plain to be a papal bull.
The inscribed Latin commanded the Knights of Malta to spearhead a naval offensive against the Ottomans. Jean studied everything from the seal to the language as well as dates and the quality of the vellum searching for evidence of forgery, but found nothing.
He sat back and rubbed his eyes. He absently stroked his beard and realized most of the day had passed during his hours of study.
The attacker from last night was mostly correct in his assessment: the fate of Malta and Christendom was indeed contained within a figurine. The belief that Christendom’s fate rested within a jeweled figurine was the attacker’s only mistake. Jean was in possession of the important figurine after all.
****
De Paule returned late on the day Jean discovered the papal brief and requested his presence the next morning in the Council Chamber for a full recounting.
Jean left word at the gate for the woman, Petek, to be brought up to the council chamber just before noon. He had arrived thirty minutes prior, and exchanged pleasantries with a dozen of his brother knights, all adorned in their council dress while Jean wore plain, but comfortable breeches and a doublet, long blade and rondel at his hip.
Why take the report before a group of high-ranking knights? De Paule must believe he knew the outcome and wanted witnesses. The Grand Master would have been better off meeting Jean privately if the discussion veered embarrassingly.
Petek arrived as expected, but the presence of her companion—the same man who murdered Bekir and confronted Jean in the alley two evenings prior, surprised him. Two guards in full armor accompanied them. He noted, with some satisfaction, both Petek and the man were bound.
“This is a surprise.” Jean looked at Petek and tilted his head toward the man. “He has a name?”
“I do,” the man said, “but I brought her here, caught her on the docks, leaving, and now I'm treated like a criminal along with her. Wait ‘til the grand master—”
“You murdered my man-at-arms.”
“A filthy Turk,” the man snapped. “Our true enemies.”
A common sentiment throughout Christendom—and generally true. Individual Turks, however, were another matter—Bekir had competently and quietly served the order; his death unnecessary.
“I expected her today.” Jean glanced at Petek; she'd cleaned up and wore a loose, black covering knotted at one shoulder and a baggy white shirt underneath. Jean turned his stare on the man. “But not you. How friendly of you to turn yourself in.”
The man scowled.
“So, your name?” Jean leaned close to the man, and saw past the droopy black mustache and the beads tied in his hair. “Wait. Now I remember, you’re the exile, formerly Sir Rodrik. A brother. In the failing light the other evening I'd only a hint.”
The young man’s face reddened.
“Now this is extremely interesting,” Jean said.
The chamber doors swung open and the chatter within fell to whispers. Jean studied Petek and Rodrik, but spoke to the guards. “Bring them in upon my summons only.”
Jean paused beside an ornate table positioned before the chamber door and grabbed the cloth-draped figurine he'd placed there.
The council chamber was a long, narrow rectangle with rows of semi-cushioned chairs fronting a few rows of hard benches in the rear. A modest dais held the grand master’s seat at the head of the room. High walls led to a gold painted ceiling with rows of exposed beams across its width. Thin ornamental slats of wood fitted between the beams completed the coffered appearance. The air within was still and reeked of sweaty men and unlaundered clothing.
De Paule, seated upon a thick red-cushioned miniature throne, nodded at Jean.
“Your Most High Eminence,” Jean said, and de Paule nodded in assent. “I have news of the investigation you so cleverly charged me with, and I must say, I am most disappointed in its outcome.”
De Paule's face was grave, but he displayed no outward signs of disappointment. “I see. You had no luck in retrieving the figurine. But what is beneath the cloth?”
“What lies beneath the cloth is the possible destruction of Christendom.” Jean rested his hand atop the covering.
De Paule's hands gripped the arms of his chair, and he pulled himself forward on the cushion. “Explain yourself, knight. What sort of evil have you brought before us? I do not understand.”
“You will,” Jean said, “once I explain.”
De Paule rose to his feet. “Guards, reveal to us what our brother knight refuses to.”
Two grim-faced guards approached the table, ornamental armor clanking and rattling.
“I beg of you, Grand Master.”
De Paule sighed. "Tread lightly."
“Your Most High Eminence, please indulge me a moment.” Jean gripped the figurine.
De Paule waved off the guards. “Hurry to your point.”
“I found a figurine, but this one,” Jean patted its top, “is a fake.”
The Grand Master sat back in his chair and puffed. He looked old; the lines on his face running deep with fatigue. “I thought for a moment you'd brought an artifact of evil before us.” De Paule brought a hand to the ornate crucifix dangling at his chest.
Jean nodded. “Nothing quite so spectacular as that, you have my assurances.”
“Then you did not locate the original?” de Paule asked. “But what am I to bear as a token of our order's devotion to His Holiness, Urban VIII?”
“I’d think a gift secondary, considering the evil plot I've thwarted,” Jean said.
“Oh? You apprehended a thief, but recovering the falcon and its jewels was beyond you?”
“I caught a woman, Petek, a Turkish gypsy. I found her kneeling at the feet of the man you sent me to question, Antonius. He'd been hanged, but also perforated by a narrow, pointed blade.”
“Excellent work, brother.” De Paule smiled. “We cannot allow murderers to propagate on Malta, they are but another step toward the piracy in our future I so despise.”
“My heart is lightened to hear your view on murder. But there is more.”
“Yes?”
“I have in custody an exiled knight, Rodrik,” Jean said. “He is responsible for the murder of my man-at-arms, Bekir. He's also admitted to acts of piracy.”
De Paule shifted in his chair, knuckles white from choking the throne’s arms. “And where are these criminals?”
“One moment, Grand Master,” Jean said, “I said earlier I found a figurine—”
“Yes, and apparently it's under the cloth.” De Paule pointed at the covered object beside Jean.
Jean took a deep breath and prayed, hoping his next ruse of a second figurine would draw a reaction. “No, this one is the fake." He patted the figurine. "The jeweled figurine is under the protection of my personal guard and on a ship to His Holiness. The jewels, however, must be hidden beneath a black veneer. I dared not disturb the veneer for fear of delivering a damaged figurine to His Holiness. But you have nothing to fear; His Holiness will receive your message, and your intentions will be quite clear.” Jean nodded toward the door at the rear and returned his gaze to de Paule.
“Clear the chamber,” de Paule said, surging from the throne. “Guards, clear everyone, save Jean.”
Jean's ruse had indeed drawn a reaction.
Whispers blossomed as the door at the rear opened. Those whispers became mutters of discontent as perplexed knights exited the four side doors, boots scuffing the floor as guards ushered them out.
Jean's eyes fixed on de Paule’s as the shuffling and clanking of the prisoners approached from behind.
The grand master’s face turned white, then sallow and sickly; he dropped into his chair. “What in the Lord's name is happening? Rodrik? And the gypsy you mentioned?” De Paule studied them, but finally rested on Jean. “You overstepped your mandate.”
“Pardon me, Your Most High Eminence, of what are you speaking?” Jean asked. “I followed your directive, and now His Holiness will understand your devotion—the order's devotion, will he not?”
“You—” de Paule pointed at Rodrik “—how did you let this happen?” De Paule turned his attention back to Jean. “Yes, I originally entrusted Rodrik with arranging the falcon’s creation and with the hiring of a suitable craftsman as atonement for his sins, but he obviously failed.”
“You entrusted an exile turned pirate with such a delicate matter?” Jean asked.
“He begged me for reinstatement,” de Paule said, “and I would acquiesce under the condition he complete a task for me. I never condoned murder.”
Rodrik’s face flushed. He lifted a hand as if to protest, chains clanking, but his bonds prevented the action.
Petek remained silent.
“Your Most High Eminence,” Jean said. “Grand Master, are you saying Rodrik is in your employ, and then ensnared you in some plot?” Jean prayed the grand master had been coerced or compelled, or that one of the prisoners would stumble, but so far, only de Paule showed signs of deception.
De Paule cupped his head in his hands. “Jean, you have erred. The falcon you sent back to His Holiness contained a private message. It was meant to—”
“—embroil us in war,” Jean said, finishing de Paule’s statement. He lifted the cloth from the figurine.
De Paule's head snapped up. “You recovered the falcon? The message is not sent?”
Jean nodded, knowing he was taking a chance and that de Paule could still deny accusations. With hope that the grand master was still an honorable man with the good of the order guiding him.
Jean withdrew the paper poking from the wing and held the letter aloft. “This letter was meant to antagonize the Ottomans.”
“His Holiness has seen fit to engage the Ottomans,” de Paule said. "You've defiled a private message from His Holiness, Pope Urban VIII, meant solely for me."
“No. I don’t believe so," Jean said.
"Do not question me, knight," de Paule said. "You forget your place, your station."
"I’m afraid the forger made a grievous error," Jean said. "The letter is not authentic, however, I’m certain the Ottomans would have overlooked that part.” Jean looked at the ceiling, praying he was right about the forgery. Another thought entered his mind— Richelieu. Perhaps de Paule and Richelieu conspired—a dangerous contemplation, and even though Richelieu 's power was thoroughly diminished, perhaps he conspired to reclaim his former prominence.
De Paule’s face was flat and without passion, as if resigned, but still Jean saw no clear evidence of de Paule’s wrongdoing.
Jean poked a little further. “You were using His Holiness as the instigator, and then, once the Ottomans attacked, the pope would be forced to send assistance.”
De Paule sat in silence, revealing nothing.
Jean pushed on. "And is it chance His Eminence, Cardinal Richelieu, sent you the manuscript and the reports foretelling the order's bleak future?"
"I've not the energy for Cardinal Richelieu's failed schemes," de Paule said.
“But this one is a fake,” Petek said, ruining Jean’s momentum, “I swear there were two. Antonius and I both sculpted one. His had jewels.”
Rodrik, the exiled knight turned pirate laughed, as if he finally understood, and glanced at Petek. “You’re a fool, but I’m much more of one. The jeweled falcon never existed, only the imperfect scarred figurine Jean found in Antonius's residence.”
“So, I was correct in my assessment,” Jean said, “there was only one figurine all along.”
Rodrik nodded. “Antonius lied, he merely told everyone, including Petek, he had crafted a jeweled figurine.”
Petek bit her lip. “My master was a lazy man of little ambition. I often performed his work. I’m not sure why I believed him this time, only that he spoke constantly of the falcon and its worth.”
Jean paced, hands clasped behind his back. “Did your master perform any work on the figurine?”
Chains clanked as Petek pointed. “The only bit of work he performed was to teach me the veneering. The cut along the wing I took as a sloppy finish for my sloppy work.”
Jean nodded. There was merit to Petek’s explanation. “Perhaps Antonius was murdered after all, especially if he espoused to all who would listen about the value of his non-existent figurine.” Jean ceased pacing, and faced de Paule. “Though I’m of the belief he hanged himself.”
“But you mentioned Antonius had been stabbed,” de Paule said.
“Yes,” Jean said, “but based on Petek’s story, she stabbed Antonius after the hanging. Once we’re through here we should release Petek and find her a new master.”
De Paule nodded. “I concur. Luckily the murderer is here.” His gaze shifted once more upon Rodrik.
Rodrik huffed. “Believing the falcon you have there to be a fake, I left it beneath Antonius's swinging body. Had I known, this falcon and its message would be on its way to Murad and the Ottomans.” He sneered. “De Paule’s intention was to—”
“Be silent!” de Paule’s hands shook.
“You never intended me to find the falcon.” Jean crinkled the brief. “You used me to distract from your true purpose. My unsuccessful investigation would have allowed you to prove to His Holiness you intended the stolen figurine to be a gift if you were ever questioned."
"Of what are you speaking? The idea is preposterous. I've not the imagination of Richelieu or cunning of Gaston," de Paule said.
"Was I to be the scapegoat for the forgery as well?” Jean asked.
De Paule’s eyes twitched. “No, I never . . . ” And he wiped his face with trembling hands.
“The grand master’s intention was to incite the enemy.” Rodrik’s voice rose; one of the guards pushed him to his knees. “I am not alone in this,” Rodrik said, “I was acting under orders and I am not responsible for Antonius’ death.”
De Paule shot from the throne again and pointed at Rodrik. “No, but you are a murderer, and will be judged, even if the victim was a Turk. I decree on this day, the twenty-fifth of—”
“Wait!” Jean studied the papal brief once more. The date was the mistake, specifically the twenty-fifth.
“I will not be interrupted,” de Paule said. “On this day—”
“Silence.” Jean commanded, and blinked when no one spoke or moved. “This letter is a forgery and you have borne false witness, Grand Master.”
“How dare you? I am a cardinal, a prince of the church, and your grand master. You will be silent.”
“No. My apologies, Grand Master, but you lied. This brief is not from His Holiness,” Jean said. “The date on this brief uses the year of the incarnation, counted from March twenty-fifth and is used exclusively on papal bulls. A papal brief uses either the year of the Nativity, beginning the twenty-fifth of December, or—”
“—standard years beginning the first of January.” de Paule fell back on his throne. His crimson visage faded to a deathly white.
De Paule motioned the guardsmen to escort the prisoners from the chamber.
“Jean," de Paule said. "Be reasonable. The good of the order depends on decisions we make right now. My time is limited. Richelieu made sure I knew my death was imminent by sending me the letters and manuscripts."
"No," Jean said, "not all of what you read will come to pass. I think he meant to incite you to action, even if that was before his fall."
"I'm tired. Plots and machinations are for younger, healthier men. I desire to finish as grand master. Die as grand master." De Paule shifted on the throne.
Jean stepped forward and placed a foot on the edge of the dais. "Tell me you were forced into this course of action."
De Paule sagged. "Yes, Rodrik came to me with messages from Cardinal Richelieu, prodding me to action. Richelieu offered recompense and support for the order."
Jean sighed in relief. "We must inform His Holiness at once. We cannot allow Richelieu to use the order for such purposes. I can deliver the message myself."
"Very good," de Paule said, but his eyes flitted back and forth and a fresh sheen of sweat coated his face.
"Grand Master?" Jean asked. "All is well, you've been coerced have you not?"
De Paule rocked to his feet, forcing the withdrawal of Jean's foot from the dais.
"I cannot let you deliver any messages to His Holiness," de Paule said. "I've been summoned for other matters and will inform him myself."
"Thank you, Grand Master. I prayed for such an outcome, and must admit I believed the worst for a few moments," Jean said. "I believe the order will thrive and under your leadership will flourish."
De Paule stumbled backward landing on the throne. "I cannot do this any longer. Perhaps in my youth I'd have gone along with this. But Rodrik followed my commands and I should have known the plan would go awry."
Oh, God. He is guilty after all. But Jean still hoped some coercion existed.
"I was only trying to ensure our legacy,” de Paule said.
“You mean your legacy." Jean fought to tamp down his anger. "You were willing to forfeit the lives of others." Jean turned his back on de Paule and wanted nothing more than to leave the council chamber, but paused and took a deep breath. "Remember this: For the wisdom of the world is folly to God. He traps the crafty in the snare of their own cunning.”
“An epistle of Saint Paul to the Corinthians.” De Paule's shoulders drooped. “I will resign. Like I said before, I've not the energy for machinations, or cleverness. Perhaps my time has come to an end and your tenure as grand master is upon us, unless the up-time histories are in error. But you’ll lead with honor, of that I’m positive.”
“No," Jean said, "we should seek the guidance of His Holiness before proceeding. However, you'll be confined until then.”
****
The sovereign council reconvened and sat for hours, and assured Jean he’d be named grand master once de Paule faced the Papacy’s judgment.
Afterward, Jean sat in silence, thinking. One fact was clear: investigations were a younger man's game and not for someone of Jean's age and station. No, he required an adjutant. Perhaps young Rodrik deserved redemption and another chance to serve the order, but first he’d suffer penance as a jailer at Chateau d’If . . . six months would suffice. Surely Jean could secure such arrangements.
Jean's gaze fell once more upon the table. Only the simple black cloth remained atop its surface.
The Maltese falcon had been stolen. “So Hammett’s story now has some truth behind it after all. The figurine is lost.”
Jean often re-read not only Hammett’s story, but de Paule’s forged papal brief that had nearly brought ruin upon the Knights of Malta. Jean, the order’s new grand master took to heart the threat the Ottomans posed, but would prepare for a siege, not instigate one.
****



The River of His Memory
Written by Robert E. Waters
 

 
“Our memories are the only paradise from which we can never be expelled.”
—Jean Paul Richter, German Novelist
PART 1
September, 1636, Grantville
What is my name?
He sat on his porch, sipping tea, trying to remember. It was late summer, and he knew where he was: seventeenth century, middle of Germany, having come through a “Ring of Fire.” He knew all that; that hadn’t happened very long ago. He knew what he held in his hand, recognized the smooth shape of the cup, the green corporate insignia on its side. He knew where he worked: the water treatment plant. He recognized the face of the small German girl at play with her yappy little pup across the way, and her old grumpy grandfather tossing feed for the chickens. He recognized the 20-gauge leaning against the railing on the porch; a good soldier never forgets his gun. He recognized all that, and yet he could not remember his name. It began with an “I,” he knew that much. What is my name? And what is the name of that girl?
He shook his head, sat up straight in his chair and sipped more tea. He blinked away a forming tear. How long could he keep this from his wife Anna—thank God he remembered her name!—or from his daughter Deann? The forgetfulness had come on so gradually that it was easy to shrug off as simple signs of old age. Old people forget things from time to time; no big deal, right? But it was getting worse, and just recently, waking up in cold sweats in the middle of the night, looking around and not remembering where he was or why he was here, or who that woman was laying beside him. Then the memories would come flooding back like the flow of a river, and he would smile and turn over and drift back to sleep on vivid clouds of memory. The good times would last then for a few days, and then it would start all over again. And he would nod and smile and act brave in the midst of people he could recognize, but still not quite place. He found himself squinting at them like Clint Eastwood, trying to divine their names like some ancient swami on the top of a snow-covered mountain. He laughed at that. He preferred a gunslinger over a grey-bearded old fart with weird tattoos and pearls for eyes. Clint was cool and smooth, and like him, he too was a man with no name.
He stood up, laid the cup beside the shotgun on the railing and watched the girl play. He smiled. She was a cute little thing. Dirty blonde hair with locks rolling down her back. Pleasant, light skin, a soft gentle smile and a perky laugh. She reminded him of his Deann when she was that age, and that soft whiffleball that she tossed for the puppy was his daughter’s once. Yes, he had given her that ball not long ago, he now remembered, when she had come over with a basket of eggs. She was putting that ball to good use, like his Deann had done, a tomboy to the core. He squinted. What’s her name?
His mind drifted to the memory of another little girl. Nineteen seventy-two, dense jungle, a small village. Screaming, crying, huts on fire. A small child, her hair a patch of black and blood red, crawling out from shattered debris, calling for her mother, reaching through the poisonous smoke with shaking hands. He scooped her up, turned her over and stared into her face, saw the gentleness there, the pain. She was burnt badly, but there was no one near to give aid. “I’ll save you,” he had said. “I’ll save you.” And he ran and ran and ran, in that direction toward the river, toward the sweet brown water of the Mekong. There they would find help and shelter, food and medicine. “I’ll save you, little one, I’ll save—”
“Gisela!”
He heard the name, and the memory of Vietnam disappeared. He blinked. Yes, of course, Gisela. That’s her name. Gisela Seiler, living with her grandfather Armin. They had moved beside him a few years ago. Of course. It was so clear now.
The grandfather was yelling something in German to his granddaughter. He could not understand it, but that didn’t matter. Not only did he remember the girl’s name now, but he remembered his own as well.
He cracked a big grin, scooped up his shotgun and headed across the yard toward the girl. “Hey,” he yelled happily, bounding across the grass in bare feet. He raised the gun like a spear and said, “I’ll show you how to throw that ball, Gisela. I’ll give it a toss.”
Gisela jumped at the sudden shock of hearing his voice. She was still many feet away, but seeing her neighbor coming at her so strongly, she gave a little scream and backed off, the puppy mimicking her dismay with a yelp.
“What’s the matter, Gisela?” he asked. “You remember me, don’t you? I’m Ira. Ira Lee Whitney, your neighbor. I gave you that ball. Remember?”
He was in their yard now, and the old man was in front of him, shielding his granddaughter from this madman that had come barreling across their yard with . . . a shotgun. Ira backed away, realizing what he had in his hand, and that he was still in his blue-checkered pajamas. Lord God, look at me. What am I doing?
He took another step back and laid down the gun. He put his hands up in peace. “Look, I’m sorry, Armin. I apologize. I was just watching Gisela here play with the pup, and I thought I’d give the ball a toss. I didn’t mean to—”
Armin pushed him. “Go, now,” he said in a thick accent. “Leave!”
“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to cause any trouble.”
Armin pushed him again. Ira pushed back. “Get your hands off me, old man. Get ‘em off.”
Ira tried to shield his face, but before he could put up his arms, the old man’s fist crashed across his chin, knocking him onto the ground. Ira’s mind spun and he heard a woman’s voice, a voice he thought he recognized.
His wife was at his side. Ira blinked and saw her face haloed against the rising run. She was beautiful. He smiled. What was her name again?
“What is the matter with you, Ira?” she asked, wiping blood from the corner of his mouth. “Are you sick?”
Ira nodded and fought against the tears. “Yes,” he said, “I’m sick. I’m very, very sick.”
****
Ira watched Dr. Susannah Shipley come into the office at the Leahy Medical Center. Her face was bright, pleasant, happy. She was smiling. That didn’t amount to much in Ira’s mind. Doctors liked smiling at their patients before handing down a death sentence. And if Shipley had come in special off her maternity leave, the diagnosis must be bad . . . really bad.
He didn’t wait for her to reach the desk. “So, Doc, how long do I have to live?”
It was a cruel thing to say, especially in the presence of his new wife and his daughter. Deann had known him long enough to know that he was just bullshitting, exaggerating the situation in order to maintain some control over it. She’d punch him in the arm for it later. But Anna deserved better. She was German, a down-timer. They had only been married a few months, an early spring wedding. A wonderful event, and one that he remembered today at least. Anna had taken a chance on an American time-traveler, and now here she was, having to deal with strange up-time medical tests and terminology, things that even confused Ira. She needed him to be solemn and serious in a time like this.
Dr. Shipley wagged a finger at him as she took a seat. “Now, now, Ira. That’s not what we’re here for today.”
The operative word was “today, ” Ira noted, but let it slide.
The doctor maintained her smile as she sat and arranged her papers. She took a deep breath, placed her arms on the desk, folded her fingers together, and began. “Thank you all for being here. I think it’s important that everyone involved understand where we are and what will follow.”
She faced Ira. “For the past couple days, you’ve been taking what’s called neuropsychological tests. These tests help to determine your level of intelligence, memory, language, and so-called executive functions such as problem-solving, attention span, organizational abilities, and the like. We have to rely heavily on these soft-science tests because, unfortunately, Grantville was a small town before the Ring of Fire, and it remained small afterwards. We simply do not have the proper equipment—CT scans, MRI’s, EEG’s—to take a look at your brain and make a definitive diagnosis.”
“What’s wrong with my husband?” Anna asked, her voice wavering in broken English.
Dr. Shipley looked straight at Anna. “Mrs. Willer, the tests suggest that Ira is in the early stages of Alzheimer’s Disease.”
“You mean old-timer’s disease,” Ira said, being flippant again.
“How can that be?” Deann said, her voice rising to a squeak. “He’s only fifty-one.”
Dr. Shipley nodded and looked back at Ira. “That’s true. Alzheimer’s usually manifests in people in their sixties and seventies. The good news is, the tests show that you still have good control of your motor skills. You are still physically fit and that’s good; we need to keep it that way. But the extenuating circumstance here that’s likely the cause of its early presentment is the head trauma that you experienced in Vietnam.” She shuffled her papers, pulled out a specific sheet, stared at it intently, then continued, “You stated that you suffered a head injury in 1972, but you did not give specifics. Can you be more specific?”
Fire. Girl. Screaming . . .
Ira cleared his throat. “Not much to tell. I was running through the jungle. A rocket or grenade hit nearby, don’t remember which. The concussion threw me into a tree. Next thing I knew I woke up in the hospital with a big cut on the left side of my head. I’m sure you saw the remains of the scar below the hair?”
Dr. Shipley nodded. “Skull fracture?”
“I don’t know. I don’t remember one.”
“Any side effects? Any lasting problems associated with the injury? Epileptic seizures?”
Ira shrugged. “I had some dizziness, of course, right afterwards. Headaches. But in a few weeks I was okay, at least I seemed to be. In my forties, I was diagnosed with mild vertigo, but Dramamine usually helped. I haven’t had much problem with that since the Ring of Fire. I will say though that afterwards, I did have problems with sinus congestion. I still do, in fact.”
“I don’t understand this word ‘Alzheimer’s’ ” Anna said. “It sounds German, but I don’t understand it.”
“You’re right, Anna,” said Dr. Shipley, “it is German. It comes from the German psychiatrist Alois Alzheimer who first coined the phrase in the early-twentieth century. Alzheimer’s is one of the more common forms of dementia.”
“My husband is going crazy?”
Ira snickered. Bless her heart, there was no one as skilled as Anna for cutting to the quick. Dr. Shipley could sugar-coat the issue as much as she wanted, but the truth was there in his wife’s common-sense question.
“No, Anna. We can’t look at it like that. Ira is not going crazy. Alzheimer’s is a legitimate medical condition. When Ira sustained his head injury, I suspect his brain was shaken badly. The brain is just like any other organ in the body. It can bleed, be bruised, fluids can collect in the skull which can create pressure. All of these things can damage the tissue. His youth at the time insolated him from any serious side-effects. But it seems clear now that that trauma is beginning to manifest itself in symptoms related to Alzheimer’s. Again, since we cannot scan Ira’s brain, I cannot give you an absolutely definitive diagnosis. But my experience in geriatrics tells me that what we’re looking at here is the beginnings of Alzheimer’s. And because of that, I recommend that we proceed accordingly.”
“Okay. What do I do?” Ira asked.
“Well, I’m sorry to say that there is no cure for Alzheimer’s, especially in this timeline. I apologize. I wish there was more I could say on that. But we can treat the symptoms, at least to some extent, without medications. I want to start seeing you regularly. Maybe once a month to begin when I return officially from maternity leave. I want you to keep physically fit; being fit helps reduce symptoms. I want you to play games, chess maybe, Scrabble, whatever you can find, to keep your mind active. I want you to read. Go to the library a lot, check out books, and generally keep your mind working. You can also surround yourself with memories—photos, pictures, letters, whatever—we call it reminiscence therapy. You still have good long-term memory. Surround yourself with the items that define who you are, where you have been in your life, what you have done. As long as you can be constantly reminded of who you are, Ira Lee Whitney, your quality of life will improve immensely.”
Dr. Shipley went on explaining to Deann and Anna what they could do to make things better for him, but Ira blocked it out. He looked at his wife, his daughter. I’m sorry for this, he said to them silently. It would be better if I just died. Dr. Shipley had not wanted to discuss the end of life today, but Ira wasn’t stupid. He knew a thing or two about Alzheimer’s. He had already gone to the library and checked it out.
The average life expectancy for a person diagnosed with Alzheimer’s ranged between seven and ten years. And this was down-time Germany, not modern medical America. How many years did that alone shave off the top?
They left the medical center. As they made their way home, Anna said, “Ira, I will help you in any way I can.” She looked at Deann. “We will take good care of you.”
“Thank you, sweetheart.”
“Now, let’s go home, and I’ll fix you up a nice dinner, and then I’ll get your favorite pillow fluffed, and you can rest on the couch. You need rest.”
Yes, he did need rest. Good sleep had escaped him in the past few months. Somewhere in that blurry list of “must-dos” coming out of Dr. Shipley’s mouth, was sleep. The mind thrives on good sleep, she said. Yes, it did. It . . .
Fire. Girl. Screaming . . .
“No!” he said, perhaps louder and more forcefully than he meant. “I’m not tired. I don’t want to sleep.” He looked at his wife and smiled. “I want to party.”
****
Ira greeted Dooby Seabright and Joe Tillman on the front porch. He was surprised to see them dressed in their best fatigues: Duck Hunter regalia for Dooby, and dark brown and green ERDL camo for Joe. Anna’s doing, no doubt.
“Where’s the war, boys?” he asked them as they shook hands.
Joe answered. “Somewhere east, I’m figuring. There’s always a war somewhere.”
Ira nodded. Why the hell God had placed them smack-dab in the middle of a European crisis, Ira could not guess. Atonement for sins, or maybe just for laughs. God had a wicked sense of humor. “Where are your better halves?”
“Agnes is staying with Dorrie tonight,” Dooby said. “She wasn’t feeling well.”
Dooby and Joe had married the Fogle sisters, Gloria and Dorrie. Gloria had died a few years ago due to complications from Huntington’s disease, and Joe’s wife Dorrie suffered from it as well. Ira frowned. His friends had problems of their own; they did not deserve this added headache.
“Well, I’m glad you both came.” He looked at Dooby and made like he was smoking a roach. “Did you bring the dessert?”
Dooby nodded and tapped a pocket on the front of his shirt. “Six blunts of USE’s finest. I left my best shit up-time. If the Ring of Fire had been just a hundred feet more to the left, we’d be whistling Dixie right now.”
Ira laughed. “We’ll take care of those later. But now come on in and mingle, have a drink of something, get a bite to eat. Anna made a cake that we’ll have directly. You know most everyone here—”
“Ira,” Joe said, catching his sleeve. “Jim and I just wanted to say that we’re sorry.”
“Thanks. Life’s a bitch, you know.”
“Does everyone know?” asked Dooby.
Ira shook his head. “No, only you two and the family. Let’s keep it that way if you please. Everyone will know soon enough. No reason to spoil the party.”
“Maybe the doctor’s wrong.”
“No. She can’t diagnose for cert, but she’s right. It’s been coming on for a while now.”
“Well, we’re sorry.”
Ira nodded and led them inside.
Anna had every light on, and the halls and rooms of their home hummed with conversation and laughter. Many turned and greeted them warmly as they entered, and Ira was glad of his decision to invite the “boys.” They were veterans too. A little older than he was, and they had served in different units and in different places in Southeast Asia, but they were just as much family as his daughter or nephew Jack. Those two leaned against the old book shelf, drinking punch and catching up on old times, talking about up-time matters, no doubt, about how it used to be before the Ring of Fire, before all this. Most of the people he had invited were up-timers, and seeing them all now in his house, it felt like the good old days, and the memories flooded back. Trips to Wheeling, to Welch, the trip he and his first wife Darlene took to Rehoboth Beach back when Deann was a child, the hunting trip in Northern Virginia, going to an Orioles game in Baltimore. All of this and more. And Anna had taken every picture that she could find and put them up (even those with Darlene which she usually avoided like the plague) on the mantle or on the end tables, in every spare frame they could scrounge. Taking advantage of Dr. Shipley’s so-called reminiscence therapy. Ira didn’t mind. He welcomed it, in fact. He had called this party because he wanted to see everyone once more, talking and laughing and having a good time, before he forgot it all.
He hadn’t bothered to mention that reason to Anna.
He got up and walked to the mantle, where black-and-white pictures lined the wall. In the center was one of him and Dooby and Joe, posing shirtless, fresh cigarettes, dog tags lying on young, sun-burned skin. Short but goofy-looking hairdos, and Joe with his Elvis side-burns and circular Lennon-style shades. Ira shook his head. So young and thin. When had this picture been taken? Ira turned it over, but the scribble on the back was barely legible now. Nineteen seventy-one, seventy-two? Clearly before his head wound.
He put it back and looked at his guests. Lots of spirited conversation. Joe was speaking to a down-timer; Dooby trying to steal Jessica’s beer. He had been surprised to see them in their fatigues; they weren’t young anymore. But they had kept pretty fit as well, although he had noticed that Dooby’s pants rode up a bit at the ankles and Joe’s stomach was not as flat as it used to be. I wonder if I can fit into my old stuff?
“Hell, why not?” He said to himself. “Let’s take another picture.”
He turned and walked into the hallway. “Where are you going?” Anna called out.
“Going to change,” he said and kept walking. “Be back in a minute.”
In their room, he opened the locker at the foot of the bed. The pungent smell of cedar and old fabric tickled his nose. At the bottom of it lay a small cardboard box. He took it and opened it. Inside lay three medals he’d gotten in Vietnam: the Purple Heart, the Army Commendation Medal, and the Vietnam Service Medal, all intact and in good shape. He hadn’t looked at them in years. He thought about putting them on, but perhaps that was presumptuous. Joe and Dooby hadn’t worn theirs, and they had been awarded just as many. He ran his thumb across the delicate ribbon of the Purple Heart, remembering how he’d gotten it, but closed the box and put them back.
He unfolded his old olive-drab jacket, the one with his unit patch, 3rd Brigade, 9th Infantry Division. A gold field with a white circle in the middle of a red and blue flower. The Flaming Assholes they were called. Ira laughed. He’d known a few assholes in that brigade, but all in all, pretty decent men, trying to do their jobs the best they could under very adverse circumstances.
He took off his clothing quickly and put on his fatigues. Everything was a bit snug. The jacket was impossible to button up. The duck hunter pants still fit and so too his boots, though they were showing serious signs of dry rot. Ira stood up and straightened everything out. It didn’t matter if nothing fit perfectly anymore. He wasn’t going to wear it for long.
He stood in front of his mirror. He nodded. Not bad. Not bad at all. Discounting the grey hair and the wrinkled features, he looked pretty good. At least good enough to fool everyone for an hour or two. They’d take a few pictures, swap a few old stories, and it’d be like old times.
Old times . . .
He started out of the room when he heard breaking glass and screaming.
He rushed to the window and threw it open. Across the way, little Gisela stamped the ground in front of her house. In her tiny fist lay the wired handle of a broken lantern, the oil pouring out and leaving a thin line of fire on the ground. She was too afraid and confused to drop the lantern and so she wavered back and forth, not sure what to do.
Then her grandfather appeared, with something in his hand. A long, warped stick perhaps. Ira could not make it out at this distance. The old man yelped and started stamping the ground where the little fires lay. Then he turned toward his granddaughter and struck her with the stick. No, it wasn’t a stick. It was a broom. Gisela fell under the blows and lay there, a circle of fire around her, as she received blow after blow of the harsh bristles.
“Stop it!” Ira yelled, but the noise of the party and those of the evening drowned out his demand. The old man kept striking his granddaughter.
Then everything changed around him. He was no longer in his house, in the comfort of his room. He was in a jungle, hot, dense, the infusive smell of decaying wet leaves and bark and black soil. The smell of napalm. Screaming villagers and exploding bamboo. Where once a young German girl lay had now changed to scorched ruins, with blackened human corpses mangled together with dead water buffalos and rice patties. And screaming, screaming . . .
“I’ll save you,” Ira said as he reached into the corner and grabbed his shotgun. He pushed over the nightstand and crawled out the window. He ran across the yard, toward the screaming girl.
I’ll save you . . .
****
The party was interrupted twenty minutes later by the wailing of an old man who stumbled across the yard, holding a bloody rag against his head. Joe heard him first, followed by Dooby and then the rest, as it became clear that something was horribly wrong.
Anna screamed and rushed into the living room. Her face was pure terror. “Ira . . . he’s gone.”
Joe rushed to the bedroom and found the foot locker open and empty. The nightstand had been thrust aside and the window stood open. No sign of his friend.
They returned to the porch. Deann was trying to clean the nasty gash on the old man’s head. He wasn’t cooperating. “ Er hat mein Pferd gestohlen und meine Enkelin entführt... Er hat mein Pferd gestohlen —”
“What’s he saying?” Joe asked.
Anna shook her head. “He says that ‘he has stolen my horse and my granddaughter.’ What does he mean? Does he mean Ira?” Tears welled in her eyes.
Joe shook his head. “Jesus!”
There was a wet, pungent scent of smoke in the air. Smoke from lantern oil. “What’s that smell?” He looked down at the man, and noticed the fresh, red blisters on his hands and bare ankles. He pointed at them. “Why does he have burns?”
Anna asked the questions. Armin answered, his voice wavering, exhausted.
“He says that his granddaughter had gone outside looking for her puppy. He had told her many times not to take the lantern. It’s old, and he didn’t trust her enough to use it safely. Well, she took it when he wasn’t looking. Apparently, she stumbled and broke it, and the oil in it was dripping on the ground, catching fire. She panicked and got confused. That’s when he came outside and found her. At first, he says, he was angry at her. But then when he saw that her dress had caught fire, he panicked and starting hitting her with the broom, not to hurt her, you understand, but to put out the flames.”
Armin spoke more.
“That’s when he says Ira came over,” Anna said, “grabbed the broom and knocked him to the ground. When he tried to get up, Ira popped him in the head with the shotgun. When he woke up, Gisela and the horse were gone.”
“Did Ira say anything to him?” Joe said.
Anna asked the question. She nodded. “He says Ira kept mumbling something about going east, going to the river. What does that mean?”
Joe’s heart leapt into his throat.
Dooby nudged him. “You don’t think he’s reliving that—”
“I don’t know what to think,” Joe said. “But this party is over.”
They shuffled everyone out save for the immediate family and Armin. Everyone was confused, asking questions, trying to get clarification. Joe and Dooby smiled and handed everyone their jackets and hats, and bid them a good night. The smarter thing to do would have been to lock them up in the house. Already speculation was flying, and who knows what stories would be spread across Grantville by morning.
“Okay, they’ve got about a forty minute head start,” Joe said. “We need to get out there and find them before the law does.”
“We can’t do this alone, Joe,” Dooby said. “We don’t know this country well enough. Shit, I don’t know it at all. And I can’t ride a horse very good.”
“Then find a goddamned bike!” Joe was sorry he’d snapped, but this was no time for caution. Their friend was in trouble, and by God, they needed to find him before Preston Richards’ office did, or some unsuspecting German who found it odd for a little girl to be traveling with one of those strange up-timers. A question would be asked, the wrong answer given. And someone’s head would be blown off.
Joe pointed toward the east. “What river lies in that direction?”
Anna looked up and said, “There are a number of little streams and creeks that way. I don’t know: the Saale, the Mulde, the Schwarza, the Elbe . . . there are a lot of them.”
The old man perked up enough to confirm that statement.
“He’ll never find what he’s looking for. He’ll stick to the roads, don’t you figure, with the horse and all? I bet he’s riding toward Rudolstadt.”
“Maybe,” Joe said, “but you know him well, Dooby. You know his skills. He’ll cut cross country if he has to.”
“I may not know a lot about this land, Joe,” Dooby said, “but I know enough to know that we aren’t in Vietnam. There’s woods in that direction, but a lot of farmland as well. Little towns all over the place. And there ain’t no river in that direction that even comes close to the Mekong in size. He’s gonna figure it out soon enough and stop.”
Joe listened to Dooby’s words. True enough, he supposed, but perhaps that pot in his buddy’s pocket was a little too potent, had killed a few too many brain cells. They weren’t dealing with a rookie here, a novice with no understanding of topography. Whatever was going on in Ira’s mind, Joe was certain that his skills as a tracker, as a hunter, were intact. Dooby had no experience with mental illness. Joe did. His aunt had had Alzheimer’s, and one of his Tennessee cousins had been diagnosed with schizophrenia. Even in such a mind as that, focus and purpose were still possible.
“No, Dooby,” he said, looking in the direction Ira had fled and feeling his heart jump into his throat again, “he’ll keep moving east, and he’ll find a river to take that girl to . . . or die trying.”
****
They were moving north-northeast by road. The way was difficult. The light of the moon faint. The various little lights from houses too distant and obscured by the patches of forest along the route to make clear their path. There was something odd and unfamiliar with the terrain they were passing; it certainly was not the jungles he remembered, but that did not matter right now. What mattered was the girl in front of him, wedged between himself and the saddle horn, sobbing from the pain in her legs.
The flames had scorched her tender skin, had burned off about half her skirt before he had been able to put it out. And that old man, that stupid old man, beating her senseless with a broom, which had caught fire as well and served to spread it even more. Didn’t he know you couldn’t put out napalm with a broom? How stupid could you get? It had taken Ira dirt and mud and lots of smothering with his hands to finally put it out. The girl was a mess, and now his hands were burnt as well, and the reins of the horse weren’t helping matters.
They weren’t going in the right direction. Perhaps if they kept moving up this road, it might angle east and put them on the right path. The best solution was to ditch the horse and cut across the fields. But there were too many houses and, for that matter, too many fields to move sightless. That was odd, but they could not afford to be seen right now. They were being chased. He was certain of it. Probably a whole enemy platoon was after him, maybe not a mile behind. No. They had to keep to the road until they reached a good patch of woods.
“Don’t worry about a thing, sweetheart,” he whispered to the girl. “The river will save you.”
Another few miles and he found some woods. How dense and how far they reached across the way he did not know, but it was the biggest patch yet and even if they did not get very far through it, it was best to get off the road now.
He pulled the reins and steadied the horse. It was an older mare and not very suited to long distance running. Much longer and it would have collapsed anyway. Ira secured his right foot in the stirrup and got down. He pulled the shotgun out from under the saddle, then helped the girl down. She practically fell into his arms.
Through the dark he heard wagon wheels rolling towards them. Shit! He hoisted the girl over his shoulder, secured the shotgun and tried to give the mare a slap on the rump. The horse trotted a couple feet into the road and stopped to nibble on a few blades of grass.
Ira left it alone and headed to the woods. Behind a large tree he stopped, put the girl down and fell to his knees. The wagon rolled into view.
It had two, maybe three, passengers. It was hard to tell in the dark, but something small moved in the back of the wagon. Two passengers sat at the front. The driver mumbled something and stopped the wagon alongside the horse. The driver got out and said something again to the horse, grabbed its reins and rubbed its neck.
Ira shook his head. This was too much. To leave the horse alive, and for that matter, to leave those in the wagon alive, was a sure death sentence for him and the girl. Most assuredly they would continue down the road, run into their pursuers, and spill the beans. No, they had to die. All of them, including the horse.
Ira rose up and pumped the shotgun once, aimed it at the person consoling the horse, and placed his finger on the trigger.
Small hands covered his eyes.
The weight of the girl on his back startled him, and he lowered the barrel. Damned if he didn’t almost put the slug right in the ground, but he pulled his finger away just in time. The girl was stronger than he imagined, digging her fingers into his eyes as if she were a cat. He could feel the sting of her fingernails digging into the skin below his left eye. It was all he could do to push her away.
“No,” she whispered as she fell back to the ground. “No. Don’t shoot!”
She could speak English, although her accent was strange. He glared at her, and her face was a mixture of sweat, dirt and salty tears. She was terrified. Rightfully so, he admitted. But she had strength in her face as well, a toughness and defiance that belied her age and size. Despite his anger, Ira found himself smiling. He had seen that same spirit, that same defiance, in another girl’s face not long ago. What was her name?
The girl’s little stunt gave the wagon driver time to climb back in and lead the horse away. Ira listened as they disappeared in the darkness. He huffed. Perhaps the girl was right. He only had two slugs, and in this darkness, he’d likely miss anyway. And Lord knows what else they might come across in these woods.
“Okay, girl,” he said, “let’s go.”
She resisted, but she wasn’t quite strong enough to keep him from pulling her up and getting her situated across his shoulder. She yelped in pain as he straightened up. He moved his right hand away quickly; it had fallen on the spot where the flames had done the most damage. Those burns were severe. Her skin was really tender and blistered there. “I’m sorry,” he said, fixing his hold and slowly moving further into the woods. “We need to get you to the river soon, get you to the water and clean you up. You need better clothing too. And I don’t know about you, but I’m starving. Don’t you worry about a thing, young lady,” he said, as they disappeared into the dark forest. “You’re in my country now.”
****
By the next morning, Preston Richards’ office knew all about it. The old grandfather, Armin, wasn’t about to be kept from alerting the authorities, and rightfully so. His granddaughter was missing, injured, and Lord knows what else had happened to her. She was in the hands of a madman, crazy, armed and dangerous. Anna and Deann went to Richards’ office and filed an official missing person’s report, told them everything about Ira’s recent Alzheimer’s diagnosis, and pleading with them to use caution. “My daddy is sick,” Deann explained. “He doesn’t know what he’s doing. Please find him, but please use discretion.” Armin was having none of that. He was forming a hit squad of old friends and acquaintances before an officer intervened and calmed frayed nerves. He even threatened to clap Armin in irons if he didn’t pipe down and let the real police handle the matter. It was a mess.
In the meantime, Joe borrowed a horse and had gone looking up the Rudolstadt road, but the way was dark and Dooby was right: They just didn’t know where to begin, what paths to take, what fork in the road to turn down, who to interview. Joe was uncomfortable going up to people’s houses in the middle of the night looking like some up-time devil in Asian jungle camouflage. And he didn’t know the language very well. Say the wrong thing and he’d get his own head blown off. He went about six miles up the road, called out occasionally for Ira and the girl, tracked a few smaller paths, and even walked about a mile into a patch of woods that looked thick enough to be a good hiding place for fugitives. Nothing. At the sign of first light, he turned back to Grantville.
Dooby had stayed behind to help the police operator send messages to all the towns with radio contact, giving a full description of Ira and the young girl. They were being as thorough as possible, sending messages throughout all of Grantville and to all USE towns within range. It was a good cautionary measure certainly, but a waste of time. Ira wasn’t moving north or west or south. He was moving east. The best plan of attack was to search an area as far north as Rudolstadt on down to Saalfeld. Richards’ office was planning such a search, but their resources were limited. Joe knew that if this matter didn’t come to a close soon, they’d wind up having to deputize some of Armin’s Germans, and it’d wind up being a manhunt like the one that tracked down John Wilkes Booth. If it came to that, someone would assuredly get hurt . . . or killed.
As Joe passed back into Grantville, Dooby came riding up on an old three-wheeler, waving a red and black bandana like some mad hippie.
“What is it?” Joe asked.
Dooby took a second to catch his breath, then said, “They’ve found the horse.”
Back at Richards’ office, Armin stood outside stroking the neck of his old mare, a semi-relieved smile on his lips. Next to the horse was a young German couple sitting in their wagon, being questioned by the officers. Joe waited until the questions stopped then turned to Anna.
“This family found it about eight miles or so up the Rudolstadt road,” she said, “standing right in the middle, nibbling grass. They stopped and checked her out. Then the father,” she pointed to the man sitting on the buckboard, “heard a loud clicking sound and a movement in the woods. He got scared, jumped back in the wagon and headed out again. He didn’t realize that he still held the reins of the horse until they were down the road a ways. He thought about taking it back, but decided instead to bring it here and report the matter.”
Joe nodded. “Can he show us where he found the horse?”
“Yes.”
They made arrangements with the police for the search. There weren’t enough officers to cover the entire swath of countryside that Ira could be moving through, so they decided on forming three teams, two officers each, with Joe and Dooby deputized to form a fourth. Each team would be dispatched at modest intervals up the Rudolstadt road, with Joe and Dooby being dropped off where the horse had been found.
To coordinate their movements, each team was given one HT handheld radio with two battery packs that could be belted at the waist. The office also had one portable j-pole antenna made of copper tubing that could be broken down and carried in a backpack. It would be necessary to radio back to Grantville to report progress and to receive any additional orders; the antenna would come in handy. It was hoped that by the end of the day the matter would be resolved, and thus there would be no need for extensive radio contact. Joe hoped that were the case. He was exhausted. He hadn’t slept all night. I’m getting too old for this shit, he thought, as he accepted the backpack and adjusted the straps to fit comfortably.
Guns were distributed, but Joe and Dooby refused. “He’s our friend,” Dooby said, waving them off. “I don’t give a damn how dangerous he may be in this state. I won’t point a gun at Ira Lee Whitney.”
The matter concluded, Joe and Dooby climbed into the back of the wagon with the couple’s young son. As they rolled out, the boy smiled and waved at them, quite taken by the fancy and colorful patterns on their clothing. Joe waved back, but the thought of the clicking sound that the boy’s father had heard, troubled him. Surely that was Ira pumping the action on his shotgun, but he had not fired. Thank God for that, Joe thought, taking off his cap and handing it over to the boy to try on. But why? Why hadn’t he fired? What had kept him from killing this family?
 
PART 2
Gisela Seiler lay stiff beneath the straw. The crazy man had told her to do so. He had found them a safe and dry barn loft to sleep in for the night, and had instructed her to be quiet with a shaking finger against her dried lips. She wanted to yell out, to scream, to do something to make this all go away. But she was too afraid of him, too afraid to speak, too afraid to move. She shouldn’t be, she realized. This was Herr Whitney, her neighbor, the nice American man who had given her a ball to toss with her puppy, the one whose wife always bought Gisela’s eggs. They were nice people. So why had Herr Whitney taken her from her grandfather?
Perhaps he thought Grandpa was beating her with the broom, but Gisela knew that wasn’t true. Not entirely true anyway. He was mad at her, no doubt about that, and he would on occasion give her a spanking or a smack against the head when she disobeyed, but he was just trying to put out the flame. She could tell when Grandpa was hitting her out of anger, and hitting her out of fear. His eyes had shown fear, and she had felt it too. She had disobeyed, gone out with the lantern and had made a big mess of it. Then Herr Whitney had appeared and popped grandpa in the head with that strange up-time gun, and then grabbed her and stolen their horse. Gisela tried to stop him, tried beating him against the back as he whisked her away, but she was terrified and in pain from the burns and her words were slurred and German, and Herr Whitney could not understand any of it. Or perhaps he did not hear them for his eyes flashed terror as well, she noticed, but a different kind of terror. A far off, dreamy kind of terror, the kind she would often feel when mother or father told her stories of evil monsters in the woods. Through the entire ordeal, all Herr Whitney could say was, “I’ll save you. I’ll save you. I’ll take you to the river . . . the river.” What river was he talking about? Gisela did not know, but something was terribly wrong with her neighbor. He was not himself.
She did not ask him what was wrong, however. Instead, she did as she was told and lay still and quiet beneath the straw. Soon, she fell asleep.
It was a dreamless sleep but a deep and comforting one, and when she awoke, the straw had been removed from her legs and they had been bandaged with strips of soft, dark cloth. Her burns still stung, but under the fabric they felt better.
Beside her lay boy’s clothing, a pair of folded-up breeches and a dull-white shirt. Atop those rested a small scratch of bread and a jug of water. Gisela’s stomach growled and she reached for the bread.
“Eat all you want,” came Herr Whitney’s voice from across the loft. He was sitting with his legs over the edge, the big up-time weapon across his lap. “And put on those new clothes if you like. I’m sorry I couldn’t find you a dress, but it’s the best I could do. Don’t worry . . . I promise I won’t look.”
She wolfed down the bread and drank the water in one gulp. Then she wriggled out of her dress and tossed it aside. It was smelly and dirty and all burned up. She was glad to be out of it, but boy’s clothing? She guessed it wasn’t so bad. She had always wanted to try on “pants” as they were called by the Americans; up-time girls wore them. Why not her? Grandpa didn’t like that idea, thought it improper, but she couldn’t keep on a messed-up dress, and she couldn’t go around without anything on. So she put on the clothes quickly and tied a knot at her waist so the roomy pants would not slip off. Then she rolled up the bottoms twice before she could see her shoes. Her shoes were scorched and black, but Herr Whitney had not found her any new ones to wear.
Cautiously, she walked over to the edge of the loft. “I—I want to go home.” The words escaped her mouth before she realized she’d said them.
Herr Whitney shook his head. “We’re going to the river.”
“I don’t live by a river,” she said, “I live in Grantville with my grandpa. You live next door to me. I want to go home!”
Herr Whitney stood up and pointed to his left. “We’re going that way, to the river. We can’t go back. They’re chasing us.”
“Who?” Gisela asked.
Herr Whitney turned to face her. That dreamy, confused look crossed his eyes again. “The gooks!”
****
Joe and Dooby traipsed through the woods for about three miles before they came across a Gemeinde with a few sturdy barns that a fugitive might use for hiding. They asked every Bauer they could find if they had seen or heard anything the night before, showed pictures of Ira and described little Gisela as best they could. No one had seen or heard anything, and some were angry that two up-timers were passing across their land without permission. It nearly came to blows between Dooby and a particularly angry fellow who threatened to skewer the up-timer with a fork if he didn’t move on. They showed their police badges and explained the situation, but some did not care. Neither did Joe. Let them get mad all they want, he thought. They would not be intimidated off their search. If they didn’t keep going, someone as skillful as Ira would give them the slip. They had to press on, and if that meant crossing private property, violating whatever laws of trespass there were, so be it. If Ira was moving by woods and fields, they had to as well. It was the only way.
They were about to head out again when they were flagged down by a woman frantically trying to get their attention by waving some rag in the air.
“She says that some of her son’s clothing is missing,” Dooby translated, “a pair of breeches and a shirt. She also says a jug of water is missing from her kitchen. And she found this in the loft of her barn.” Dooby took the rag from the woman’s hand and unfolded it.
It was a small blue dress, all dirty and disheveled, and burnt black in many places.
“Son of a bitch!” Joe said, shaking his head and looking down the road. “They were just here.”
****
Gisela certainly did not want to meet a gook, especially the way Herr Whitney described it. She had never heard of or seen such a terrifying beast, and if something like this was after them, then they were right to keep moving towards the river.
Herr Whitney offered to carry her again, but after awhile Gisela could tell that she was too heavy for him. He tired quickly and started breathing heavily, so she got down and walked most of the way, keeping close and watching behind them in case a gook jumped out. They would stop every now and then to rest and try to find some water. They came across a stream and drank greedily. Gisela asked Herr Whitney if this was the “river” he was looking for, but he shook his head and said, “No, this is not the one we’re looking for.” Then he would scratch his head and squint his eyes as if he were confused about something. “I don’t understand,” he said, “we should have gotten there by now. It’s a very big river.” He looked down at her. “How are your legs?”
She nodded. “They still hurt a little.”
“Well, don’t you worry. The medical supplies on my PCF will fix you up right good.”
“What’s a PCF?” she asked.
“It means Patrol Craft Fast,” he said. “It’s a swift-boat.”
He went prattling on about what a swift boat was, but Gisela did not listen. These up-timers and their strange abbreviations: PCF, USMC, ASAP, OMG! The kids especially liked using them, and Gisela just couldn’t understand any of it. English was a difficult language anyway, although she had picked it up pretty quickly once the Americans had arrived. She had been very young then, too young to understand much of anything. But what she did understand was that the killing had stopped, and that her life in Grantville was much better than before. It was too bad that the Americans had not arrived a few months earlier when her mother and father were still alive.
“Why are you crying?” Herr Whitney asked her. “Are your legs hurting badly again?”
Gisela wiped a tear from her cheek and shook her head. “No. I miss Samson.”
“Who’s Samson?”
“My puppy.”
They stopped, and Herr Whitney knelt down and brushed a strand of hair out of her eyes. “You’ll see your puppy again.”
He gave her a little hug. She stiffened and did not hug him back. He smelled and his face was scruffy. But somehow his little pats on her back felt comforting, soothing her and making her bend her head to his shoulder and letting it rest there for a moment. She closed her eyes.
Then he stiffened and looked straight behind them, toward the field that they had just crossed.
“What is it?” she asked. “Gooks?”
“Yes,” he said, grabbing her hand. “They’re close. Come on!”
They ran as fast as they could through another field, over a grassy hill, across a stone fence, and into a small farming village that reminded Gisela of her old home.
****
They don’t look like gooks, Gisela thought as she stared at them through the crack in the wall.
There were two of them, and they looked like Herr Whitney, dirty and disheveled, exhausted from the looks on their faces. They wore the same kind of clothing as he did, and they spoke English. She was about to point this out, but the look in Herr Whitney’s eyes closed her mouth. He was terrified, breathing fast and anxious, with his hand over the young boy’s mouth. The young boy was afraid as well, especially with the shotgun pointed at his chest. Gisela shook her head and grabbed the barrel. Herr Whitney jumped but let her push the gun away so that it no longer threatened their captive.
It took a long time for the men to leave the house. They lingered, asked a lot of questions, showed the mother pictures, and Gisela thought that one of the men was describing her, although she could not quite make out the words with the wall between them. For a moment, she thought about jumping up and saying, “Here I am!” But what would happen to the boy? What would happen to Herr Whitney? If these people were as bad as he said, would they kill him? They did not look like they had any weapons. But if Herr Whitney were dead, how would she ever get back home to Samson? He had promised her that she would see her puppy again, and she would “skin him alive,” as the Americans were fond of saying, if he broke his promise.
The men finally left, and Herr Whitney led them out into the living room. The boy ran to his parents. The father yelled at them to get out, but Herr Whitney shook his head. “No, we need some food, and the girl needs fresh bandages for her legs.”
Gisela poked him with an elbow. “You should say you’re sorry for scaring their son. And you should say please if you ask them for something.”
Her words annoyed him, she could tell. Herr Whitney rubbed his wet forehead and squinted as if he were deeply considering her words. He sighed. “Fine! I’m sorry for scaring your son. Now . . . please give us some food and help the girl!”
Thirty minutes later, they were out the door, a nice sack of fresh food, a fresh wine skin, new dressings for her legs, a small quilt, and a knife that Herr Whitney tucked into his boot when they weren’t looking. She thought they would continue in the same direction, but they turned south. “They’re going that way,” he said, pointing for her to see. “I know how they think. They’ll keep moving that way, assuming we will keep doing the same, but I’m smarter than they are. We’ll go this way for a while, then turn east again.”
So that is what they did, walking another few miles, then stopping for some food and water. Gisela’s feet hurt, and she saw that Herr Whitney was beginning to limp. The day had been long, the sun was falling. It was time to stop.
“I have to pee,” she said.
Herr Whitney did not seem to understand what she said, but when she made a motion to squat, he said, “Okay, let’s get off the path here, and you can go behind that bush.”
By this time, they had been walking up a road that wound through a patchwork of woods and fields. When they came upon a Gemeinde, they would turn left or right, head across the field or through the woods to keep out of sight. Now, Gisela untied the rope at her waist, held the pants up until she was behind the bush, then squat down to do her business.
She was out of Herr Whitney’s sight completely. She could not see him at all. Where was he standing? She wondered. If she ran now, could she run far enough to get away? Her heart beat fast. She adjusted her squat, moving a little further away from where she thought he stood. She finished and tied up her pants quickly. She was on the edge of her toes, trying to decide what to do next. Run, or go back to Herr Whitney? What to do . . .
Then she heard a rustle to her right, beneath decayed leaves and brambles. Then tiny grunting sounds, staccato, high-pitched and sweet. She fell to her knees and crawled over to where the sounds were coming. She worked her hands carefully through the brambles and spread them aside.
Before her, digging through the soft ground, were three tiny piglets, their thin brown hair taut and sharp on their lean backs. They were so cute, almost the same size as Samson.
She put her hand out. “Hello, sweeties,” she said, cooing at them like they were babies. “Come here. Come . . . ”
Her voice spooked them and they ran down the gully. Gisela gave chase.
Behind her, she could hear Herr Whitney calling for her, but she did not care. They were so cute, and she was going to get them and hug them like she did her puppy. She followed, but they were fast and slippery, zigging this way and that, just out of her reach. Then they disappeared behind a thick line of underbrush. She called for them, but they did not come back.
Where am I? She did not know. The woods were very dense and she could not see very far in front of her. “Herr Whitney?” She yelled, but he did not respond.
The brush where the piglets had disappeared began to shake. Gisela smiled and stepped forward, but instead of the baby pigs, a larger one emerged, almost as tall she, all tusk and slobber foaming at the mouth. Gisela screamed, turned and ran.
The beast followed, squealing angrily, digging up dirt with each step. She ran as fast as she could, faster than she had ever run before, but she could not get away. The sow came closer and closer. Gisela looked back to see how close she was and caught her foot on a root.
Down she went, scraping her elbow and the left side of her chest. She clawed forward until she came to rest against the trunk of a large oak. She turned and watched as the boar closed in, squealing and pitching foam from its raging maw.
She closed her eyes and prayed.
Boom!
The echo of the up-time gun shook her body, shook the ground, shook the tree she was laying against. But the boar stopped, pitched into the air from the impact of the slug and fell dead at her feet. It was many minutes before she found the courage to open her eyes.
When she did, she saw Herr Whitney crouched beside the dead boar, the warm shotgun resting in his arms. He seemed impressed. “Not bad,” he said, nodding his approval. “But the next time you want to go boar hunting, you let me know, okay?”
Gisela jumped to her feet, stepped over the dead boar, and threw herself into his arms.
****
Ira watched her across the firelight, happy that she was safe. The boar had scared her half to death, and if he hadn’t come up that slope between those two trees and fired true, she would have been gored for sure. She might have even died. The thought of it was terrible. He tried putting it out of his mind. He had a headache anyway. Things were not going the way he had planned. There was too much that didn’t make sense, but he couldn’t put it together, couldn’t fit the pieces comfortably in place like a puzzle. Nothing fit right: the land, the weather, the trees, the ground. Nothing. He shook his head, rubbed sweat from his brow, and leaned over and pulled a strip of greasy meat from the boar’s well-cooked haunch.
It was tough, difficult to chew, but it was a sight better than what they had gotten from the farmhouse, and twice as filling. The girl could be content to nibble on the tiny bits of bread and stale cheese in the package, but Ira needed more. He had offered some of the boar to her, had even offered to cut it up into small pieces using the knife he had stolen, but she just shook her head and huddled by the fire, nibbling like a mouse on the bread, her eyes lost somewhere in the flames. What was the name of her puppy? He couldn’t remember. Perhaps that’s what she was thinking about; or, perhaps she was thinking about how the boar came at her, its tusks enraged and furious. The girl had cried for quite some time after the ordeal, and when Ira asked her why, she said that she was upset that the little piglets lost their mother. She wanted to try to find them, but they were gone, and Ira wasn’t about to let her out of his sight again.
She laid her head down on the blanket and curled her legs up to her chest. She closed her eyes and began to hum a song. Through the crackling of the flames and the noises of the forest night, he had difficulty following it. It wasn’t something he recognized, but it was pleasant, a nice little jingle that swayed her back and forth, putting her into much needed rest. Ira listened for a while and felt the weight of sleep tingle his spine. He wanted to sleep, needed it, but his mind was too wild right now, too fixed on figuring everything out, trying to understand why they hadn’t gotten to the river yet. It couldn’t be that much further east; it just couldn’t be.
He straightened up and moved closer to the fire. “What’s that you’re singing?” he asked.
She didn’t hear him at first. He asked again, and she jumped a little. Then she opened her eyes and said, “It is a lullaby mama used to sing to me.”
“Is your mother dead?”
She nodded. “Yes, and my father too.”
“How did they die?”
She shook her head. “Grandpa says they were killed by Tilly’s men, but I didn’t see anything. I was hiding. I heard it, though.”
“I’m sorry about that.”
She put on a brave face and went back to humming, but he could see the pain in her eyes. He understood how she felt. Everyone had lost someone in this war.
“You like singing?” Ira said, changing the subject. “You should hear me sing. I was a member of my high school glee club. I used to get teased about it, but I liked it. Want to hear me sing?”
That perked her interest. She pulled herself up, smiled and nodded.
Ira cleared his throat, did a few “me-me-me-me’s” to get ready. She giggled. Ira winked at her and began . . .
“It’s been a hard day’s night, and I’ve been working like dog, it’s been a hard day’s night, I should be sleeping . . . ”
He stopped. The look on her face was horrific. “What? You don’t like that song?”
She shook her head, a very taut and perplexed expression on her face as if she had just bitten a lemon.
“Well, The Beatles aren’t for everyone. Okay . . . how about this one . . . ?
“Knights in white satin, never reaching the end . . . ”
That horrible expression returned, but Ira could see that she was about to burst into laughter. “Don’t you like my singing?”
She finally erupted and shook her head.
Ira put up his hands. “Okay, okay. Here’s one you will like. My father taught it to me. He learned it in World War Two when he was stationed in Belgium. Now, it’s a little bawdy. It’s not a song for children really, but I’ll keep it clean for you.”
“What does ‘bawdy’ mean?”
“It means . . . it means . . . never you mind what it means. You just listen.”
Ira cleared his throat again then tugged his boots off, removed his smelly socks and rolled up his pants to expose his calves. He straightened and, like a good Irish folk dancer, put his fists on his hips and began to hop around the fire.
“In Amsterdam there lives a maid
Mark you well what I say!
In Amsterdam there lives a maid,
And this fair maid my trust betrayed.
I’ll go no more a rovin’ with you fair maid.
A rovin’, A rovin’, since rovin’s been my ru-i-in,
I’ll go no more a rovin’, with you fair maid . . . ”
He sang and sang and sang, and in time, the girl sang and danced with him, a jewel of a smile on her face, her eyes no longer fixed on the fire, but on her partner, as they locked hands and danced and sang and laughed far into the cool, dark night, forgetting the world and their troubles for a short while.
****
Joe had heard the shot, a muffled boom far off to their left. It dissipated quickly, and he could not tell for sure what it had come from. It did not sound like any down-time weapon, but perhaps distance was confusing him. The urge to turn and go in that direction had been strong, but what if it was nothing and they were lured off the right path? Let Richards’ officers in that general area investigate it, he thought, leaning against a tree. He was too exhausted to go any further for the day.
Before the sun set, Dooby climbed the tallest hill they could find to use the j-pole and radio back to Grantville. Being so far from town, he had to hold the antenna above his head and move it back and forth and side to side to find a hot spot where he could get a usable signal from the repeater. Once accomplished, the office reported that the word was getting out: reports from many places, people calling in with potential leads, descriptions that seemed to match Ira, the girl, etc. Richards’ office was having the local authority in those places check them all, but so far, nothing. Of course there was nothing. Ira was in this area, probably so close that you could hit him with a rock. Oh, I wish it were so, Joe said as they climbed off the hill. I want my friend back.
Would he ever get his friend back? Joe did not know the answer to that.
They paid a Bauer some money, and he allowed them to stay in his barn. It was a fitful sleep, but any sleep was useful. Joe tossed and turned until Dooby offered him a hit from his smoke. He accepted it reluctantly; he wanted to keep his mind sharp, but the cool, pungent aroma of the pot calmed his nerves and lightened his mood just enough to give him peace. He finished it, stamped out the butt, closed his eyes, and slept like a stone.
They were woken in the morning by horses.
To Joe’s groggy mind, it sounded like a whole regiment, and when he got up and came out into the hazy morning light, he saw four horsemen galloping into the middle of the Gemeinde, four down-timers, led by an old man on a mare Joe had seen before.
“Godammit, Armin!” Joe said, putting his hands up and stopping the riders from going any further. “What the hell are you doing here?”
The men at Armin’s side were younger than he was, stronger, armed with rifles on their backs, pistols at their sides, and two had Bowie knives strapped to their legs.
Armin climbed down from his horse and faced Joe. He was a little shorter but his nostrils flared like a boar’s. “You have no right to tell me what to do, Tillman,” Armin said in heavily accented English. “It’s my granddaughter. I will find her myself.”
“Richards is going to throw you in jail, Armin,” Joe said. “I’m serious. You come out here with an armed posse and someone gets hurt, they’re not going to show you any mercy, no matter what the circumstances are.”
“Please,” Armin said, grabbing Joe’s collar and tugging him close. The old man’s anger was now replaced with fear and desperation as his coal-dark eyes blinked rapidly. “We are not here to hurt anyone. I just want my granddaughter back. She’s . . . she’s all I have left.”
Joe sighed. He certainly was in no position physically to do anything about it. He could crow until he was blue in the face, and these men could simply ignore him and push on with no delay. He could get Dooby to radio back and warn them of this, but still, there would be little they could do being so far out from Grantville. He looked at Armin’s men again. The best he could do was to try to control the matter.
“Okay,” he said. “Have it your way, but we’re coming with you. And I think it’s best if we split up.” He looked at Dooby. “Jim, why don’t you and Armin and that fellow there keep on in the direction we’ve been headed. I’ll take these two guys here, and we’ll go that way.” He pointed in the direction of the blast he had heard the night before. “We’ll go about three, four miles and then turn east. That should give us sufficient coverage.”
“What about the radio?” Dooby asked.
“You keep it,” Joe said, climbing behind one of the riders. “You’re likely on the right path. We’ll loop around and try to meet up with you down the road.”
“And what if you find them?”
What if? That was a lovely thought. To see their friend again, alive and in good shape, to smile and have a beer, a toke, share simple conversation, like turning the clock back or waking up from a dream. A lovely thought. What if?
“Well,” he said, preparing himself for the ride. “If I find them, I’ll bring them home.”
 
PART 3
“Where the hell is the damned river?”
Gisela could hear the agitation in Herr Whitney’s voice, could see the frustration in his eyes. As they walked, he kept looking at her, checking her legs. But the burns were just fine. They did not hurt anymore, and they were healing well. At least most of them. One still itched slightly, but it too was no longer a red welt. Herr Whitney seemed confused about that, rubbed his forehead roughly. She had learned at an early age that it was dangerous to talk to someone, especially a man, when he looked liked that. She had gotten more than her fair share of smacks for speaking out of turn.
“Maybe we should ask someone,” she said, bracing herself for a blow.
It did not come. Instead, Herr Whitney sighed deeply, shook his head, and said, “No, too dangerous. We can’t be seen.”
“But we’re lost. I promise I won’t say anything if you ask.”
“We’re not lost. I know exactly where we’re at. ”
Clearly, that was not true or he wouldn’t be asking about the river.
And what river? Gisela wondered. She wondered if Herr Whitney even knew, even cared. She had no idea what river either; she did not recall ever being this far east before. Grandpa didn’t travel much and would never have let her go so far on her own. This is the farthest she remembered ever traveling.
Eventually, he gave in. A line of wagons came up the road. Gisela moved to hide as usual, but Herr Whitney stood there, hugging his shotgun and waiting. Three wagons pulled up, filled with families. Herr Whitney tried to speak to them in broken Amideutsch, but the conversation was going nowhere, and she could see him grow annoyed as he stumbled over his words. She broke in and finished the conversation.
“He says there’s a river that way, about twenty miles.”
“That far?”
She nodded. “Can we get there by walking?”
Herr Whitney didn’t answer, but instead thanked the people and stepped aside. Gisela saw them look at her strangely as they rolled away. What was a girl in boy’s clothes doing traveling with an up-timer? She could see that they were trying to figure it out, but they dared not act on any suspicions. One look at that up-time gun cured them of any action. All she needed to do was scream, to blurt out that she was being held against her will, and it would all be over. But she had made a promise not to speak, and she would keep her promise. Herr Whitney deserved that much for saving her from the boar.
A few miles more walking and they had had enough. They could not go any further. So they stopped and rested under a tree until another person came along. This time, Herr Whitney didn’t greet him with a smile. He pointed the gun right at the traveler’s head and did not mince words.
“Get off! Now!”
The next several miles were rough in the saddle, but Gisela was glad to be sitting. She was tired, hungry, thirsty. The food they had gotten from that family was almost out, and Herr Whitney had packed only a small portion of meat from the boar. She dozed a little as they rode, and before she realized, the sun was going down. She opened her eyes and looked about. Nothing looked right. Nothing was familiar.
“Where are we?” she asked as they settled into a trot.
“I don’t know. There’s a town over there. Do you know it?”
Gisela looked, but shook her head. “I’m hungry, Herr Whitney, and tired. Can we stop for the night?”
“But the river is so close,” he said, as if he were a child being rebuked by a parent. “We can’t stop now.”
“I have to pee.”
“Jesus Christ, girl! You have the smallest bladder.” They trundled into town. He stopped the horse beside a well. He got off and helped her down. “Looks like an outhouse over there. You go use it, and I’ll try to draw some water. Quickly now, and don’t worry. I’ll keep an eye out.”
She hiked her breeches up and ran to the outhouse. It stunk badly, but she wriggled her nose and tried to think of pleasant things: her bed at home, her soft clothes, her puppy, her grandfather’s face. Well, that last thing wasn’t always so pleasant, but she did miss him. Will I ever see him again? Herr Whitney had promised to get her home safe. Could he keep that promise? I should run, she thought. Run as fast as I can.
She entered the outhouse, sat down and did her business. She sighed with relief. It was nice sitting on something other than the hard ground or a horse. Her bottom hurt, but she adjusted herself and closed her eyes.
She heard voices. She finished quickly, fixed her breeches and got up. She peered through the slats.
Three horsemen stood in front of Herr Whitney. He had the shotgun up and pointed toward a man who looked just like him, wearing very similar soldier clothing. They climbed from their horses slowly, the soldier man putting up his hands in peace. The other two stood more rigidly but behind the other, as if he were in charge. She squinted to make out their faces, but the dim light made it hard. They looked familiar, perhaps friends of grandpa. He caroused sometimes with a younger group, but she could not say for sure. They were certainly German.
She strained to hear their words.
“Get back!” Herr Whitney said to the man, keeping his shotgun trained on his chest.
The man replied in perfect English. “Ira, it’s me. Joe. Your friend.”
“Joe? What the hell you doing here, man?”
“Saving your miserable life is what. What the hell are you doing?”
“Going to the river.”
The man shook his head. “This isn’t Vietnam, dammit! It’s Germany. Look around. Does any of it look like jungle? Think about it, Ira. You stole that little girl. You knocked her grandfather out and kidnapped her. You can’t do that, man. Where is she?”
It looked as if Herr Whitney was about to tell him. He shot a glance at the outhouse but said nothing. “This is a trick, man. You’re trying to trick me. You gooks are all alike.”
“I’m not a gook. I’m Joe Tillman, your friend. Please, Ira. Listen to me. You’re sick. You don’t know what you’re doing. Let me help you. Please.”
That last plea seemed to calm him. Slowly, he lowered the shotgun. His friend stepped forward and put his hand on Herr Whitney’s shoulder. He started to speak, but before he could get a word out, one of the men behind him drew a pistol and smashed it against his head, knocking him down and out. Herr Whitney tried to react, tried raising his gun again, but the other man grabbed it, knocked it from his hands, and drove his elbow into his face.
Blood sprayed from Herr Whitney’s nose as he went down. He tried fighting back, but they were on him in force, kicking and punching, focusing on his face and chest. Beating and beating, like a flail, over and over until Gisela could see that he could not easily draw breath.
I have to do something! But what? What could a little girl do? If she went out there, they might very well beat her up too. She had seen men being beaten, had heard the screams of her father as soldiers beat him to death. She had done nothing. What can I do?
She burst from the outhouse and ran toward the well. “Leave him alone!” she said, but the men did not hear her, or perhaps did not care. “Leave my friend alone!”
She searched the ground and found the shotgun. She picked it up and put the butt to her shoulder. It was so heavy, so long, awkward and difficult to hold. She had never fired a gun before, but she had seen it done. She wrapped her arm around it and put her finger on the trigger.
“Stop!”
They did not listen.
“I’m warning you. Stop, stop or I’ll—”
The gun went off. Her finger had squeezed in fear before she realized what she had done. The blast threw her back, and she screamed as the pain of the butt strike ran through her arm and shoulder. She hit the ground hard and lay there until the ringing in her ears faded away.
When she looked up, one of the men lay face down on the ground, his arm and shoulder a bloody mess. Herr Whitney’s friend was still knocked cold. The other man was gone.
But Herr Whitney lay silent and still. She crawled to him, her arm and shoulder hurting but thankfully not broken. She cried as she drew near. His face was beaten badly, blood running down cuts on his cheeks and forehead. His mouth was covered in blood, and his eyes were already puffing over.
But he groaned, and her heart delighted. It was the most beautiful thing she had ever heard. It meant that he was alive, and she had saved him.
“Come on,” she said, pulling on his arm. “We have to get to the river.”
He moved slowly but he did move, and together they found one of the horses and climbed in the saddle. By this time, the townspeople had appeared and were crowding around. Some tried to help, but Gisela did not let them. She yanked the reins out of a man’s hands, turned the horse to the east, and kicked him into flight.
****
Ira could barely see through the drying blood filling his eyes. His head ached so bad that it was all he could do to stay in the saddle, the cuts across his face puffing his cheeks like a fat Buddha. The reins in his hands felt like hundred pound weights. He wanted to fall, to slip to the ground and sleep, sleep beneath some pleasant tree waving in a cool West Virginia breeze. Just like old times . . . old times . . .
The beating did help him in one way: the real world came back to him like a blast of searing white light. He was not in Vietnam—how could he ever imagine that he was?—and the girl riding in front of him was not Asian, but the sweet child that lived next door to him in Grantville. Gisela something. Her exact name did not matter really, but she was not the girl he thought she was. And how foolish had he been? How reckless and dangerous? If he had the strength, he’d turn the horse around and go back to those men. He’d confess his crimes and let them beat him to death if it would end the terrible events that he had put in motion. But he was not in charge anymore. She was, the girl in front of him, her fists grasping the horse’s mane to keep from falling from exhaustion and fear, her shoulder clearly stiff and sore from the recoil. She was in charge now. She had leveled the shotgun at his assailants. She had pumped the action, pulled the trigger, and blew that man’s arm near off. She had saved him. She was in charge.
And they were still heading east toward the river.
There was no hiding or going cautiously now. The horse barreled across the countryside at full speed as if it too were desperate to reach water. Through the darkness, they blew past houses and taverns, tiny villages where people tried stopping the horse, waving their arms in the air and reaching for the saddle. But they’d zig and zag and stay just out of reach. It was like a steeple-chase in a way, and Ira thought of those he had witnessed in West Virginia and Ohio and Pennsylvania as a child, wishing that he could participate. This was not a race that he wanted to be in. All he wanted to do was sleep, then wake up next to Anna, kiss her gently on the forehead, drink his tea, then go to work.
The horse slowed as it tried to figure out which way to go at a cross-road, and Ira slipped off the saddle. He screamed as he hit the hard ground, his fractured ribs buckling under the impact. Gisela was at his side.
“Come on,” she said, “the river is just down that path.”
“No. I can’t stand up. I’m too weak to walk far. Please, let me rest. Help me over there.”
With her help, he half crawled, half stumbled to a shed that reminded him of an old tobacco barn. But this one had a door. They entered and Gisela helped him lay against a post, and as he rested, she gathered up old slats and crates, broken barrels and a few rotten sacks of meal and put them all against the door. It was painful, slow work for her, but she did it. Small protection, he knew. Anyone who wanted could break right through, but Ira let it go. It didn’t matter anyway. They had left the shotgun behind. The only protection he had was the dull knife that he now pulled from his boot and set to his side. They were unarmed and helpless, and they had left a loud, bloody path in their flight. By morning, the whole goddamned USE army would be standing outside, waiting.
Let them come.
In the darkness, he felt her snuggle up beside him and lay her hand across his own. She placed her head against his chest, and he stroked her hair gently like he used to do to his daughter when she was young. He tried to smile but his lips were too swollen. Best thing to do was to stay quiet, close his eyes and sleep. But he couldn’t. Not yet. He had to speak, though he knew his words would be slurred and messy. He had to speak and confess his crimes.
“Do you know why we’re going to the river?” he asked her.
“No.”
Ira coughed then said, “We’re going there because I killed a girl.”
She stiffened and pulled her hand away for a moment, but then put it back and let him continue.
“She wasn’t much older than you I suspect,” he continued. “It was the early seventies. I’d just gotten to Vietnam. That’s a war that has not happened yet in this world, and I pray to God that it never does. Anyway, I was eighteen, brash, arrogant, you know how it is with young men. Perhaps you don’t, but anyway, there I was, a new soldier for the 3rd Brigade, 9th Infantry Division. A lot of our unit had already been withdrawn, but some of us remained in the country, and were given special duty to support swift boat activities in the Mekong Delta. The boats would comb the banks, hitting enemy targets with mortars, Zippo fire, and 50-caliber MGs. Then we’d work through the remains, searching and destroying, trying to get an edge. Sometimes it worked, sometimes it didn’t.
“On this one particular mission, we were further inland than usual. We’d gotten word that a large cache of guns and ammo were being stored in a village about three klicks from the river. A tiny place like the ones I’d seen before. Nothing special. It seemed abandoned, so we worked through it, finding a few things here and there, setting off the occasional grenade.
“And then they hit us out of nowhere. MGs all around, like fuc— I mean, like killer bees, you know? Bullets zipping through the air, so damn thick you dared not put up a finger. Then I heard the radio man trying to call in a strike, and I thought that if he was brave enough to do that, he must be in a pretty safe spot. So I started crawling to his position, but before I got there, he got popped in the head. It blew apart like some Halloween pumpkin . . . I’m sorry to be so graphic with you, sweetheart. I’ll tone it down.
“Anyway, I get over there, and he had only called out half the coordinate. So I grabbed his map, his tools, and got on the horn and finished it. I knew what I was doing. I had skills, man, skills beyond my age. I was a good hunter, a good tracker, and I knew how to read a map and I knew math. So, I called in the strike.
“But I screwed up. What he was trying to do was call in a strike on the location where the enemy gunfire was coming from, at least from one direction hoping to break the ambush and to spring us free. But I thought he meant the village itself.
“So I leveled the place. It went up like a candle, and when everything settled, I realized that the village wasn’t abandoned at all. People were hiding all over the place, in holes, under furniture, in a gully nearby. Everywhere was carnage, shattered rubble, and screaming. But I couldn’t save everyone, could I? No, I was just one man, and my unit was still in a desperate fight. I couldn’t save everyone, but I could save her.
“There she was, lying there beneath the burning wall of her hut. A little girl, your age, her clothes smoldering like yours had, her arms and face crisp with black soot and fire and blood, screaming in pain, reaching for something, her mother perhaps or God, I don’t know which. But she was there not a hundred feet from me. I could get to her. I could save her.
“And I tried. I scooped her up and ran and ran and ran, toward the river. What’s the saying: Save one life and you save the world entire? I’m not religious, you know, but I thought of that at the time, thinking that if I did save her, if I got her to the river, to the boats, to bandages and medicine, that she’d be all right, and so would I. By saving her, I thought, I’d save myself, at least in the eyes of God, for the terrible, terrible thing I had just done.
“But I didn’t save her. Another air strike hit the ground near me. It ripped her from my arms and threw me into a tree. A week later, I woke up in the hospital. I never saw her again, but I’m sure she died. There’s no way she could have survived the strike in her condition.
“So you see, I killed her.” His voice wavered, fighting a gout of blood and spit drooling down his chin. “I was so sure of myself. But I wasn’t strong enough, wasn’t fast enough, didn’t know the route through the jungle well enough. And she died.”
“You tried to save her,” Gisela said, rubbing the knuckles of his hand.
“Didn’t succeed, did I? Over the years I’ve thought about that moment, wondering why I survived and she didn’t. I thought to myself it’s a sign, you know, from God maybe. So I tried to be the best father, the best husband I could be. I failed in the husband gig, divorcing my first wife, and I’m not so sure of my father skills.” He chuckled at that, but the pain in his ribs locked the breath in his lungs. He settled, then said, “Deann is a good daughter, no doubt about that, and she’s done well for herself here, but we’ve had problems. There were a few years where we barely spoke to each other. Then the Ring of Fire happened, and I thought I was given a second chance. I met Anna, and God she was beautiful on that day, all in fine white and lace, beaming from head to toe. The most beautiful girl in the world. I couldn’t ask for anything more. But now . . . no more of that. I’m dying.”
Gisela stiffened at his side. “No you are not. I won’t let you die.”
Ira shook his head. “No, you don’t understand, child. I’m sick. The doctor told me so. I have a disease that eats away at my memories, makes me forget people’s names, including mine, including yours, makes me forget where I am, what I am doing. Makes me do terrible, terrible things, like beat an old man, kidnap a child, and . . . and . . . ”
“Don’t you worry about that, Herr Whitney. Tomorrow we will go down to the river. I promise.”
Ira forced a smile. “That’s okay, Gisela. We don’t have to go now. Our rovin’ days are over. You don’t need saving. Let’s just sleep awhile, and then tomorrow, we’ll head back. Okay?”
She said nothing more, and Ira stroked her head. He lay against the post and fell asleep to the soft hum of her lullaby.
****
When Joe came to, one of Armin’s men was bleeding out from a shotgun wound and the other had fled the scene. Good riddance, he thought as he stumbled around the town trying to find out where his horse had gotten to. He couldn’t find it. Luckily, however, Dooby arrived shortly thereafter.
Dooby and his men had opted to slowly move east-southeast, in the hope that they might meet up with Joe and his men. When they had heard the echo of a shotgun blast, they headed straight to the sound.
Joe did not wait for Armin to climb down from his horse. He grabbed the old man and threw him to the ground. “You stupid son of a bitch! Your men knocked the hell out of me and nearly killed my friend. We had him, and they fucked it up! That was your plan all along, wasn’t it? To beat him to death? That’s your solution to the problem? You idiot! I swear if Ira’s dead, I’m going to kill you!”
It took three men, including Dooby, to pull Joe off Armin. By this time, half the town had assembled, and it took a while for the matter to be brought under control. Flashing badges worked in time, but the local authority was not pleased with the situation and Joe was afraid that they would be taken under arrest. But Dooby was able to get on the radio and find another search party near enough to confirm that this roving band of armed men were working for the Grantville police. “Tell them to get in the saddle and come our way,” Joe instructed. Once that was settled and things calmed down, they headed off again, down the road where a woman said she had seen two people flee on a horse.
They spent all night searching, stopping periodically for Dooby to radio the others and update their position. Shortly after midnight, the other search party arrived, and they were a dozen strong. They also stopped to see if Ira and the girl had passed this way. It was like following a line of bread crumbs. Everyone had a story. The time of sneaking around, hiding in the woods, was over. Joe didn’t like it. That meant they were desperate, hurt, and God knows what else. When he thought of it, all he wanted to do was bury an ax into Armin’s head. “Stupid old man!”
By first light, they came to a cross-road and found a saddled horse grazing peacefully on the side. On the ground nearby, Joe knelt down and studied a spot of dried blood. His heart leapt into his throat.
“Joe!”
Dooby’s voice guided him down a small embankment and up to the front of an old barn, worn down by age and weather. The door was shut tight.
“They’re in there,” Dooby said.
Joe nodded. “Probably.”
“We should go to the door.”
“I don’t know, man. I mean, we don’t know what we’ll find. He may be half out of his mind with fear and pain. He’s lost a lot of blood. He may blow us away.”
“Then call him.”
“What if he doesn’t answer? What if he’s dead?”
Dooby paused for a moment, then said, “If he doesn’t answer, then we’ll know.”
Joe swallowed hard. He shouldn’t be so afraid to call out a friend’s name. It should be simple, but the fear of not getting a response, not hearing Ira’s voice again, was too much. Ira was too young to die, younger than Joe and Dooby. There should still be many years ahead for them to make memories.
Joe closed his eyes, said a small prayer, then shouted, “Ira . . . ”
****
“ . . . Ira Lee Whitney!”
The voice was as familiar to him as his own: Joe Tillman. A friend, a solider. A brother. Good ol’ Joe.
In the night, he had slipped off the post and lay on his back. Ira pulled himself up until he was leaning weakly against the post again. He strained to peer through the old slats on the wall of the barn, but he could not see anything. “What do you see, child?”
Gisela stood in front of the fortified barn door, looking through the cracks. “A lot of men,” she said, standing on tip-toes to get a better view. “Gooks, probably.”
Ira chuckled but shook his head. “No, Gisela. There’s no such thing as gooks. They’re just men, come to take us home. Come to take you home.”
Gisela turned away from the door and came to his side. “But the river . . . it’s just a little farther.”
He could smell the water, and the cool air that broke through the barn walls told him she was telling the truth. Ira coughed and let the spittle and blood run down his cheek. He shook his head. “No, we’re done.” He put his hand out to shake hers. “It’s been an honor and privilege to travel with you, Lady Gisela, but it’s time for you to go home.”
After their shake, Ira pulled himself up further and yelled, “Joe Tillman! Is that you?”
“It is! We’re all out here. Me, Dooby, Armin, the police. It’s over, Ira. You don’t have to run anymore. Come on out, and I promise no harm will come to you. On my honor, I promise.”
It was not a promise Joe could keep. Ira knew that. Harm had already come to him, and he could never go back to his old life. His wife, his daughter, they would both have to endure the life that he had given them, one of doubtful stares, whispers, and accusations. “Ira Lee is a nut!” “He’s crazy as a loon!” “He kidnapped that girl and . . . and . . . ” He could hear it all now, and they did not deserve such a fate. It would be better if he just died and never went back to Grantville.
He reached to his side and felt the hilt of the knife. He gripped it tightly and pulled it to his chest. He let a tear roll down his cheek. “I’m sending Gisela out, okay? Lower your guns. She’s coming out alone. You hear me?”
“Okay!” Joe said.
Ira breathed deeply then coughed. “Go now, girl.”
“What about you?”
Ira smiled through the pain. “I’ll be along directly. I just need to shut my eyes for a moment and rest a little longer. You go on now, girl. I’ll be all right. Go!”
She jumped a little at his harsh order, but she stood and stepped back until she was at the door. As she began to remove the barrier, he closed his eyes. Let her clear the door, he thought as he turned the blade of the knife to his chest. Then I’ll finish what was started in ‘72.
He waited, expecting to feel the sudden rush of heat coming in on the morning light as she opened the door, but there was none. Instead, he heard a tiny shuffle of feet coming towards him across the barn floor and a soft, gentle hand fell upon the one that held the knife. He opened his eyes and there she was, the girl from Vietnam, lovely in silhouette against the cool morning light, jet-black hair, brilliant smile, smooth slanted eyes.
“Come,” she said, gripping his hand and tugging him forward. “Let’s go a rovin’.”
He shook his head. “I already told you, sweet girl. You don’t need saving anymore.”
“No,” she said, “but you do.”
He stood up and with her sore arm around his waist, they made it to the barn door and out into the fresh air.
More than a dozen men stood there. An old man moved frantically toward the girl, but she put up her hand and said, “No! We’re going to the river.” She pointed to her left, down a dirt path. “Help us . . . or get out of our way!”
The old man, startled by the scowl on the girl’s face, backed off and let them have the path.
They walked together toward the river. Ira could hear the flow of the water as they drew closer. They walked and walked, a couple hundred feet it seemed, until they stood on the bank.
Ira pushed away from the girl and fell into the water, crawled until his arms and legs were submerged. “We’re here,” he said, letting the tears run down his face. “We made it!”
The girl stepped into the river and fell beside him.
Together they sat there, watching as the grime, blood and dirt of the past days washed away. Ira sighed, put his arm around the girl and pulled her close. He breathed deeply and looked at her. The world once again came into focus, clearer and more precise than at any time in the past several months.
“I am Ira Lee Whitney,” he said to the girl, “and you are Gisela Seiler. This is Germany, 1636. And this is . . . ” he looked at the dark water rushing by “ . . . this is not my river. Not my river at all. But it’ll do. It’ll do.”
They sat there, together, waist-deep in the river, humming a little tune about a maid and remembering better times.
****



I'm From the Government, and I'm Here to Help
Written by Kerryn Offord
 

 
"I'm from the government and I'm here to help."
The phrase was enough to raise panic in any rational businessman, and Georg Schrapel was nothing if not rational. He hastily dropped the file he'd been reading into a drawer and shut it. Then and only then did he look up. The speaker was a young woman. That didn't encourage Georg. She was a German. That just added to the problem. She was obviously educated. That was always dangerous. She was holding a briefcase with her left hand. That could only mean one thing. "I know I'm a bit late filing my tax forms, but . . . "
"I'm not from the tax department, Herr Schrapel."
"You aren't?" Georg slumped back into his chair, hoping the young woman didn't detect his relief. He shot her a smile just in case. "Please, take a seat. How can I help you?"
She used a clean white handkerchief to dust the leather chair before settling into it. Then, with her briefcase resting on her knees she passed him a business card. She smiled. "My name is Christina Kleiner. I'm from the Department of Occupational Safety and Health."
Georg stared at the card in his hand and swallowed convulsively. Right now he would gladly have swapped Christina Kliener for the tax man. The tax man was only interested in money. Occupational Safety and Health, on the other hand, never thought about money. "There's nothing wrong with my operation," he said as convincingly as he possibly could.
Christina continued to smile. "I really am here to help you, Herr Schrapel. My specialty is ergonomic design."
"What the hell is ergonomic design?" Georg demanded. He was so upset at being visited by OSH that he didn't care about his language, which he noticed, didn't bother the young woman one little bit. He sat impatiently waiting for an explanation.
"Ergonomic design looks at designing processes that fit humans, rather than trying to fit humans to processes."
Georg tried to get his head around that, and failed. "We already had our processes Taylorized." And that had cost a pretty pfennig too. But it had been money well spent. Productivity had shot up.
"Taylorizing isn't always the best fit for humans, Herr Schrapel. Especially when it comes to matters of personal safety. For example, the guillotine you use to cut sheet metal to make hacksaw blades . . . "
"You're here about Berneck, aren't you?" He didn't wait for confirmation before launching in to an attack on Conrad Berneck's general level of incompetence.
Christina held up her hands to stop Georg's rant. When he spluttered to a stop she spoke. "Yes, I am here about Conrad Berneck, and yes, the union has lodged a 'Notice of an Injury Accident' with OSH. However," she inserted quickly to preempt another rant from Georg. "I am not here as an enforcement officer. I'm here to examine the machine that caused Herr Berneck's accident."
"The guillotine didn't cause Berneck's accident. The fool did it himself. There is no way he should have been able to operate the guillotine with his hand near the blade."
Christina nodded. "Yes, the department was surprised that such an accident could occur on a Kudzu Werke guillotine. They spent a lot of time and effort developing suitable safety mechanisms. That's why I've been instructed to inspect it."
"There's nothing wrong with my guillotine. It's always properly maintained."
"But somehow Herr Berneck managed to injure himself."
Georg snorted. "He was lucky he only lost most of his little finger. That machine could have taken off his arm without a pause."
"Which is why I need to inspect it." Christina laid her briefcase on Georg's desk and rose to her feet. "Now, if you could just show me to the machine . . . ."
Georg rose reluctantly to his feet. As he reached for his white lab-coat he had a thought. The young woman was well-dressed, in good quality clothes. "It's very dirty in the shop," he said hopefully.
"That's all right, I've visited workshops before and I came prepared." She opened her briefcase to reveal a neatly ironed, brilliantly-white lab-coat, a hat that she immediately put on, covering all of her hair, and a pair of pink ear defenders. She draped those round her neck while she slipped on the lab-coat. Then she removed a clipboard and pens from the briefcase before closing it. "Shall we go?"
"What about shoes? OSH directives require all people in the shop wear approved safety footwear."
It was a last-ditch delaying tactic, but the girl pulled up the leg of her skort to reveal a pair of Calagna and Bauer's lady's line of industrial safety boots. At least that's what he thought they were. Nobody else used that shade of pink in their leather boots. Defeated, Georg led Christina into the shop.
****
Several hours later Georg followed Christina back into his office where he pulled off his lab-coat and threw it over the coat rack and slumped into his chair. He watched the girl, with her still spotless hands, remove her still spotless white lab-coat, fold it, and place it in her briefcase before adding her cap and ear defenders. He was amazed at how clean she'd remained. His coat had been fresh from the laundry this morning, and it was filthy. As were his hands. What had started as an inspection of the guillotine had grown into an inspection of the whole workshop. Georg was exhausted, but Christina still bubbled with energy. "What happens now?" he asked, fearing the worst.
"I'm pretty sure we've identified how Herr Berneck circumvented the guillotine's safety mechanisms. I'll get in touch with Kudzu Werke about possible fixes, and I'm sure they'll be in touch."
Georg stared at Christina. He couldn't believe this. "That's it? I can still use the guillotine? What about the union, they lodged a complaint?"
"The union lodged a notice of a level four accident. I've inspected your workshop, and I am of the opinion that the cause of the accident was Herr Berneck deliberately ignoring your company's safety practices in order to keep up with the required work rate." Christina shrugged. "That's engineering-centered design for you. It invites accidents. I'll be sending you a report giving my recommendations on how to make your current procedures more ergonomically efficient."
After three hours listening to Christina, Georg understood what ergonomics were, and just how ergonomically deficient his current production line was. "Thank you for that, it should make things a lot easier in the shop. How much will it cost?"
"Nothing. It's what I'm here for. Think of it as your tax dollars at work." With a final smile and wave Christina picked up her briefcase, shook Georg's hand, and left.
Georg stared after her until she shut the door behind her. Just before she left the building she dropped something into a waste bin. Curious, he wandered over to see what it was. It was a piece of moist tissue paper, with a black smear on it. He glanced from the tissue to his right hand. The dirt on his hand was a good match. He scrubbed at his hand with the paper, and was surprised to see the dirt come off easily. He cleaned his hands as best he could before dropping the now filthy tissue into the waste. He really needed to ask Christina what she used and where he could get some.
With that thought distracting him he wandered back to his desk. What had he been doing before Christina arrived? That's right. He pulled open the drawer and pulled out the file he'd been working on. It made him pause. Christina, working for OSH, was going to provide him with a report outlining how he could increase the productivity of his business, and as she'd said, that was his tax dollars in action. Maybe the government wasn't wasting his money. He glanced down at the bit of creative accounting that was his current tax declaration, screwed it up, and threw it at the waste bin. It hit the rim and bounced out.
That was his first miss in months. Geog stared at the crumpled papers sitting on the floor. Maybe it was a sign. He nodded to himself. That was it. He hurried over to the papers and walked back to his desk flattening them out. There would be plenty of time to trash them after Christina sent him her recommendations.
****



It's About Time: An Ode
Written by Bradley H. Sinor and Tracy S. Morris
 

 
Elizabeth "Betsy" Springer came awake with a gasp. She could barely breathe! The last thing she remembered was the coachman's yell and the way the world tilted as the carriage slipped off of the road. Then . . . nothing.
I must have died, I know it! A picture of the headline for the next edition of the Grantville Times flashed through her head.
Daredevil reporter killed at 22. King calls for extended period of deep mourning. Editor calls Springer an irreplaceable national treasure.
"Meow?"
The sound cut into her fantasies of her own rose-strewn coffin proceeding through the streets of Magdeburg in a grand state funeral. She opened her eyes and saw a dark grey fur-covered face staring at her from only a few inches away. That was when Betsy sneezed, not once but twice. She always sneezed twice.
"Evil creature of darkness in the shape of a feline," she muttered. She must have gone to hell. Why else would there be a cat?
The sneeze didn't send the cat running away; instead it rode the sudden upheaval like a master surfer. Apparently this cat thought that her chest was a fine place to sit and did not intend to give up its nice warm bed.
"Let me guess," she muttered, her throat feeling rough and raw as she spoke. "For your next trick you disappear—all except for your smile."
The cat in question didn't deign to answer her. Instead it calmly turned around and began to groom itself.
"I wondered when you were going to wake up," a familiar voice spoke from the darkness beyond the bed.
Betsy looked past the furry annoyance. The speaker sat in a shadowed corner of the room, but it sounded like Denis. She raised herself up on her elbow enough to dislodge the cat and send it running.
"Was that all it took to get rid of you?" she asked the feline. Just speaking made her throat hurt, although less so now that she had banished the furry nuisance. Then she turned to her unseen minder. "Is that you, Denis?"
"Who were you expecting? Tom Cruise?" Denis Sesma turned in his seat and lit a candle from the small fireplace. He held the candle near his face so that Betsy could see him.
"You making a movie comment? I really must be dreaming."
"I guess you're just a bad influence on me."
Betsy chuckled as she examined the room. Even with the light from the small fireplace and the candle that Denis had in his hand, she could see very little. She knew she was in a large bed, with a heavy quilt spread across her, but much more was beyond her.
"What happened?" She asked in a raspy voice as she noticed a glass of water on her side table. When she rolled to reach it, pain shot through her ribs. Betsy lay back with a groan. Denis stood to help her, but she waved him off. "I'll be fine."
In the dim firelight, she saw his wry smile of disbelief. Instead of returning to his seat, Denis moved to the mattress at the foot of the bed in case she changed her mind.
Just for that, I've got to get that glass on my own, now! Betsy wriggled across the mattress, feeling weak as a baby with every move. Eventually she managed to get her hands around the glass, take a couple of swallows and return it to the night stand without spilling the contents all over the bed.
She flopped back in an exhausted pose and smiled at him in triumph.
Denis shook his head at her antics. "The road washed out in the rainstorm and the coach ended up on its side in a gulley."
Betsy winced as she suddenly remembered the events of the previous night: the lighting, the heavy rain, horses bolting, people screaming and then the world turning upside down. "Was anyone hurt?"
"Hurt, yes, but, thankfully, no one died. You got the worst of it. I only pulled a muscle in my leg and got a few scratches," he said. "Of course, if my cousins Carlos and Antonio hadn't found us almost immediately, who can say what kind of condition we would have been in?" He shrugged. "We could have both caught pneumonia."
"Cousins?" She muttered in confusion. Then she recalled the reason that they had been on that coach to begin with. "Oh, yeah."
****
"Denis, I need your help!"
Mirari Sesma, his cousin, waved a letter at them from her seat in the corner of the chocolate shop when Denis and Betsy both walked in.
"Is it your ankle?" Denis frowned at Mirari's foot where it sat on a stool. "You're worse than Betsy was that time she sprained her ankle. She was supposed to stay off of it, and instead she pulled us into investigating the murder of a beekeeper."
Betsy shoved Denis's shoulder affectionately. "How can you expect me to stay off my feet and out of the action when there are wrongs to right? Speaking of which . . . " She turned to Mirari. "What's the matter?"
"This letter is from home, from Aunt Serina." Mirari passed it to Denis. He took the letter with a frown and started to read. As he did so, Mirari explained the contents to Betsy. "Our Grandmamma is turning eighty and there is to be a family celebration We have to be there, if at all possible"
"And the implied part of that is 'it better be possible,' " said Betsy. She knew how her own aunts had been when it came to family gatherings.
"Exactly! You know this family like you were born into it," said Mirari.
"Mirari, you can't possibly go," Denis said with an apologetic frown. "Not with your leg in the shape it is. Next time someone tries to rob your shop, run get the authorities. Don't try to hold off the thieves with nothing but a pistol and a sword."
"I was better armed than they were." Mirari shook her finger at Denis. "I would not have them rob me blind!"
"Better than robbing you lame," Denis countered. Betsy knew that no matter what he said, Denis would not win the argument with his cousin.
"I had them on the run," Mirari argued. "If I hadn't tripped over a chair, I would have been fine. But that's not important now. Grandmamma is the problem! And from the hints that Aunt Serina dropped in this invitation, I fear that her mind is slipping away."
"Is there anything I can do?" Betsy wasn't sure it was even her place to offer, but she hated to see either of them so down. Righting social wrongs and stopping murderers and bandits were more her forte, not nursing a sick, possibly crazy granny.
Mirari looked at Betsy. Immediately, her face brightened. "You can go with Denis in my place to Grandmamma Juliana's place in Flanders ! I've written to the family about you often enough; in fact, they've been asking when they were going to get a chance to meet you. This is a perfect time!"
"Wait a minute, Flanders ? I thought your family was from around the Pyrenees," said Betsy.
"Most of them do come from there. Flanders is where our great-grandmother was born and our grandmother inherited the place," said Mirari. "So you will go with him!"
Denis looked a little worried. "I don't think—"
"Nonsense!" Mirari cut him off with a wave.
At that point, Mirari took over travel arrangements and before she knew it Betsy was giving her bags over to a coachman in preparation for a trip to the ancestral Sesma family home.
While Denis and the coachman labored to pack the carriage, Mirari hobbled up on her crutches with a new letter clutched in one hand. She nodded for Betsy to follow her and when they were a little ways off, she held the letter up for Betsy to see.
"This came in the mail this morning. It's a letter from my cousin, Carlos."
Betsy took the letter, but couldn't read it. She turned it sideways, and then upside down. Neither action helped. Although she had picked up spoken French in the time since the Ring of Fire, reading it was still difficult. Not to mention that she thought the author had terrible handwriting.
"And?" she asked Mirari.
"It tells me everything that the last letter didn't," Mirari said. "And it's worse than I thought. Grandmamma has given her patronage to a young . . . poet." She frowned at that. "The family worries that he might be taking advantage of her in her dotage. They want Denis to come home immediately. He always was one of her favorite grandchildren. Hopefully he can convince her to cut the purse strings on this lay-about. But I'm sure there is something more to this whole matter,"
"Why do I feel like I'm going straight into an Agatha Christie movie?" Betsy muttered.
"Agatha Christie? Oh, yes I've read her books from the library," Mirari said. "I'm sure this journey will be nothing like that. I doubt seriously you'll be tripping over any bodies."
"For a change," Betsy muttered.
****
"Why is it that I'm the one who always seems to get knocked around whenever you and I go out of town?" Betsy muttered.
At that, Denis got up from his seat on the bed and hobbled up to her. As he drew closer, she could see the injuries that he mentioned earlier.
"I didn't exactly come though this whole thing none the worse for wear," he said. "From what my cousin Soro says you got a mild concussion and a whole lot of bruises, but it could have been worse."
Betsy sneezed, followed by a second one several seconds later and then a bout of coughing that made her ribs throb again.
"Denis, will you stop tormenting that poor girl! She needs her rest!" A new voice sounded from the doorway, interrupting him mid-sentence.
At the sound of that voice Denis jerked back and turned, his face as pale as one of the sheets on Betsy's bed. "Grandmamma," he said.
Betsy craned her neck to see who could have provoked that kind of reaction. The voice came from a woman standing in the doorway. She had a ramrod straight posture and long, neatly coifed hair held in place by an intricate comb. Even though Betsy couldn't see her face clearly, she could sense disapproval in the woman's bearing.
Betsy's eyebrows climbed her forehead. This was Denis's Grandmamma? From Mirari's words Betsy had been expecting a tiny, hunched woman doddering about on a cane, barely aware of what was going on around her. Looking at the woman standing in the doorway she would have expected to see her on the floor of the USE senate or in the middle of a presidential cabinet meeting.
"I wasn't bothering Betsy. She just woke and I was . . . "
Denis's grandmother snorted in disbelief as she stepped into the room and pointed at the doorway that she'd just vacated. "Don't fib to me, young man. Go downstairs and make some tea for her! Make it chamomile and use the mint honey in the kitchen. We have to beat that hacking cough before it sets in her chest," she said. "And take this infernal cat with you!"
Denis glanced at Betsy and then at his grandmother. The most Betsy could do then was to shrug, at which point he snatched up the cat and headed out of the room.
Denis's grandmother watched him disappear and then turned back toward Betsy. "He's a good boy. He just needs a firm hand from time to time."
"Yes, ma'am," Betsy replied. Her upbringing kept her from saying anything to an elder that would be considered "sass." Not to mention the fact that if she got into trouble and needed to make a fast exit, she was in no shape to do so.
The woman came over and pressed her hand against Betsy's forehead. She had the same sharp green eyes as Mirari, obviously a family trait. With swift moves she checked Betsy's pulse and then began to rearrange the covers over her.
"You seem to be doing all right," she said. "You should be rather stiff for the next couple of days; that much is to be expected. We still need to keep a close eye on you for any effects from hitting your head as hard as you did."
Betsy's head swam at the list of her injuries." A concussion, yeah," she muttered.
"Indeed," the older woman said with a pronounced nod. Then she froze as if in sudden remembrance. "Oh! We have not been formally introduced, since you were only semi-conscious when they brought you in. I'm Juliana Anihoa Maria Constance Sesma, Denis's grandmother.
"I'm honored to met you, ma'am," Betsy put her hand out for a good old-fashioned American handshake. She wondered what Grandmamma would make of that. But if it was good enough for Gustavus Adolphus the Second, it was good enough for Juliana Anihoa Maria Constance Sesma. "I'm Elisabeth Springer, you can call me Betsy."
"My dear, Elizabeth, I know all about you. You're my grandson Denis's intended and will soon be his bride," said Denis's Grandmother Juliana.
Betsy's brain shut down as she pulled her hand back. Her mouth moved under its own power. "What?"
At the same moment, Denis walked back into the room with a fully-loaded tray. He froze in place. The tray slipped from his hands and clattered to the floor. The teapot shattered, splashing steaming tea across his trousers.
"What?" He repeated.
Juliana Anihoa Maria Constance Sesma looked from one of them to the other in confusion. Her eyes narrowed in a way that reminded Betsy of a hawk diving for prey. "Denis! Surely you are engaged! Mirari writes to me of the two of you traipsing about the countryside for that newspaper. You must be engaged to do so without an escort for the young lady! Unless you've taken up with a fallen woman?" She lifted an eyebrow at that.
"Fallen woman!" Betsy spluttered as she struggled to push herself into a sitting position. Her ribs gave another painful throb, so she settled for rising to her elbows. "Now just a second here! I'm one of the most highly-paid reporters in the USE!"
"Only because the Kinrad family pays by inch of copy," Denis muttered.
"Not the point here!" Betsy shook her finger at him the way that she'd seen Mirari do. "I'm a woman of independent means! I don't need a husband to escort me!"
Grandmamma turned to Denis, her face as dark as a thundercloud. "You will not bring scandal to the Sesma family name, Denis." She crossed her arms under her chest. "Before this visit is over, you will do the honorable thing!" With that, she strode from the room. She paused at the door and pointed to the shattered tea things. "And pick that up!"
Silence descended in the wake of her leaving. Betsy plopped back on her pillow and blew her bangs out of her face. Then she sneezed. Twice. "Well, that went well."
****
"Okay," Betsy said. "Start talking, and now. Just what did you and Mirari tell your 'dear' grandmamma?"
Denis sighed and stared out toward the lake. There was a stiff breeze coming across the water but he was absolutely certain that the chill running through him had nothing to do with the wind.
It had been a day and half since Betsy had woken up. This was the first time that his grandmother had allowed her to do more than huddle in front of the fire, drink tea and eat soup. "Denis, you will have the rest of your lives together. I just want to make certain that they are long lives, so we have to make sure Elizabeth stays healthy." She had told him, in a tone that said she would not brook any arguments on the matter.
At lunch Betsy had insisted that she felt fine and wanted to go for a walk with Denis. The staring contest between her and Denis's grandmother had lasted for a full minute before the older woman had nodded.
"It's kind of scary how alike you two are," Denis had said as they walked outside. Betsy scoffed at that. Her pony tail seemed to bob and weave like a prize fighter looking for an opening as she turned her nose in the air.
"It wasn't me that started the rumor," said Denis. He motioned her to follow him to a fallen log near the edge of the water. "This sort of thing was why I didn't want to come back."
"So who started it? Rob Reiner?" she demanded.
If there was one thing that Denis had learned, it was there were times it was best to ignore Betsy's movie references, some of which he understood, but many he was still at a total loss with. This was one of those moments.
"Ever since Master Ribalta died, the family has, shall we say, been worried about my . . . future. That settled down a bit when I got the job on the newspaper. But when I decided not to apprentice with a different artist, Grandmamma Juliana and the rest decided that what I needed was a—"
" . . . a wife to keep you on the straight and narrow," she groaned.
That pretty much summed up the situation. "I was ready to tell my relatives what to do with their 'suggestions' That was when Mirari stepped in. She didn't want me to cut myself off from the family."
Betsy reached over and patted his hand. "It's never good to be feuding with your kin, no matter how irritated they make you," she said with a melancholy air. "You never know when they'll be gone."
Denis knew Betsy was thinking of her father and how quickly he had taken ill and died.
"Anyway," Betsy shook off her sadness. "Where did they get this other idea that we're engaged?"
"Indirectly from Mirari." Denis grimaced. "She's been writing to our various relatives, including Grandmamma Juliana, ever since she came to Grantville. She never came out and said that we were . . . interested in each other."
"But she let your grandmother think what she wanted." Betsy smacked her forehead with one hand. "This is really sounding like one of those Doris Day and Rock Hudson romantic comedies. That was why you seemed worried when Mirari wanted me to come with you."
Denis picked up a round flat rock and sent it skimming out over the water. The stone bounced three times and then sank out of sight.
"I will have to inform Grandmamma that we are not getting married and that this was a massive misunderstanding. That should bring me full circle: Right back to being estranged from the family," mused Denis. "Of course, with a few of them that might actually be a blessing in disguise."
"I don't want to come between you and your family." Betsy leaped to her feet and began to pace back and forth, her face lost in deep thought. "There has to be a way out of this mess and still leave your relationship with your family intact. Maybe we could have a nice, long engagement? We could just never get around to marrying?"
"I don't think we could stall a wedding that long." Denis shook his head. "But if we go along with them, we'll be in front of a holy man before we leave."
"Maybe we could stage an argument where I break up with you; I could find you in the arms of another woman, that sort of thing; you know very, dramatic"
"Then how do we explain to them that we plan to continue our working relationship? Besides, it would take a miracle of epic proportions for me to quickly find someone I'm not related to around here who might be interested in me. I'm just not that gifted with the fairer sex."
Betsy face ran red to match her hair. "Denis Sesma! Any girl should count themselves lucky to have you interested in them!" She leaned over and kissed him on the cheek. "You are a prime catch, remember that!"
"I hope I'm not interrupting anything." Betsy and Denis both looked up and saw a familiar figure approaching them from the woods.
"Captain Pohl?" they wondered simultaneously.
"This is a surprise!" Betsy added. They'd met the captain on a trip to France for a story just before hostilities between their two countries erupted. As the USE was now at war with a French-led coalition, Betsy hadn't expected to see Captain Pohl again.
"For me, as well," Captain Marcus Pohl said. "I thought the two of you were back in Grantville."
"Ordinarily, yes. But Denis is from this area. We came for a visit and to stop . . . Ohmygosh!" Betsy's eyes grew round. "That poet that your grandmother was patronizing! Between the carriage accident and your family deciding that 'it's a nice day for a white wedding', we completely forgot about him!"
"Why would you wear white to a wedding?" Captain Pohl scratched his head.
"It's an American custom," Denis said. To Betsy he said: "It's patronage, not patronizing. There is a difference. One is money the other is an insult."
"Whatever!" Betsy waved him away as she turned to Captain Pohl. "This whole marriage thing is a complicated and somewhat bizarre misunderstanding." She quickly explained to Captain Pohl how they came to visit Denis's family, the carriage accident and the ensuing mix-up.
"You being right in the middle of something complicated and bizarre does not surprise me in the slightest," said Pohl as he plucked at his goatee. "However, I may be able to help you."
"How?" Denis asked.
"How much do you know about this poet?" the soldier asked.
"Actually, a good deal. I've been able to interrogate my cousins while Grandmamma was distracted with nursing Betsy back to health," Denis said.
"Nursing? Ha! More like torturing," Betsy muttered.
"Aren't they the same thing, sometimes? He goes by the name Jean LaRue de Rhizoy," Denis said. "No one in the family really knows much about him. He simply showed up on Grandmamma's doorstep one day with a letter of introduction from an old family friend—whom, by the way, no one has seen for several years. He spouted off a few poems and Grandmamma Juliana seemed to fall head over heels for him.
"Since then no one has seen a page of this epic poem he is supposed to be composing in her honor. Although he has been overheard spouting off a number of bawdy songs in the local tavern. From what my cousins tell me, he is gaining a reputation in town as a minor rake."
"But you can't get rid of him while he is under the protection of your grandmother" Pohl said. "Unless you decide to kill him. I could arrange for him to simply vanish, if you want."
"No," Denis and Betsy said simultaneously.
"Good. I would have been worried if you had agreed to that plan," Pohl said. "Especially since I think I know of this man."
"What has he done to earn your interest, anyway?" asked Denis. "And it just occurred to me to wonder, where are your dragoons encamped?"
"Most of them aren't even here. They are doing guard duty for a few merchant companies several towns over. Dull, but it pays well." Captain Pohl shrugged. "We may be lending our swords to the war effort in the near future."
"I hope not," Betsy said jokingly. "I would hate for the USE to hand you and your men a whuppin' the way we've been whuppin' up on the rest of France." In their first encounter Pohl tried to pass himself off as a simple soldier, but her reporter's instincts said there was a lot more to the man than he liked to portray.
"I shall keep that in mind," Captain Pohl said in a dry tone.
"Did this de Rhizoy con you out of something?" she asked.
"Not me. Several years ago this man—if he is who I think he is—swindled a good friend of my family—and did it in such a manner that he was ruined. All because my friend wanted to be a patron of the arts.
"Since taking interest in the matter, I have found at least three different occasions where the same thing has happened: this scum passes himself off as a poet, occasionally an artist, and garners patronage from wealthy families. He hangs around as long as he can. And when he is expected to present his promised master work, he vanishes in the night."
"This sounds like your Grandmamma's poeeet buddy," Betsy said, deliberately mispronouncing the word. "Why don't you just speak with Grandma Juliana? She can force Jean to show you some of his work. If we're lucky, she'll forget all about making Denis and me get married."
"I wouldn't count on it, but if she does I may have an answer to that problem as well. Rest assured, Miss Springer, you won't need to worry about having to wear white," Captain Pohl said, arching his eyebrow just slightly.
"I'd never wear white," Betsy said. "My colors would be blush and bashful." She affected a stronger southern accent and hoped she sounded like Julia Roberts in Steel Magnolias.
"Is blush a color?" Captain Pohl asked Denis.
Denis shrugged, rolled his eyes and said nothing.
****
"Denis! I can't believe you would stoop this low!" Grandmamma Juliana glared at the three of them. "I knew that you wanted to avoid getting married, but how could you sully a man's reputation like this? And you Elizabeth, I expected you to keep Denis from running off on a tangent of nonsense such as this."
Betsy and Denis looked at each other in surprise. "She don't know me vewy well, do she?" Betsy muttered in an imitation of Elmer Fudd.
"Grandmamma, Captain Pohl is a well-respected gentleman," Denis said while waving for Betsy to be quiet. "Shouldn't you take his word about . . . this man?"
"And the captain is a friend of yours, so he would probably say anything to aid you in distracting me from the real issue," Grandmamma Juliana said. "I meant what I said before. The two of you will not tarnish the family name! And I'll thank you not to upset Jean by mentioning this to him!"
With that, Denis's grandmother gathered herself to her full height and stormed from the room like one of the USE battleships.
"Well, that went well," Betsy said. "Any ideas now?"
"I suppose the two of you will just have to get married," said Denis and Betsy's companion.
Betsy looked askance at the captain. "Captain Pohl, forgive me for saying this, but are you out of your ever lovin' mind?"
The captain smiled at her in amusement. "Not at all, my dear Betsy. My backup plan should take care of both of our problems."
That comment was enough to pique Betsy's interest.
"I only brought a few of my men with me, six to be exact. One of them, a Russian fellow named Illya, studied for the ministry. Let us say that things did not work out in that area; he found his true calling with a sword. But he knows enough to be convincing, and no one knows him around here.
"Betsy, since you are a up-timer, you can say that you want your marriage as close as you can to a traditional ceremony in your own faith. Illya will provide that. And then Denis's family will leave the two of you alone, thinking that the two of you are actually married.
"Meanwhile you suggest to Madam Sesma that it would be a wonderful thing if you were to have a special poem composed in honor of your wedding."
"And when de Rhizoy fails to produce one we trap him in his own lies!" Betsy said. "Hoist on his own Picard!"
Both Denis and Captain Pohl winced at Betsy's mispronunciation.
"And if you want to stall the wedding further, you could insist on a dress made of those strange colors you were talking about. That should take a little time," Captain Pohl continued as if he hadn't heard Betsy.
"Maybe not, from what Denis has said about his Great Aunt Serina, I could see her coming up with the material" Betsy said. "But I think I should insist on a bleedin' armadillo red velvet cake!"
"This is insane!" Denis said and threw his hands in the air. "It'll never work."
Pohl laughed and pointed at Betsy. "She's involved, of course it's insane. Besides, it isn't as if you have an alternative plan, short of sneaking off in the middle of the night. Are you two sure you haven't been married for several years and just not noticed?"
"No," snapped Denis
"Of course it's insane," laughed Betsy. "That is exactly why it will work!
You realize that de Rhizoy will know that we are onto him, probably within an hour."
Denis shook his head. "A lot less than that. It wouldn't surprise me if one of my cousins was listening at the door. If by chance someone was, then I am sure they would tell him in hopes of driving him off. Not that I think it would do any good."
Pohl nodded but said nothing.
****
Denis watched in bemused horror as his Great Aunt Serina wrapped Betsy in yards and yards of pink fabric in preparation for making her wedding clothes. He had no idea where they'd found the material, but it seemed to swallow Betsy whole. The redheaded reporter stood on a stool with her arms straight out, as if afraid that Great-Aunt Serina would stick her with a pin at any moment.
"Are you sure you want to wear pink, dear?" Aunt Serina looked up at her in concern. "With your coloring, this shade does nothing for you. And I don't understand why you insisted that we make your dress out of a pair of drapes."
"Just like Scarlett O'Hara in Gone With the Wind," Betsy said. The twinkle in her eye told Denis that she was enjoying the play acting. "It's curtains for me, see!"
She sounded just like a gangster in one of her old movies.
This is quickly becoming what the up-timers call a 'train wreck, Denis thought. When it seemed like Aunt Serina was done with the fitting, he cleared his throat. Both women glanced up at him in surprise, as if they hadn't been aware that he was there.
"I could definitely use a drink right now," he said.
"Sounds great to me!" Betsy wriggled out of the pieces of her new dress. "If that's all right with Great-Aunt Serina here." She waved to the venerable old woman.
"You children behave yourselves," Great Aunt Serina said with a smile. "I'll have nothing happening that would disgrace this family on my watch."
As they headed out the door Denis couldn't keep from laughing.
"Are you going to share the joke with the rest of the class?" Betsy asked.
"Considering the tales I heard about Great Aunt Serina when I was growing up, she's the last one who needs to be talking about 'disgracing the family.' "
"That would explain one or two of her jokes," Betsy said. "I'll be glad when this wedding nonsense is behind us. I felt so badly today when your Grandmamma paid that jeweler to make us a couple of rings."
"You are the one who wanted to indulge Grandmamma in this for the sake of getting rid of that swindling poet," Denis said. "I would be happy to just tell her the truth and accept the consequences."
"I know," Betsy nodded. "But it works out better this way. I won't be the cause of you being disowned by your family."
Denis's steps slowed as they neared one of the local taverns. "Oh, do I remember this place! I used to sneak bread and cheese from the kitchen when I was a boy. The matron who ran it was a bit sweet on me."
"So why didn't you ask her to marry you?" Betsy teased.
"Maybe because she's three times my age," Denis said. "When I say she was sweet on me, I mean that I reminded her of her own son."
"You miss being here," Betsy observed.
"Occasionally," Denis replied. "Why?"
"I was just thinking that we needed to make sure that you can come back when we take our leave."
Just then Captain Pohl emerged from the alley between the tavern and the shop next door. His hawk-like gaze zeroed in on Denis and Betsy. "Ah! There you are! How go the wedding plans?"
Both Denis and Betsy jumped at the captain's sudden appearance.
"You are entirely too good at sneaking," Denis said at the same time that Betsy said: "I'm having way too much fun with this! I missed my calling! I should have been a wedding planner."
Captain Pohl and Denis traded horrified looks at the thought.
"Why are you lurking in a dark alley, anyway?" Denis changed the subject.
"Keeping our friend De Rhizoy on his toes," Captain Pohl directed a pointed look up the street.
A block or so away the door to another tavern came open and two men came stumbling out. One was a heavyset fellow with a beard half way down his chest. The other a tall thin man in his twenties. The two of them were singing a song in what seemed a combination of Italian, French and some eastern dialect that Denis didn't recognize.
Betsy lifted an eyebrow at their antics. "Are they auditioning for the Gong Show? And who are they anyway?"
"The heavy-set man is my associate, Sergeant Dimitri. He is one of the best soldiers I have ever known," said Pohl. "As for the other fellow, that is none other than Jean LaRue de Rhizoy, poet and trickster."
"Good! Now we know who we're aiming for with our metaphoric sucker punch," Betsy muttered as she cracked her knuckles.
"He seems to be having a good time, which is exactly what I instructed Demtri to show him," said Pohl. As he pulled his hat further down on his head to hide his face. "Let's make things interesting."
"Oh good! I like it when things are interesting!" Betsy's grin was positively feral.
"That's God's own truth." Denis rolled his eyes, checked to make sure he knew the nearest exit routes, then linked arms with her and Pohl and the three of them sauntered up the street as if they hadn't a care in the world. As they passed Dimitri and de Rhizoy, Betsy stumbled into the two of them with feigned ill-grace.
Pohl took an exaggerated look at his sergeant, allowing his face to be seen for the first time as he did so. "Dimitri, is that you?"
Dimitri's eyes narrowed in a shrewd expression that he promptly hid behind a guileless look. "Captain Pohl? I didn't expect to see you here!"
At the mention of the captain's name, de Rhizoy's head shot up. He directed an uneasy look at Captain Pohl.
"I hadn't planned on visiting the taverns today, but then I ran into my dear friend Denis Sesma and his lady Betsy Springer. Betsy is an up-timer. They're in town so that they can marry in the presence of Denis's family. When she promised to tell me tales of the future that she is from, I couldn't resist."
At the mention of Denis's family name, Jean LaRue de Rhizoy looked even more uncomfortable. He turned as if to slip away, when Dimitri grasped his shoulder.
"What a coincidence!" Dimitri slapped de Rhizoy in a friendly gesture that caused the poet to stumble. "My new friend Jean here is a poet in the employ of the Sesma family."
"He is?" Betsy clapped her hands in excitement, her voice sounding as if she didn't have two brain cells in her head and her eyes sparkled in a way that told Denis that she was enjoying every minute of their act. "Please Mr. LaRue, would you recite one of your poems for us?"
De Rhizoy shifted from one foot to another and looked away. "I'm afraid I couldn't do my work justice on such short notice. I would need a little time to prepare."
"How very unfortunate," Captain Pohl said. "I would very much like to hear your work."
"I know!" Betsy said, holding her index finger up the way Charlie Chaplain would if struck by sudden inspiration. "Captain Pohl, why don't you come to the wedding? That way when Mr. LaRue recites the poem that he's writing for the occasion, you can be there!"
De Rhizoy's head whipped around as if he'd been struck. He stared at Betsy, eyes widening and mouth opening and closing as if he were a caught fish. Denis felt torn between pity and laughter.
"I beg your . . . that is . . . " The poet stammered and trailed off.
"That is what you do for Grandmamma Sesma, isn't it?" Betsy asked the poet innocently. "Write commemorative poems? I can't think of anything that will be more memorable than this wedding."
Denis had to turn away to fight down his laughter. Between Betsy's wide-eyed innocent expression, Pohl's vaguely threatening presence and the grey-purple hue that de Rhizoy's face seemed to be turning, Denis felt like he was enjoying his visit home for the first time.
"I . . . Yes," de Rhizoy trailed off. "In fact, I was just about to retire to my quarters to continue my work." He sketched a short bow to them all. Then he backed away. Once he'd walked four storefronts distance, he broke into a run.
Pohl watched de Rhizoy's retreat like a hawk. "Follow him," he instructed the sergeant. "And make sure that he does not feel the urge to suddenly find inspiration in another town"
****
"Three weeks," muttered Denis as he poured himself a cup of wine. He wished there were something stronger available. But the small room that had been put at the disposal of "the groom" had not much else beyond the wine and some bread and cheese. There would, of course be a rather large wedding feast waiting after the ceremony. His cousin Carlos, who was acting as his best man, had to smuggle that little bit of nourishment in to him.
"What about three weeks?" asked Captain Pohl as he walked in the room with an empty goblet. "And pour me one of those." He placed his drinking vessel on the table next to the wine.
The sudden appearance of the mercenary shocked Denis so much that he felt like had be been close to a window he would have jumped out of it.
"We arrived here twelve weeks ago in the middle of a storm. Had you told me then that I would be standing here, ready to get married—even for pretend—I would have laughed." Denis massaged his temples. "Between posting the banns and all the preparations, I have no idea if we managed to keep the news secret from Betsy's mother and the rest of our friends in Grantville. I'm certain that Grandmamma wrote to Mirari with the particulars."
He tilted his head as he regarded the captain. "By the way, where have you been? I haven't seen you since we confronted de Rhizoy in the street."
"Laying low," Captain Pohl said. "We spooked de Rhizoy just enough that if he didn't know he was being watched, he would have run like frightened doe during a stag hunt. My men tell me that he has been borrowing money about town. I would not be surprised if some of the ladies in your family find that their personal jewelry has suddenly gone missing."
"Perhaps we should apprehend him now?" Denis asked hopefully.
"Not yet," Pohl shook his head. I would like to give de Rhizoy just a bit more rope to hang himself with. Besides—" Here the corner of the Captain's mouth turned up. "—I would not be the one to cause Betsy to miss out on her grand performance."
Just then the prelude music started, signaling to Denis that it was time.
"You don't know Betsy like I do," Denis shook his head as he turned. "Every day for her is a grand performance."
****
Betsy looked radiant.
Denis always thought she was pretty, from their first meeting when she burst into the offices of the Grantville Times screaming at Mr. Kindrad angrily because he changed her copy.
But standing next to her in the chapel with his kin looking on, Denis realized just how pretty Betsy was. He really couldn't understand why he had never really noticed it before.
In spite of the fact that he knew that the ceremony was not real, he nevertheless found himself wiping sweaty palms on his trousers.
Although he'd never entertained thoughts of being married, he was certain that if he had, it wouldn't have been with a redhead in pink standing next to him like one of Mirari's fluffy desert confections.
Nor would his Great Aunt Serina be standing there as a matron of honor in her own version of the pink monstrosity, wailing as if at a funeral, to say nothing of his Grandmamma Juliana standing off to one side, her face unemotional and stoic. To distract himself, Denis side-eyed Betsy again. Which was when he realized that she was wearing her diamond earrings, the same ones she had used in France to pass herself off as an art buyer when they busted the art forgery ring.
"I thought you never got those back," he whispered to her out of the corner of his mouth.
"Captain Pohl just returned them," Betsy muttered back.
"Shhhh!"Great-Aunt Serina hushed them, which caused the faux pastor to bestow a glare on the entire wedding party. The pastor was a wide man, even in his vestments Denis could almost envision him swinging a sword on the Russian steppes. Denis wondered if anyone was fooled by this particular bit of deception.
"Have you the rings?"
Denis glanced over at his cousin, who with a swooping gesture brought forth the two rings. Denis took one, looked at Betsy, and then slipped it onto her ring finger. She followed suit and placed an identical one on his hand.
"It fits," she sounded shocked.
"Madame," the pastor paused the ceremony to direct a stern glare at Betsy. "You have the rest of your life to speak with your intended. Would you mind not jabbering on at this moment so that I can finish the ceremony and make him your husband?"
Behind him, Denis could hear his cousins titter and Grandmamma shush them all.
"Sorry," Betsy whispered.
"I'm sorry," Denis added.
"You'll both be sorry if you don't let him finish," Grandmamma Juliana chided.
The pastor glared at them, completed the liturgy, and snapped his Bible closed.
"Fine! You're married! You may kiss your bride, sir."
Betsy and Denis looked at each other in surprise. "I didn't think about kissing," Betsy whispered to him. Denis reached in, wrapping his arms around Betsy and drew her closer. Their faces were only an inch apart when a boom echoed through the chapel. The two of them jumped apart as if caught misbehaving.
Denis's grandmother and Great Aunt Serina let out identical huffs of exasperation. "What now?"
Captain Pohl entered the back of the chapel along with one of his soldiers. The captain carried a staff in one hand. The dragoon was pulling Jean LaRue de Rhizoy along by the scruff of the neck.
"I'm sorry to have to stop the ceremony, but I've caught a thief!" Pohl cried, then slammed the staff down against the stone floor, producing another attention-catching boom.
Both Denis and Betsy visibly relaxed.
"What is going on! How dare you insult this family by interrupting my great nephew's wedding!" Aunt Serina threw her hands in the air in an overwrought manner.
Betsy watched in fascination. "I could take lessons in stealing the show from her," she whispered to Denis.
Pohl tilted his head and stared down at Aunt Serina. "I dare because it was necessary, madam. I caught him trying to ride away through your compound gates with his saddlebags filled with silver candlesticks and jewels."
As if on cue, Sergeant Dimitri entered the room with a set of saddlebags. He reached into one and produced a silver goblet.
Great-Aunt Serina ran to Dimitri. She pulled the bag away from him forcibly and began pulling contents out "That silver candlestick belonged to Cousin Yoshia! And these are Maria's earrings! How did he get hold of all this? My emerald ring! No wonder I couldn't find it this morning!" As she cataloged the contents of the bags at the top of her lungs, a few more women in the chapel cried out in anger over finding prized possessions among the missing items.
Juliana Anihoa Maria Constance Sesma strode over to Jean LaRue de Rhizoy. Under her imposing glare, the faux poet cringed as if expecting her to slap him. Instead she turned to Captain Pohl. "I assume you have something suitably grim in mind for this man's punishment, Marcus?"
"I can think of a few things," Captain Pohl said.
"Good! I'll leave him to you." With a final glare at de Rhizoy, she strode from the chapel.
Betsy watched Grandmamma go with wide eyes. "That is a classy lady. I would have spit in his face, at least. But where is she going?"
"She's got to see to the festivities," Great Aunt Serina said as she gathered up the treasures into the saddlebag to distribute back to their owners. "Who has time to dwell on feeling foolish when our Denis is finally married?"
Still clucking over the saddlebags, Great Aunt Serina also left the chapel, trailed by various family members' intent on retrieving their lost possessions. At last, only Betsy, Denis, Captain Pohl and Dimitri were left.
"Wait just a minute!" Denis narrowed his eyes suspiciously at Captain Pohl. "How does she know your first name?"
"Oh, that," said Captain Pohl. "It happens that my mother was her god-daughter. I didn't realize that you were related to this Sesma family the first time we met."
Betsy traded astonished looks with Denis. "Small world," she said.
"Indeed," Captain Pohl said. "At any rate, your Grandmamma knew about Jean LaRue de Rhizoy and when the little scum showed up here she wrote to me. You know the rest."
"Then Grandmamma Juliana was never besotted with the poet?"
Betsy began to laugh, then ran her finger along the side of her nose. "It was all a con game, straight out of The Sting. She lured us here and the two of you used us to set de Rhizoy up."
"Indeed," said Captain Pohl. "I wish I could have told you, but then your performances in front of him might not have been so convincing."
"I'll have you know, sir," proclaimed Betsy. "My performance would have been worthy of an Academy Award!"
Betsy stared longingly down at the third finger of her left hand for a moment, running her finger across the ring that Denis had so gently slid on there.
"It looks good there," Denis said softly.
She pulled off the ring and handed it back to Denis. "Maybe you should save this for the girl who you really do decide to marry."
"By the way," asked Dimitri. "Where did you find such a convincing pastor at the last minute?"
Denis, Betsy and Captain Pohl all froze in place.
"What do you mean, Dimitri?" Captain Pohl asked slowly. "I didn't get a look at the pastor; wasn't it Illya?"
"No. I just spotted him through the window; something must have held him up. When I came in earlier and he wasn't at the front of the chapel, I figured you got someone else to do the job."
Denis and Betsy looked at each other with wide eyes.
"You don't suppose . . . " Betsy trailed off with a gulp.
"Betsy . . . " Denis said slowly. "I think that might have been a real man of God. How did Grandmamma Juliana know what we were planning?"
"Well, I did see her in the hallway, after the captain and I were discussing the whole thing," said a rather sheepish looking Dimitri. "I suppose she could have overheard our plans."
"Then that was a real…," Betsy said slowly. "That means that Denis . . . and I . . . are . . . "
"Really married!" laughed Captain Pohl. "Looks like your Grandmamma had one more trick to play on us all. And it's about time! The world had better look out. Ladies and gentlemen; I give you Mr. and Mrs. Denis Semsa."
Denis and Betsy looked at each other, then at Pohl and Dimitri
"You could always get an annulment," pointed out the sergeant. "Of course, you should give a little warning as I don't want to be in the general neighborhood when you grandmother finds out."
There was no noise in the room for nearly a minute, before Betsy finally spoke. "I don't want an annulment."
Denis cocked his head at her. "Are you sure?"
"Damn right I am. I've never been surer of anything in my life," she snapped "But I'm keeping my maiden name."
Elizabeth "Betsy" Springer's new husband shrugged and said, "Yes, dear."
****



A Capital Idea
Written by Jack Carroll
 

 
Brussels
1637
 
"Noted, Your Majesties. Next on the budget agenda is an item from the marine desk to begin work on precise charts of the approaches to the principal ports for the benefit of the proposed deeper vessels."
The queen silently pointed to the fine new Augsburg clock at the far end of the council chamber, where the stately swing of its pendulum ticked off the seconds. The king glanced toward it, and laid down the paper in his hand. "Unfortunately, we cannot consider it at this moment. The audience with the envoy from the Penacook tribe is due shortly. That might seem a small matter, but I find it advantageous to be known for keeping such meetings at the agreed time."
The councilors and functionaries scrambled hastily to their feet and bowed as the king and queen rose. The recording clerk's pen pirouetted across the page. "Yes, Sire, cannot consider at this time."
****
The scene was reminiscent of nothing so much as a Rembrandt masterpiece, though not one painted in this world as yet. The dozen men who rose from their chairs as Adriano entered the chamber were dressed in a manner befitting the cream of the Netherlands' merchant fraternity, as indeed they were. "Welcome, mijnheeren. I am Adriano Navarro, of His Majesty's staff. I regret this delay of a few moments, but it was unavoidable. Please, be at ease. Will you take wine? Or some good Dutch beer?" At the brief flicker of smiles on a few of the faces, his left hand swept though an exquisitely polished gesture in the general direction of the footman by the door. "Maarten will see to it."
He settled into the one empty chair in the circle, and flourished a sheaf of papers. "Now, then, your letter to His Majesty has been directed to my attention." He turned to the portly burgher on his right. "Everyone seems to be looking your way. Will you make the introductions?"
"Very well, Señor Navarro. I am Wolfert van Raaphorst, representing a consortium of marine insurers. Next to me is Chardus Hoosters, trading overseas in rare metals and ores of interest to our near neighbors to the east. Then Jan Smits, in the coastal freight business . . .
" . . . and last, Marcel Breault, associated with Essen machinery interests."
"I am honored to meet you all. And so we come to the purpose of your visit, and what you wish to bring about, presumably with His Majesty's assistance. Of that, I find myself uncertain."
Van Raaphorst glanced toward Smits, who nodded and lowered his glass. "You are perhaps aware, Señor Navarro, that some United States mapmakers have recently sounded and charted the way across the shallows to the harbor they control at Harlingen, and have marked the channel with buoys and stone monuments, carrying bells and whistles that sound clearly across the water? And that far from keeping these charts to themselves as military or trade secrets, their government map office sells them to whoever will pay?"
"No, but please continue."
"Well, then, because of these marks and charts, and very fine charts they are, the harbor there can be approached more safely than before, even in fog and darkness. And now, we find that of the mariners who formerly frequented Amsterdam, some prefer to land their cargoes at Harlingen instead. This is a concern to us, and not to our profit. The loss of business here is not great, but neither is it nothing. I would imagine that His Majesty would also prefer that merchant traffic not be given reason to go elsewhere?"
Adriano took a small sip, keeping a polite expression on his face while he thought. "I see. You may well be right. And what, in your opinion, should be done, or can be done?"
"I believe what was done for Harlingen must also be done for Amsterdam, so that our commerce may remain healthy. Our harbor and the routes to the sea must be charted and marked, so that ships can find their way and not wander into the shoals. They have a government map office engaged in this work for all their harbors and approaches. We in the Netherlands need the same."
Adriano swirled the wine in his glass, focusing on it for several heartbeats. He raised his eyes again and surveyed the circle. "A government map office, yes. The logic seems unassailable. But mijnheeren, I regret to have to tell you that His Majesty's resources are limited. You are perhaps aware that the marine radio station at Vlissingen, even with the not-so-confidential helping hand of those same foreigners, didn't come cheap, and commercial messages aren't paying all of its costs. At least, not yet. And there are other measures under diplomatic discussion, which I'm not at liberty to disclose as yet, which will surely benefit you all if they should come to fruition. As worthy as a mapping and charting establishment must surely be, I regret to inform you that revenues and costs being what they are, there is little prospect that any of His Majesty's funds could be forthcoming.
"On the other hand, it appears to me that among you all, there are more than sufficient means. Tell me, if marine charts were offered for sale in our ports, would mariners pay a good price?"
The men looked at each other, then van Raaphorst looked at him. "I'm not sure I understand you, Señor Navarro. Is His Majesty offering us a monopoly on making and selling marine charts of Dutch waters?"
"A monopoly? By my faith, no! Are you unaware of the many discussions His Majesty has had as to where wealth comes from, and how it is created, with Mr. Wendell, with young Mr. Bartley, with the formidable Richterin, the Earl of Arundel, and many others? A monopoly, in this day and age?
"No, you need only register your charting and publishing venture with the proper office, and you will be at liberty to proceed as you will. I wish you success and profit in your enterprises."
Adriano rose, and bowed to the room.
"Please, finish your wine. Maarten will see you out when you're ready."
He turned and left for his next appointment.
****
"Ah, everyone is here. We're fortunate to have some time open this afternoon to deal with postponed business. If I remember correctly, we were about to consider a budget item for marine charting when we last met?"
"Yes, Your Majesty, but that seems to be no longer required. In the interim, Señor Navarro has apparently persuaded a company of merchants to take it on as a commercial venture, saving the Crown the cost."
"Really? He managed that with our tight-fisted Netherlanders? Most excellent."
The queen smiled. "A valuable young man to have in our service, Fernando. We must keep an eye on him and see how he does in the future. Well, let's go on to the next item."
****



Euterpe, Part Five
Written by Enrico Toro and David Carrico
 

 
To Father Thomas Fitzherbert SJ,
Illustrissimus Collegium Anglicanum
Roma
From Maestro Giacomo Carissimi,
Grantville, USE
Second day of September, in our Lord’s year 1634.
Esteemed Father,
 
Yes, I know that I am very delinquent in responding to your last letter—no, it is last letters, since you have written three times to me since I last set pen to paper. Mea culpa, Father Thomas, mea maxima culpa. In your last letter you charged me with indolence. Acquit me, please, dear Father. As busy as affairs in Rome and Venice have been, so you say, they have been even busier in these northern lands where even in high summer one finds the air cold at times. So much has happened since my last letter, hard it is to know which theme to begin my overture. But see, my English is better, so much so that I begin to shape words like notes, this letter like a song.
I do thank you for your wonderful account of the arrival of Father Mazzare and Pastor Jones at the papal court. The people of Grantville are very interested in their affairs. Several evenings, people bought my wine at the Thuringen Gardens in order to hear of these matters. And the local newspaper even paid to be able to print the entire letter so that everyone in Grantville could read of it. Your name is now known to even the future, good Father. Please send me more such recountings. I want to know as much as the Grantvillers, for Father Mazzare is a very good man, and a priest who would stand in the first rank of any company of priests. I like him much.
So, to pick up at where we left off, as the Grantvillers would say, we must look back to January. The season of Advent was passed, as were Christmas and Epiphany. Winter had descended; winter like the people of Roma never know. Cold, it was. Very cold. So cold Girolamo Zenti, the man you know never lacks for words, had trouble describing it. But funny, I was very happy. The Lament for a Fallen Eagle had gone very well in performance a few weeks earlier. People still stopped me to say how much enjoyment they got from it. I was so lucky that Frau Marla Linder had been here to sing it. Even if it never is sung again, I heard it once in perfectness.
So my spirit was joyous, happy, almost like a choir boy who has a long holiday because the choir master is gone. But then a letter came that chilled my soul until it was as cold as midnight in Grantville.
I am from Marino, you know. It is not such a grand place, but it is surrounded by vineyards, so it is a good place to be a cooper; a maker of barrels and casks. My father, Amico, and uncles and brothers, and my grandfather Carissimo before them, made barrels. Even the Colonna family, lords of that place, grand though they present themselves, bought from the craftsmen of our family. But my father, he saw that I had something in me that would not be content to shape staves of oak. He led me to the chapel-master at the parish of Santa Lucia, and thus opened up to me the world of music where I learned to shape staves of notes.
Poor Papa. We loved each other very dear, but that bluff gruff man, sometimes I would see him looking at me like a starling who had found a cuckoo's egg in her nest.
I am what I am today because of my father. And so you understand that when I received a letter from my brother Francesco I was appalled to read of my father's death. I last saw him not long before I left to Grantville. He was the same as always. But this missive from my brother told a tale of sadness.
A craftsman who works with wood works with many sharp tools, and to be cut by them is part of the game, as up-timers say. So Papa dropped a tool and put a cut in his leg. A little cut, so small Francesco said it barely bled. A cut no one would think much about. But several days later, he collapsed in the workshop with fever burning him up. Francesco said Papa said he didn't want to worry anyone. The leg was red and swollen. The next day it was turning dark, and very swollen, and red streaks were running up his leg. It was the wound rot. Francesco said that he died only a few more days later, and that it was a mercy that he did.
I read Francesco's letter to a nurse in Grantville, and she said that if Papa had been in Grantville, he would still be alive. Anti-biotics, I think she said. But Papa was not in Grantville, in cold Thuringia. He was in little Marino, south of Roma, where they have maybe heard little of Grantville, or its miracles and medicines. And I was not there to say goodbye, or to sing for him, or anything.
Francesco's letter tore a hole in my soul, Father, one that even now is there. But I have learned to live with it.
But then—ah, then I was frozen. Then I was hurting so bad. All the years I had been in Roma, I knew that Papa was in Marino, even though I could not see him. I could feel him, I think. There was a corner of my heart where he lived. But now he was gone. That corner was dark. My heart was cold. I grieved, Father. Oh, how I grieved.
Girolamo read the letter when he found me sitting like a lump and staring, not talking. His big hand rested on my shoulder, but he said nothing to me, only picked up his hat and left. He came back with Elizabeth, that is, Mrs. Jordan. She said nothing, just sat at the table with me and took my hand.
It is not clear now how long I sat. I do remember that the angle of the sun through the window had marched around like a meridiana, a sun dial. Finally, Elizabeth stood, moved to the cabinet and poured a glass of wine, which she set in front of me. "Drink it," she said. I tried to wave it off, but she insisted. "Drink it!" So I did, only it went down the wrong way, and I coughed it up all over Elizabeth and the table.
I looked at her. She was baptized in red, and the expression on her face, it was too much. I laughed, just for a moment; then I cried. I cried for Papa, for my uncles and brothers and sisters, and last for me. It hurt so bad, Father, it hurt so bad to know I would never see him again on this earth.
Elizabeth found a towel and wiped the wine drops up from her clothes, then wiped the wine from my moustache and beard. Then, gently, so gently, she wiped the tears from my face. "You loved him?" she asked me.
"Si, gli volevo molto bene," I whispered, losing my English for just that moment. I took the towel from her, and twisted it in my hands.
"Tell me about him," she said, refilling my glass and sitting across from me. And so I did. I told her everything about him; his big square scarred hands, the mole on his cheek, the crooked eyetooth, his head so bald with a fringe of gray hairs, his laugh, his eyes that would twinkle. I told her about his love for Mama, who died almost twelve years ago. I told of how he would make little jokes on the apprentices. I told her all the stories I could remember, including how he and the parish priest went fishing one day, and he pushed the priest in the stream. Elizabeth laughed at that.
It was very late when I ran the words out. It had been dark outside for a long time. I looked at Elizabeth. "You need to go to your children," I said. "But grazie di cuore for sitting with me."
"You going to be okay?" she asked.
"Si, I will be . . . not fine, but . . . I can handle it now."
"Okay." She stood up, walked around the table and hugged me. "Your dad sounds like a really nice man. I wish I could have met him."
"You would have liked him," I said, again choking a little, "and he would have liked you."
"Your memories are a testimony to him," she said, letting go of the hug, "a monument."
I finished off the pitcher of wine after she left, and went to bed.
The next days, they were hard, but I had a purpose that lifted me. When I woke up the morning after I got the letter, Elizabeth had left a note saying she would tell the school of my loss and not to come in to teach. For a moment, just one, everything I felt the day before crashed back in to me. But then I remembered something else, when Elizabeth had said my memories of Papa were a monument. I am a musician, you know, so I think things in music. And most natural, what came to me was to write a work for Papa.
I thought first to write a requiem mass. But then I decided not to. Most masses are written for and because of famous people, you know. Every Tomas, Ricardo and Enrico has a requiem mass written for them. Papa was not famous; he was a common man. Not for Papa the fame, the glory of a requiem. No, for my devout Papa, who loved the Bible stories so much, for him I would write a Passio, a Passion—the passion story from the Gospel of San Matteo.
So after a couple of cups of coffee, made strong in the up-time manner to wake me up and settle the head I had from too much wine the night before, I had a little bread and olive oil. Already the notes were turning in my head. Cramming the bread into my mouth, I went to the little piano in the room, and played. Thoughts, notes, melodies, flew through my head and down my arms into my fingers. Music filled the room. I saw Girolamo stick his head in the door, smile, and leave me to it.
I do not know how long I played, Father Thomas. It must have been hours, though, for when I looked up at one place, there was Elizabeth, sitting in a chair, listening.
"Hello," I said, stilling my hands. "How long have you been there? Why didn't you say something?"
"A while," she said, grinning at me, "and I didn't want to disturb you. It looked like good therapy."
I shrugged, and made notes again. "Just thinking, feeling. I am going to write a monument to Papa. A passion."
"Giacomo!" she exclaimed. "How wonderful! Do you have a theme yet?"
So practical, Elizabeth is. Of course, after working with me on the Lament for a Fallen Eagle, she has some idea of how I think.
"Actually, I have four." I played one as I sang without words
"That is the theme from your Lament," she nodded. "Appropriate."
Next I improvised against a melody she would know.
Elizabeth clapped her hands. "Oh, Giacomo, the theme from Bach's Passacaglia in C Minor! How beautiful. What's next?"
For the third one I just played, and I grinned as Elizabeth's eyes popped wide and her jaw did drop. "Giacomo, you wouldn't. Not You've Lost That Lovin' Feeling! Not in a passion."
"Why not? It's a good melody, and Papa always liked a joke."
She just shook her head, and I moved on to the last theme, which I improvised for some time.
When I stopped at the end, Elizabeth said nothing, just sat with her hands tightly folded together. I could see tears waiting to flow, so I pulled a handkerchief from my sleeve and handed it to her. She dabbed her eyes, and looked at me so solemn. "I don't know that one, but it was beautiful."
"You don't know it," I told her, "because it is new. I made it just today."
She nodded, and wiped her eyes again. "It is beautiful."
"So, I have two themes from the future, and two themes of my own from now. I think I am ready."
I turned again to my friend Father Athanasius Kircher, SJ, for the text. I had decided to use the same texts as the great Johann Sebastian Bach had used for his St. Matthew’s Passion in the future, but for Papa, I wanted the Latin, not the German. The good father was able to provide me a clean text of those passages in modern Latin in just a few days. He is Jesuit, after all; so to say he knows his Bible is like saying water is wet. It did not take him long.
You may be expecting, Father, to read of another epic marathon of music composing like when Lament for a Fallen Eagle was birthed. It did not happen that way. Yes, the writing of music does sometimes take that white-hot path through a forge. For example, the great oratorio Messiah, written a hundred years from now by one Georg Friederich Händel according to the up-timers, over three hours of music, was written in twenty-four days. Against that account, our labor—Elizabeth's and mine—in writing the Lament was fast but not fantastic.
But more often, the composer writes at a steady consistent pace, crafting his work well, but not wearing out his mind or facility in the doing of it—like a cooper shaping the staves of a barrel, carefully, so that they all fit together properly and serve their purpose. And so it was with this passion. I would teach during the day, and at night would sit with pencil in hand and scribe notes onto the staffs. There was no rush, no hurry this time; no deadline like there was with the Lament. I was doing this mostly for Papa and a little for me, so I cherished the writing of it. Sometimes I felt as if Papa, craftsman that he was, was standing beside me, watching the notes take form on the page.
I confess, though, Father, that the music flowed from my fingers. The various parts took shape with deliberate speed. Three nights a week, Elizabeth would come, and she and I would sing the newest lines for Girolamo and his workers, to their approval. Sometimes I would go back and revise, but mostly it was face forward and make new notes.
The death of my father still weighed on me, but did not weigh me down. The writing was a joy, the teaching was a joy, and from time to time Girolamo and Elizabeth would make the conspiracy to get me out of the house. One of their best tactics that I could not resist was to go to the garage sales, or go antiquing, as Elizabeth would say.
It is the custom of the native Grantvillers that they will from time to time cull their possessions. I know that must seem strange to you; outré, as those snooty Parisian clerics might say. But you would have to come to Grantville to understand just how much more material wealth even the more humble of the up-timers possesses than the average Roman. And it is almost a mania with them that they must have new "stuff" as they call it, so from time to time they will index their possessions, determine which items have been of little use or have become less attractive since the last time they did the exercise, gather the last items together, and then conduct a sale.
There are no laws about markets in Grantville, but the custom is that these sales occur on Fridays and Saturdays. They occur most often in late spring, summer, and early autumn, but even in other seasons they can happen if the weather is accommodating.
They may occur in a yard under a tree, in a structure by the home called a garage, or sometimes several people will combine and erect a large awning or rent a communal space for the purpose.
Sometimes they do it just to "clean house," as the up-timers put it, but sometimes they do it for to raise funds for communal support and for charities.
Of course, we down-timers are ravenous for up-time goods, so competition and bidding for objects can sometimes be quite fierce. The only thing that has prevented outright duels at times is that because these sales are often spontaneous, by the time word of the offerings has traveled to where the merchants are, the sales may be over. Even so, observing the activities at one of these can sometimes be as entertaining as watching a commedia all'improviso. More than once I had to cough or bite my cheek to stifle laughing as I watched pompous or rapacious Germans face off over what Elizabeth called a plastic "doo-dad."
I would very seldom buy anything. I am mindful of my temporary condition still, and my responsibilities to my patrons, so I dare not weigh myself down with additional baggage. And although I do have patronage, it is not remunerative enough for me to compete with angry burghers seeking the unique material goods of Grantville. Twice, however, I found items that I could not resist at times where no one seemed to want them but me.
The first was a garment, what the Grantvillers call a "t-shirt." Think of a simple shirt with short sleeves, only a round opening for the head, no placket. The material is light. I am told it is usually cotton, but it is a very fine knit, not woven. They come in all manner of colors, many of them very bright with the up-time dyes, and they often have some kind of picture or saying printed on them. The one that caught my eye that February day was a bright pink, of a color to remind me of roses in the garden of Cardinal Barberini, the younger of that name. That gathered my eye, yes, but the reason I bought it was for the picture on the front. It was a representation of the Piazza Navona in Roma. Oh, not identical to how it looked when I last walked there, but I could recognize it. When I saw it, the homesickness for Roma welled up in me, and I would have paid almost any price for it. Fortunately, Elizabeth took if from my clutching fingers and did as fine a job of bargaining as I have ever seen—although she was more civil about it than most in Roma would have been.
I try not to wear the shirt often, because it is irreplaceable, of course. I wonder, too, how it came to be in Grantville. The vendor did not know its ultimate provenance, only who she bought it from. But whenever the yearning for Roma grows too strong, I take the shirt out of the closet and wear it beneath my cassock or doublet. It comforts.
The other item I bought at a garage sale was a book. Rather, books; several volumes from the collected works of one François-Marie Arouet, known to up-time posterity as Voltaire. He was, as you see from the name, French, an up-timer of sorts, born in 1694 and dying some time much later. I might have bought them even if they had been in the original French language, but these were old books—maybe as much as seventy-five years from before the Ring of Fire—that had been translated into English. The vendor said that they had been found in a trunk that had belonged to her grandfather, and given her apparent aged condition, her grandfather could well have been alive when Voltaire set pen to paper to write the originals!
I bought them because I thought that reading something written much closer to our time would not strain my brain so much, but still give me practice with Grantville-style English. You yourself must admit, dear Father, that being an academician is not within my gifts. I will now pause, so that you may laugh.
This Voltaire was a man of letters, a letterato. He wrote almost every kind of writing, and much of it. A lifetime's writing for the man took up many many volumes, and I was and am sad that I was only able to find three at this sale. I do not agree with everything in his writings, but he makes me think.
One volume was essays, one was history, but the third, it was a thing most special. It contained dramas by the man. And they were good enough that I wish I could have found his poetry as well.
So in the evening, after I did the day's work on the passion, I would read something from Voltaire, and the dramas, they spoke to me. Particularly the one called Brutus. But then, you would have expected that, of course. I am a man of Roma, after all.
It is a lengthy work, and how it presents Brutus is perhaps different from our assumptions, but it made me think. It made me think for a long time, while I was writing the passion.
When February was close to end, I was also close to finishing the passion. I was writing the music for the crucifixion, you see, using as my theme the gloriousness of the Bach Passacaglia in C Minor I had played for Elizabeth. For her and for Girolamo I played as much I had written at one evening, singing parts as I did so, skipping from voice to voice. I thought it comedic, almost like the commedia, but they were not smiling when I stopped my hands playing. Elizabeth was dabbing at her eyes with another of my handkerchiefs, and Girolamo, the man of many words, did nod slowly.
"Tell me, Giacomo," he said. "If this is a passion and not a mass, why do I hear the Dies Irae in what you played?"
"My friend, was that not a Day of Wrath? Was it not a Day of Judgment?" I replied. He nodded again. "Then what better second theme for this section than the Dies Irae?"
He waved his hand, and said with a smile, "You don't tell me how to shape wood. I cannot tell you how to shape notes."
I looked to Elizabeth. She was quiet. I guess the music it made her sad. But she said, "It's beautiful, Giacomo. Simply beautiful."
"You are almost finished, yes?" Girolamo asked.
"Yes." I said.
"So, what will you do next? I know you," he said with look of sternness on his face, perhaps a mask, perhaps not so much. "If you have no major work before you, you get moody."
"Moody?" I was astounded that he would say such. "Me?"
"Yes, you."
Elizabeth was smiling, which I liked after seeing her sad. "Yes, what will you do next?" she said.
I shrugged. "I am thinking about an opera," I said.
That took both of them by surprise. I grinned at them.
"Seriously?" Elizabeth asked.
"Seriously."
"What about?" Girolamo asked. "What text?"
So I spent the next hour or so describing to them the story of Brutus as told by Voltaire's tragedy, all the characters, and the plot, and all the outs and ins. I was quite dry by the time I finished that, and went in search of wine. When I returned to the room, Girolamo looked at me, and said, "Do it. You know you want to. I would tell you to make it great, to make it bellisima, but I will not waste my breath. You will do it anyway." He grinned at me.
"Yes," Elizabeth agreed. "Do it."
And so it was decided.
February became March. It was slightly warmer outside, which, man of Roma that I am, I was very grateful for. And I was almost done with the passion, writing the final section, the Resurrection, with the following Alleluia Amen. It was going well. I would be done very soon. But I was not happy. I could not think of a poet to make the libretto from Voltaire's play, and no one I asked in the high school had any ideas. I tried not to think about it, but you know how I am. If I can worry, I will.
Father Athanasius had long since let the cat out of the musical bag, as some Grantvillers might put it, and told David Brady at St Mary's church what I was working on. He had been practically begging me to come by the church and play him what I had written, so the first Saturday in March I met him at the church and played him what I had notated, singing the parts where I could.
"Gia-Gia-Giacomo," he stuttered when I was done, "that is great stuff! I would love to have our choir perform it for Easter next month. How soon can I get the voice parts?"
This did take me off my balance, I must say. All along my mind had been that I was doing it for my Papa. I meant to have it performed at some time, but never did I think it would happen this fast. But, I thought, my Papa would like to hear it, too, even if he is in Heaven. I turned to David. "If you have someone who can copy the parts, as soon as they are done. I only have one last chorus to finish, it may all be written by tomorrow night."
"Wonderful!" David rubbed his hands together, so very like some Roman merchant who scents an easy fish coming into his net. "There are several high school students who have been helping Thomas Schwarzberg copy music down from the records and CDs. I'll get some of them over here tomorrow." Then he stopped rubbing his hands and looked worried. "But what about instrumental parts?"
"I will do those," I promised. "And none of them will be hard."
David looked relieved at that. We talked a little more about the music, and about calling rehearsals. When we were done, I turned to go, and there was Father A standing in the doorway behind me, arms crossed, smiling.
"So, Giacomo, we are going to be blessed by some new music from you, I understand."
"Well, Father," I said, "since you were the one who told David about it, then you are at least responsible for this in part."
He nodded, with one of those smooth Jesuit smiles.
As I walked by, he stepped into place beside me. "I hear that you may be considering doing something new."
"Talked to Elizabeth, have you?" I said. Another one of those Jesuit smiles came back at me. "Yes, I am thinking about an opera."
"Have you started?"
"No."
"Why not?"
"Because I can't find a poet to do the libretto," I said in frustration, "and I cannot even think of the themes to base the work on until I see the libretto."
"So, do you want to do it in French, Italian, English, or German?" Father A asked.
I stopped and looked at him. After a moment, I shook my head as I remembered who I was speaking with, and replied, "I suppose I never considered that. But I am in Grantville, which is in Germany, and the patrons will be German, so I guess that German would be best."
He shrugged. "I can do it."
We started walking again. I said, "Pardon me, Father, but do you have time?"
Father A laughed. "I have as much time as I want, actually. The parish runs well, the order of service for the year is laid out, and barring sudden emergencies I can spend some time doing something like this to help a friend."
"Okay, then," I said. "I want to base the opera on a play by Voltaire, an up-time French writer."
"Which one?" Father A asked.
"Brutus. I have a copy in English . . . "
Father A interrupted before I could finish the sentence saying, "I've read the original in French. The high school up-time French teacher has some books for the students of French language, and one of them has several plays. It was . . . interesting."
"Oh. Well." Once again Father A had managed to reduce me to words of one syllable without even really trying. A Jesuit of Jesuits, I tell you.
"So," the good father looked at me, "when do you want to see a first draft of the libretto?"
"Um," now I couldn't even form words. I forced myself to think, and came back with, "When is Easter this year?"
"April 16th." Father A responded.
"Then on April 20th," I said. "I will be busy with this performance of the passion until not long before then."
"Good," Father A said. "I will have it for you then."
He nodded, turned and walked off. I watched him go, realizing that once again I had been hooked by that wily Jesuit for something. I didn't know what, for sure, but he had something in mind. I was certain.
So now my life got very busy again. I was right; it took me only one more evening to finish the final chorus. I could hear it in my head so clear, so it was just a matter of writing it down, and between myself and Elizabeth it did not take long. And Elizabeth had been coming in every couple of days to make a clean final copy of the passion, so the students that David Brady paid to copy the parts to make the mimeographs were able to get started and I still had my original copy to make the instrument parts.
That did not take me long. I decided make the parts simple: organ, piano, two flutes, and just because it would have made my Papa smile, a guitar.
To use another Grantville phrase, Father, guitars in Grantville are a whole different breed of cat than the guitarras or vihuelas you have seen in Roma. They are very mature instruments from the up-time, larger, with greater sound and resonance than all but the very finest lutes. A guitar well-played is a master's instrument, and we are fortunate that in Grantville there is indeed a master of the instrument, Signor Atwood Cochran. He is a colleague of Master Weller, a teacher of music now and in the up-time before the Ring of Fire happened, but in his youth and early middle years he was a professional performer with guitar. He agreed to play for the passion performance when I asked, so I wrote a part of some skill for him.
Rehearsals began in the last week of March. I still had some instrument parts to finish, but enough was ready that we could begin, and I would have the final parts done before we got to those sections of the passion.
As with any new work, the choir struggled at first to learn it. The Latin was also a bit difficult for some of the up-timer singers, since they have used the vernacular languages for the church services most of their lives. They are not professionals, to know Latin, and they are not used to having new music every week, but they have a heart for the music, and once they learn their parts, they are good. And we had time. So I was not worried.
I played the organ. The church's regular musician played the piano. Two girls from the high school band played the flutes. And Master Atwood played the guitar. It was good.
By the beginning of April the rehearsals were going better. And it was a good thing that they were, because God decided to make my life a bit more complicated. Deo Gratias. Seriously. Because early in April I looked up from my desk one afternoon after classes at the high school to see a distinguished older German walking into my classroom. It was Master Heinrich Schütz, Father Thomas! Even you in Roma know that name, I believe. Perhaps il primo musician north of the Alps, a man who studied with Gabrieli and Monteverdi, a man who corresponds with the finest musicians in the world, come to Grantville, walking into my classroom.
I think I did not babble. Neither he nor his companion acted as if I did. So I believe I made a good first impression. I had corresponded with the man in the past, as had most musicians of note. But to actually meet him in the flesh—to have him come to me—was staggering to me.
His purpose in coming was the same as mine, mostly—to learn as much as he could about the music from the future, and to learn about Grantville. We had many discussions over the next few weeks, and we listened to much music together. But needless to say this was a very serious distraction to me, and I really had to bear down on myself to focus during rehearsals.
As you would expect, I did invite Master Schütz to come to the performance of the passion. David had scheduled it to be performed twice: once on Good Friday, and once on Easter morning. I hoped he would be there, because I valued his opinion immensely. But at the same time, the pressure it was now on me. I confess I started having some trouble sleeping.
The rehearsals, however, continued to go well, but it felt like the butterflies in my stomach had teeth. I survived; however, the stock of wine at Casa Zenti e Carissimi was beginning to lower alarmingly.
It was good that the rehearsals went smooth, because life outside the church was still interesting, in much the same way that the Book of Ecclesiastes is interesting. Master Schütz, within days of arriving, had a crisis when Master Weller and the high school brass played a piece of music written by him in 1647. Yes, that is correct Father Thomas, the year 1647—from thirteen years in the future.
Poor Master Schütz for a few days had a fever of the mind, I think. His assistant, a young man named Lukas Amsel, finally had to bring a Lutheran pastor named Johann Rothmaler to come visit and soothe his spirits, which the good pastor, heretic though the Church may proclaim him to be, accomplished.
But that episode caused me to do something I had not done in all the time I had been in Grantville. I went to the library and looked for information about me. Not for pride's sake, Father. I am not likely to get the big head in Grantville. A look around at everything that has come after me, and a history that did not well regard me, has permanently shrunk my pride, I believe. No, it is that I was concerned that if Master Schütz, that good man, could become unsound of mind from knowing about his future, I was under the same risk. Perhaps it was foolhardy of me to do it just before the big performance, but I wanted to know. Lack of patience is a human error, good Father, as you well know. I am, at times, all too human—as you also know.
It contained nothing that surprised me, after all—except for one thing. No, two. I had my career as a musician in Roma, developing some repute. I eventually entered holy orders, which I think will surprise you not. Some small portion of my music survived to the up-time future, though not as much as of Master Schütz's works. I was apparently renowned more for being a teacher than a composer to the future.
But I said two things surprised. One, it seems that in the world that Grantville came from, Princess Kristina, daughter of Gustavus Adolphus, became queen of Sweden after her father's death, but when she became a woman full-grown, she had much difficulty with the nobles of Sweden. She eventually abdicated, moved to Roma, and became a Catholic. That's one thing, and I leave it to you, Father Thomas, as to whether this should be made known to the Holy Father and his college of cardinals. Of course, bear in mind, that if we know this, undoubtedly the redoubtable Gustavus Adolphus also knows it by now, so I have some doubt as to whether anything can be made of this information. As the Grantvillers would say with another of their innumerable sayings, "The butterfly has flapped its wings." It is a very odd way to say that the arrival of Grantville has changed the future that would have been, but then Grantville can seem very odd at times.
The second thing that surprised is after Queen Kristina's abdication, conversion, and removal to Roma, it seems that at some point the queen's path crossed mine, for we apparently had an extended relationship until her death. The records I read were not clear as to the exact nature or content of that relationship, but even if it were spiritual only, it was apparently both warm and deep.
That rocked me back on the heels of my shoes, Father Thomas. And when I was not practicing, or worrying about Master Schütz, I wondered about that. And the stock of wine at Casa Zenti e Carissimi lowered even faster. Girolamo muttered about it, but I ignored him.
After his conversation with Pastor Rothmaler, Master Schütz returned to his normal self very quick. And it seemed I was spending every waking moment but for my time at the school at the church working with David and the other musicians. Progress was being made, and I had not a doubt that we would be ready. But always in the back of my mind was the princess, and I at last did something perhaps foolish—I wrote her a letter, to the palace in Magdeburg, explaining who I was, that although we had never met, we had a connection in the up-timers' future, and inviting her to come to Grantville to hear the passion. And then I forgot about it, for never I thought she would come.
Good Friday came, and we were ready. I will not bore you with trying to describe a performance of three-quarters of an hour of music, but I will say that it went, if not perfectly, then very well. The soprano and tenor soloists were very good, the alto was almost their match, and the bass/baritone, although having a thin voice, was still adequate for his part. I have seen performances in Roma with less quality.
The girls on flute were amazingly good, but Master Atwood, ah, he was superb. I believe I have mentioned before that St. Mary's church is not a large building, certainly not on the scale of a basilica or cathedral. But from where he was sitting on the platform in the apse, his guitar could be heard at the rear of the nave, and his part was not simple. He played to perfection. Deo Gratias for that as well.
The choir, though not large, sang with heart and feeling, and in the end, if they were not perfect, I doubt that anyone in the nave noticed.
So at the end of the service, after Father Athanasius had blessed and released everyone, there was much congratulations and praises and slapping of backs from those who had listened. Performers and audience were all smiles. Master Schütz had come, and was most kind in his remarks. Two of the audience complimented me on the use of the Bach theme, and at least three different times people edged up to me and whispered, "Did I really hear You've Lost That Lovin' Feeling in this?"
As I stood grinning after that third exchange, I felt a tug on my breeches. I looked down to see young Leah, Elizabeth's daughter, with her smiling mother standing behind her. She is six, and is a very proper young lady. I went to one knee before her.
"Good evening, my gnappetta. What can I do for you?"
"Mr. Giacomo," she began, "that was very pretty."
"Why, thank you, dear one," I replied, giving her a quick hug.
"But it was too long."
Elizabeth gasped. "Leah! That was rude!"
I chuckled as I stood up, and said, "But she is right, for a child. I had much the same thought as a young choir boy."
Elizabeth looked back at me, and grinned. "I have trouble seeing you as a choirboy, Jude." Yes, she still used her nickname for me. "But I bet you were a bit of a rascal, though."
"Not a bit," I answered. "According to my choir masters, I was an imp in boy's skin, and I would come to no good end."
"Then it is good that they were wrong."
Most of the people had moved away from us toward the doors to the narthex. Elizabeth's children, Leah and her older brother Daniel were playing on the platform. I looked at Elizabeth, and realized, as if for the first time, that she had been my muse—my very Euterpe—since I had first arrived in Grantville. I would not be where I was without her. I would not have accomplished the things I had done without her. And without a doubt, I would not have written the music I had written without her.
This flashed through my mind, and seemed to flash through my body as well, leaving all with a tingle like when your foot is asleep and starts to wake up.
I looked at her, saying nothing. The smile had long slipped off of my face. Now all I could do was stare into her eyes.
Elizabeth's smile faded and slipped away itself. She looked into my eyes. I wondered if she was feeling what I was feeling.
I raised a hand, and with my finger traced the line of her cheekbone. She closed her eyes, and just for a moment seemed to lean toward me.
"Mommy!"
Elizabeth's eyes snapped open at the wail from Leah, and she spun from me to go rescue her child from her perch hanging from the edge of the organ loft. I could not see how the little one could have even reached it, but reach it she had. Elizabeth brought her down, holding one hand securely, then snapped her fingers for Daniel to take the other one. For an eight-year-old boy, he had sufficient sense not to argue with her just then.
She started to lead her children down the aisle to the narthex. I stepped forward.
"Elizabeth . . . "
I didn't know what to say.
She stopped.
"Don't, Giacomo. Just . . . don't."
They left together. And me—I had the taste of ashes in my mouth. I walked up on the platform, sat down in one of the instrumentalist's chairs, and put my head in my hands.
I don't know how long I sat there. Long enough for everyone to leave, and most of the lights were turned out. Then I felt more than heard someone settle in a chair next to me. I knew who it was before I ever looked up.
"Bless me, Father, for I have sinned.'
Father A looked back at me. Did I mention he has that Jesuit stare, the one that can look through solid stone walls and through locked doors to see truth? Well he does, Father Thomas. It's every bit as good as yours.
"In what way, Giacomo?"
I skipped the usual responses about Christ knowing all things and when my last confession was.
"Tonight, Father, just a few minutes ago, I may have committed adultery in my mind with a married woman."
Father A pursed his lips, then after a few seconds, said, "Mrs. Jordan?"
I nodded, and put my head back in my hands.
We sat in silence for some while. Finally he stirred, leaning forward to clasp his hands before him and place his elbows on his knees.
"Do you repent of your thoughts and action? Are you feeling contrition?"
"I am sorry that I showed her how I felt," I said, dropping my hands. "I am sorry that I touched her face. I am sorry that I may have killed our friendship. I am sorry that she may now avoid me. But I am not sorry that I feel what I feel for her. She is worthy of that, and more."
"Mmm." Father A stared at the floor. Finally, he looked over at me. "At least you have not acted upon those feelings. Lust is a sin; temptation is not. Will you accept penance from me?"
"Yes, Father."
"Good. Then your penance will be to write new settings for the Pater Noster, for the Magnificat, and for the Nunc Dimittis. Next week, before you begin the Brutus. And," he held up his hand, "you will treat Mrs. Jordan with the same respect and care you would reserve for your own sisters. She is your sister, not Fred Jordan's wife."
"That . . . will be hard," I said after a moment. "But I will do it."
"Good," Father A repeated. Then he closed the confession with, "Deinde, ego te absolvo a peccatis tuis in nomine Patris, et Filii, et Spiritus Sancti. Amen."He traced a cross over me, then set a hand on my head. "Come, Giacomo. Let me walk you home."
Father A was never one to let ritual get in the way of substance, I would say. Plus, he has been living among up-timers for quite some time, remember, and has absorbed some of their "cut through the red tape" attitude, I think.
He said nothing more. We walked all the way to my house in silence. When we got there, I said, "Thank you, Father."
"Get some sleep, Giacomo. I will see you on Sunday."
He watched as I walked up the steps and entered the house.
I closed the door behind me. The house was dark. Girolamo and his workers were not here. Probably at the Thuringen Gardens, I thought. I poured myself a glass of wine, took one sip, then put it down. It was not what I wanted. Finally, not knowing what else to do, I went to bed. I lay awake for hours, but finally did sleep.
I know, dear Father Thomas, that I have disappointed you with this recounting. But the story is not done yet. Bear with me some while longer, please, for the love you have for me.
That Saturday, I was in a fog. My mind was as turgid as the waters of the Tiber by the Ponte Sant'Angelo in August. Girolamo spoke to me several times, but gave up on conversation after a while. Late in the afternoon, I seemed to wake up, enough so that I began sketching ideas for the Pater Noster that Father A required of me.
When I finally went to bed, I remember no dreams.
I awoke to see the sun rising on Sunday morning, almost the same Giacomo. I ate a little bread and olive oil, drank a very little wine, checked my clothes for spots, and headed for St. Mary's.
I arrived just as Father A was completing the early Mass, done in Latin for those who like that. I slipped in the back and took a seat in an empty pew.
I like watching Father A as a celebrant. He believes what he is saying, he believes in what he is doing, and that brings peace to all who are there.
That Sunday, after the Mass had concluded and the parishioners had left, I wandered up to the platform and sat at the organ. I began playing, softly, quietly. There is such a thing as muscle memory. My hands played, moving from position to position without my mind thinking of it. Themes began occurring to me, and poured from my mind to my fingers.
I think it was close to an hour before I brought the playing to the final cadence. I took my hands from the keys, realizing as I did so that the three settings that Father A had directed me to write were in my mind—complete, entire. I had written them; all I needed to do was write them down.
A noise crossed my ear, and I looked up to see Father A moving chairs around on the platform. A quick glance at the clock told me that we needed to get things ready for the noon mass and the performance of the passion.
I stepped down from the organ and began moving chairs too.
"Father," I asked. "Is there some reason you are doing this, instead of the sexton?"
"Giacomo," Father A replied with a grunt as he lifted a chair over a rail, "a pastor in a small church needs to be flexible, be willing to do what is needed. After all, if it was not beneath the dignity of Christ to wash the feet of his disciples, it cannot be beneath my dignity to sweep a floor, empty the trash, or in this case, move some furniture."
So you see why I like Father A. He is like a hand wearing a well-fitted glove—a good man being a good priest. You know, Father Thomas, that such is not always the case.
With two of us, it took only a few more minutes to have the places ready for the instruments. Father A straightened up and dusted his hands together.
"That's ready," he said. Then he looked over at me with his head tilted to one side a bit, and said, "Are you ready, Giacomo?"
I knew he was asking about more than the music. "Yes, Father, I am."
He nodded, and turned to open the lid of the piano. Musicians began arriving at that moment, and in a few minutes David Brady was tuning the instruments and leading the choir in vocalises to warm their cold voices. I took my place at the organ, and waited.
The Sunday performance was perhaps even better than the Friday performance. The soloists in particular were more relaxed, and it could be heard in their voices. Both Signora Marla Linder and Signor Andrea Abati, two of the best voices I have ever heard, had returned to Magdeburg some time ago, so I knew they would not be available and wrote the soprano parts accordingly. In the second performance, those parts were realized almost perfectly. I could not help but smile as I accompanied.
After we were done, there was even more congratulations and comments (and whispers about You've Lost That Lovin' Feeling) than on Friday. I smiled and joked with everyone, particularly Girolamo, but inside I felt a bit hollow. I had not expected Elizabeth to attend—she has responsibilities at her Presbyterian church on Sunday mornings—but it still felt hurting when she wasn't there when I looked out at the parishioners.
As I stood with Girolamo, trading Easter greetings and the occasional Easter joke in Italian, Father Athanasius appeared at my elbow.
"Giacomo, come with me."
He took my arm and pulled me away from Girolamo, heading for his office.
"What is it, Father?" I asked after a few steps
"You'll see."
Before I could respond to his Jesuit terseness, we arrived at his office. He dragged me through the doorway, and closed it behind us.
In his office, seated in a chair, was a young girl, looking to be about Daniel's age. She was sitting straight, forearms laid along the chair arms, feet swinging gently. Her hair was long, dark, and somewhat curly. Her eyes were bright and lively. I would have called her pretty, but for her nose. Quite strong, that nose was, and difficult to overlook.
There were two women standing behind her chair; up-timers by their dress. Nothing too unusual about that, except that I knew one of them slightly. It was Lady Beth Haygood, an up-timer who was one of Mary Simpson's aides and assistants and who had moved to Magdeburg from Grantville recently. Lady is, in her case, not a title, but part of her name. Everyone calls her Ladybeth, like it is one word.
My first clue that the girl was more than just a little girl was the two very large and very strong men also in the room. One stood behind her chair with the women, the other stood by the door.
I looked to Father A with questions in my eyes.
"Giacomo Carissimi," he began with another of those Jesuit smiles, "I have the privilege of presenting you to Princess Kristina of Sweden, daughter of Gustavus Adolphus." He nodded toward the girl.
I froze for a moment, caught very much off the guard. I was beginning to really dislike that Jesuit smile.
I turned to face the princess, and gave her a deep bow, slow and serious. I did not genuflect, of course, as she was neither my bishop nor my sovereign.
After I straightened from the bow, I said, "I am very pleased to meet you, Your Highness." And a thought came to me that the very large men must be her guards. I reminded myself to behave.
The princess nodded back to me, then looked up at Lady Beth. Funny, I did not expect up-timers to be serving as ladies in waiting to the princess.
"Good afternoon, Master Carissimi," Lady Beth began. "Princess Kristina has been informed that you are a noted author, composer, and teacher."
"I hesitate to use 'noted,' " I replied, "but I have some small reputation, particularly back in Roma."
Princess Kristina stood, and held out her hand in the Grantville manner. I quickly looked at Father A and the women. The other woman nodded, so I took her hand in mine and shook it gently.
"I am pleased to meet you, Master Carissimi," the princess said carefully. "I saw your friend Master Zenti in December in Magdeburg. It was good to see him again."
"Again, Your Highness?" I did not know that he had known the princess before then.
"He lived in Stockholm a few years ago, making harpsichords and other instruments. He made a very nice harpsichord for my mother, but she won't let me play it."
The princess sounded much like every other young girl in the world who chafes a bit at her mother's hands. I smiled at that. But the knowledge that Girolamo had spent time in Sweden was new to me. I had not heard that before. I would have to kid him about that later.
The princess picked up a paper from the top of the desk before her.
"I got your letter," she said. "I understand that we knew one another in the future." Her sober expression melted into a wide grin. "It sounds so funny to say that, you know. Frau Caroline," she looked back at the woman who hadn't spoken, "says that verbs can't deal with Grantville. But," the princess looked back at me, "you sounded like a nice man, and I wanted to meet you. And I like music, so I wanted to hear your Passion According to Saint Matthew, so when Frau Lady Beth," she nodded toward the other woman, "said she had to come back to Grantville for some business for this weekend, I begged as prettily as I knew how that she let me come with her. She said yes, so here I am to say thank you."
The princess smiled again, transforming her plain face, while Frau Caroline gave a lady-like snort, and said, "No, you did not beg prettily. You were a royal pain in the posterior until Lady Beth agreed."
I had to cough to stifle the laugh that almost erupted from me at the joke.
"Master Giacomo," Frau Lady Beth said, "you might remember that I work with and for Frau Mary Simpson on many projects."
I nodded, but said nothing, wondering where she would go with this approach.
"Frau Simpson knows of you from the up-time histories, and esteems you and your work. She has left Magdeburg on a trip, but she left instructions that I approach you about a position."
Now I am very awake, my ears almost trembling they want to hear so badly. A position—magic words to any musician.
"Frau Simpson has enlisted sufficient sponsors and support to establish a Royal Academy of Music in Magdeburg."
Frau Lady Beth stopped, and after a moment, prodded Princess Kristina with a fingertip. The princess sat up very straight, and said, "The royal family of Sweden offers you the position of Master and Director of the Royal Academy of Music, for a salary to be set later."
I was stunned. I did not move, not until Father A stirred beside me. Then I closed my mouth, to look less than the country rube I am afraid I appeared, and swallowed.
"Th-thank you, your highness," I stammered, and bowed again. "I am very, very much honored by what you say, and I very much want to take the position. But . . . "
"But?" Frau Lady Beth asked.
"But I am in Grantville under the sponsorship of people in Roma. I cannot take this new position without seeking at least their understanding, even their permission. I will write to them tomorrow, and get a message back as quickly as I can. If they agree, then I am your man. But if you must have an answer today, then it is no. I cannot break my word to those who have supported me for a year."
"Hmm," Frau Lady Beth said. "Tell you what; let's say that's a qualified yes. We won't look for another candidate until you have an answer, but if you haven't heard in three months, we reserve the right to begin looking again."
I nodded yes as fast as I could move my head, Father Thomas. The position of a lifetime, this was! I wanted it so badly even my toenails ached with desire.
"Good." Frau Lady Beth looked satisfied. "And one more thing. We are going to build an opera house in Magdeburg. The first one anywhere in the world. Do you write operas, Master Giacomo?"
Father A coughed beside me, and I knew he was trying not to laugh. I fear his Jesuit self-control almost slipped.
"I have," I responded, "and by coincidence I am about to begin writing another."
Frau Lady Beth's eyebrows arched, then she said, "Well, let us kill two birds with one stone then. Can you accept a commission to write an opera without consulting your people in Rome?"
I nodded, not trusting my voice.
"Good. Then tomorrow morning, let us discuss that."
It seemed that those words ended the meeting, for the princess stood up and shook my hand again, and then she and her ladies and guards left the room. My eyes must have been very wide when I looked at Father A, because he began to laugh. It took him a while to stop.
"Ah, Giacomo, if you could only have seen your face earlier." He chuckled for just a moment, then went serious again. "I recognize the opportunity this provides you, and I am glad that it has come to you while you are young enough to really enjoy it. Bring me your letter tomorrow, and I will see that it gets to Rome quickly. Two weeks for an answer," he said. "Maybe a bit more."
You Jesuits and your message system. But this time it would work for me, so all I could say was, "Thank you, Father."
So we went back out into the nave to mingle with the people that were still talking. I walked through the door in time to see Girolamo make a most elegant bow to the princess. The man does know how to bow. Maybe I should take lessons from him.
The princess left after a few minutes of talking to Girolamo. That seemed to be what everyone else was waiting for to leave, because after five more minutes, they were all gone, even Girolamo. Just me and Father A left in the nave.
I was excited. My breath was coming fast. But I took the time to gather my music and my notes and put them in my folder. With that tucked under my arm, I looked at Father A.
"A good day, Giacomo," he said with a smile—an honest one, not that Jesuit smile. "You have a marvelous future in front of you. Good luck! Bring me your letter tomorrow. And don't forget your penance."
I grinned back at him. "I will have those done by the end of the week, Father. I will see you tomorrow."
He shook hands with me, and I left.
I whistled most of the way home; the melody and theme from Bach's Contrapunctus V from The Art of Fugue, if I remember right. I felt like I was walking on clouds, like my feet were not touching ground. And then I turned up the sidewalk to our house.
I was three steps from the front door when it crashed into my mind. To take the position, I would have to move to Magdeburg.
Elizabeth.
Dio in Cielo!
God in Heaven indeed. The chance of a lifetime, and I had to abandon my muse to grasp it. I knew without asking that she would not move to Magdeburg, not leave her friends and family and husband. Even though he was gone a lot doing diplomatic things, still, Grantville was their home.
The sun was shining on that cool spring day. It was maybe an hour past noon. It felt like three hours past midnight. I was dark in my soul.
It took time to walk three steps to the door and go into the house. I went to the kitchen, filled a pitcher from one of the few small barrels of wine we had left, opened it, and drank it quickly, without tasting the liquid going down my throat. Sitting at the kitchen table, I stared at the sink, and drank.
Two, maybe three pitchers later—I don't remember so clearly—Girolamo came in and found me weeping. He sighed, and put me to bed. I remember nothing before the next morning.
I woke up with a cheap wine hangover. Oh, very bad my head hurt. Like beating of the big kettle-drums, the tympani, in the high school band room, it felt. I was ready to shoot the cat that chased the mouse that died into my mouth. But four of the little blue pills which I know you know of by now, a little bread and olive oil, and two grande cups of dark strong bitter coffee, and I merely felt half-dead instead of three days in the grave. Girolamo smirked at me, but at least he made no jokes about me being a modern resurrection.
I stumbled out of the house and made my way to the school, where I found a note that Lady Beth Haygood would meet with me over my lunch break. And true to her word, she was at my classroom door at the moment the class ended.
I recalled Frau Lady Beth as being sharp, quick, and prepared. My memory was proved right. She came with ideas, with suggestions, and with a written contract for the commission of the Brutus. I suggested two small changes, she made them, we initialed those places, signed the contract. At that moment the hangover left me, and I felt good. To know that the opera was supported was great feeling to me.
And almost as good was when she handed me a check for one thousand USE dollars as the binding money for commission. I was to receive two thousand more when I deliver the completed opera to Frau Simpson or to Lady Beth.
Business concluded, she left. Not one to let dust gather on her shoes, was Lady Beth, just as I remembered.
After school that day I delivered to Father Athanasius the letter that I had written. I had not bothered to seal it. If it was going by the hands of the Jesuits, no seal on earth would prevent them from reading it if they wanted to.
The letter was addressed to Maestro Stefano Landi, the great musician and composer most beloved of the Barberini family, who supported me and was the intermediary between myself and other supporters. Maestro Landi had very carefully not identified who those other supporters were. My guess is it was the Barberini family, probably Cardinals Francesco and Antonio. Shrewd men with long vision. But it was to Maestro Landi I wrote for approval to take the post and move to Magdeburg.
Father A glanced at the letter. I am certain that he read it entire in but a moment. Then he folded it and laid it on his desk.
"Very good, Giacomo. I will see to it leaving as soon as may be." He peered at me. "Too much celebration last night, Giacomo?"
"No." I didn't want to talk about it.
"Ah." He nodded. "You realized, then. I knew you would, but not when." He shook his head, and said, "It will be best, Giacomo."
I nodded, but not certain in my heart of his rightness.
And now I entered a time of aloneness. I taught at the school, I went to mass on Sundays, elsewise I was at home.
At first I used the excuse that I needed to write the new settings I had promised Father A for my penance. In truth, it took me longer to write them than I had first thought. Nine days it took me, instead of a week. But the tenth day came, I gave them to Father A for copying, and he gave me the libretto for the Brutus.
I read through it straight that night. So strong it was, it lifted me out of my chair and forced me to walk about, reading parts of it out loud. Following his habit, Girolamo looked in on me, grinned, and went back to his workshop. But as I read, as I recited, as I projected the words, the musical shape of the opera began to form in my mind. By the end of the evening, I knew what I would do. Oh, not in every little petty detail, Father. But I knew the shape, the arc of the music, the themes I would use. And as with the passion, I knew that it would not take days or weeks to write the Brutus, but months. I guessed at three hours of music, which would be much work. Two, maybe three, maybe into four months to write it. But I was like a general facing to prepare a siege; I knew it would be work, but I knew I would win. And so it proved.
To you I must be honest, Father Thomas. It was not just the music that kept me in the house. It was also my cowardice. I did not want to see Elizabeth. For as long as I did not see her, I could tell my deluded self that things were okay between us.
And so April passed, with me not much better than an anchorite in a cloistered cell. Once I did go out in a night, the night of the day that Girolamo and his journeyman Johannes Fichtold and the apprentices all went to the Thuringen Gardens to celebrate the completion of the first piano created and crafted by Zenti & Associates. It was a piano of the size called grand, Father; beautiful, larger than the harpsichord I had seen in Girolamo's studio in Roma, housed in a darker wood—walnut, I believe—gleaming with varnish and with a painting on the inner lid that was much more respectable than the nymphs and satyrs on the earlier work. This one was of the gospel story of Christ calming the wind and waves, and one could almost feel the breath of wind when one sees it.
The piano was for the Count of Rudolstadt. That very day Girolamo had pronounced the varnish dry enough to consider moving it. So a message was sent to the castle, and that evening he and Johannes dragged me to the Gardens, protest though I did.
As fate would have it, the evening passed peaceably, though loudly, and I arrived back at Casa Zenti e Carissimi late that evening untouched, unharrowed, and unsober. No, Father, I had not become a drunkard. At least, not yet.
As soon as the piano was delivered, Girolamo left to tour neighboring cities. He did this with some frequency, looking for suppliers of materials for the work, and also looking for customers of the pianos. "Drumming up business," he repeated the Grantville phrase as he left. Me, I think he just liked to see new places. Plus, he visited the Freedom Arches everywhere he went.
After that I returned to my cloister, writing notes until late every evening, going to school in the morning, and drinking wine to go to sleep.
April turned to May.
The Americans have so many sayings. You have heard me quote them often enough in my letters. Here is another one: it never rains but it pours.
Two days after Girolamo left, I turned around in my classroom after the last class, and there was Father A standing in the doorway, holding a packet. He walked over and handed it to me. "It's addressed to you. From Roma."
So. The response had come. The butterflies with fangs woke up in my stomach and started chewing again. I broke the seal—ha! What a waste that was in a letter sent by the Jesuit couriers—and unfolded the outer covering to find another folded paper inside. Unfolding that, I found the response. Maestro Landi's command of language is as florid as his attire, but by the time of reaching the bottom, I was smiling.
"Good news?" Father A asked.
"I have permission to go to Magdeburg," I replied simply, handing him the letter so he could read for himself.
"That's good," he said, handing me back the letter. "So when do you think you'll go?"
And that thought, Father Thomas, brought me up short, like my Papa's hand on my collar when I was little. I had to decide. No more ifs or maybes. No more swinging in the wind. I had to decide. So I did.
"I will stay through the end of the school term," I said. I had to swallow before I could say the next words. "Then I will go to Magdeburg."
Father A nodded. "So, what, two weeks or so?"
"About that," I said.
"Good," was his reply. He clapped me on the shoulder, and left.
Funny, Father Thomas, but when it came down to it, it wasn't so hard to make the decision, I guess because of all the pain I had felt before.
I packed up my papers and stopped by the school office to tell the principal that I would be leaving at the end of the term. Then I went to the telegraph office to send a telegram to Frau Haygood telling her that I would definitely take the position, that I would be in Magdeburg by early June, and that we needed to talk about salary now. Then I went home and drank most of a pitcher of wine.
Two days later—I think it was a Friday—the school day was over, and I was clearing away my desk, packing some things up to take back to the house. I heard a noise, and looked up to see Elizabeth coming in the door. She stopped. I stood and came out from behind the desk. We stared at each other for a long time.
"So, when were you going to tell me?" she finally asked.
I did not try to pretend that I did not know what she meant. I shrugged. "Tomorrow, I thought."
She walked over and sat down in one of the student desks. I leaned back against my desk.
"Master of the Royal Academy of Music, huh? That sounds like a great gig." Her voice was light, but her eyes were not.
"I think it will be," I responded.
There was another period of long silence. I looked at her, drinking the lines of her hair, her face, her hands.
"So when will you leave?"
"Around June 1st," I said. "I have to make some arrangements, and pack up what I will take and give away what I won't."
More silence.
Finally, she stood up and said, "Good luck."
"Thanks."
Elizabeth stepped over and held out her hand, which almost broke my heart.
Before I could reach to take it, she suddenly threw her arms around me, and kissed me.
It was fierce.
It was fiery.
It was passionate.
It was a shock, Father Thomas, let me tell you. But after a—very short—moment of surprise, I put my arms around her and kissed her back.
I don't know how long we stood like that. It felt like forever, and it felt like only a second. Elizabeth broke the embrace and pushed back from me, taking her hands to smooth her hair and tuck it back behind her ears.
She looked down at the floor, then looked up with a wry grin on her face.
"It would never work between us while I am married, and I won't leave Fred."
Her voice was calm, and matter of fact. A voice that killed dreams.
"You are Euterpe," I finally managed to say. "You are my muse. I am my best because of you."
Elizabeth shrugged.
"Thank you for that compliment," she replied. "But I think you will have a new muse now." I looked at her in surprise. She continued with, "I think Princess Kristina will be your muse from now on, one way or another."
I shook my head, unable to speak.
Elizabeth stepped closer, rested a hand on my cheek, and whispered as the tears began to trickle from the corners of her eyes, "God go with you, Jude. Be well, be happy, be magnificent. And think about me from time to time, if you can stand it."
She pressed her fingers to her lips, then pressed them to mine. A moment later, she was gone.
I don't remember much about my last days in Grantville, Father. Just a few things: my last day at school, where the students conspired with the teachers to throw a party for me; playing the organ at St. Mary's church one last time; giving my keys to Johannes Fichtold and telling him the house was now Casa Zenti e Fichtold; watching over the back of the train car as the train left Grantville and headed for Halle.
I didn't see Elizabeth again.
So I am in Magdeburg now, Father Thomas. The work is hard. The work is challenging. The work is magnificent. The plans for the academy building have been drawn up, and construction will begin soon. We have a number of students already, and classes have begun in the old Franciscan monastery on the east side of the old part of Magdeburg. It will do for now, until the main building is ready.
I look forward to each day, knowing that the more we teach young musicians about the music of the future, the more they will take it and make it their own; not to slavishly copy it, but to make it the fertile loam in which they will plant their own ideas and dreams. I will not hear the flowering of the interbreeding of our traditions and the future's, our sonorities and theirs. That will happen maybe two generations from now, maybe more. But the symphonies that they will write, the instruments they will invent and build, the songs they will sing will all be so much greater, so much grander than I can even imagine. Only the mind of God can hold that vision, dear Father. But I know it will happen, and I know that it will be glorious. In this, I can only agree with the so-called Reformers, Father: Soli Deo Gloria.
As for me, I am content. I have my work. I have my challenges. In fact, I am nearing completion on the Brutus, which the princess asks about every time I see her. I hope that it will be the first opera performed in the new opera house, which has already started building. But there is time for that, which is a good thing, because I shall have to set it aside for a short time. You see, I recently received a new commission, communicated through Maestro Landi. It seems I am to write the celebratory music that will be used to welcome the newly-appointed Cardinal-Protector Lawrence Mazzare when he returns to his see. I have just started thinking about it, but already I have a few themes running through my mind. Imagine that!
So I am well, Father. I am writing music. I am furthering the cause of the new music. So I should be happy. But I must confess, Father, that late at night, when I am alone, I still feel Elizabeth's kiss; I still feel her body pressing mine; I still feel her fingers touching my lips.
I have the new muse, but I miss the old one.
God will deal with that as He wills. Who knows, I may go back to Grantville from time to time.
But in the meantime, Father, it is past time to end this letter. It is the longest one I have produced yet. I hope in it you will find cause to be proud of me, to wish me well, and, of course, to chastise me at least a little. I don't know what I would do if you did not scold me from time to time.
May the Lord give you peace and joy, Father Thomas.
Your servant and student,
Giacomo Carissimi
****
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Chapter 5: One Night in Grantville
On the Road from Eisenach, Near Grantville April 3, 1634
Ingrid Wasasdottir took sidelong looks at the weird woman, Maximiliane von Pasqualini, as they approached Grantville. They'd been on the move since dawn. The road was manageable; after last week's heavy snowfall, the weather had improved over the weekend and the sun now sometimes managed to break through the clouds. It was still cold enough that the packed snow couldn't thaw, and gave their horses an acceptable grip.
Ingrid had tried to argue Max into making more and longer stops. It was not necessary to force themselves to cover the whole way in one day.
Inte en chans.No chance.
"Ingrid, I don't want to spend the night in one of these literally lousy inns on the way, when I have my own flat waiting in Grantville with a hot shower and a real bed," Max had said.
"Okej, you're the boss!" Ingrid had answered, and Max had burst into laughter.
"Ingrid, don't call me that. I'd rather be your friend."
Ingrid ferociously shook her head. "No, that's not good. You're my client, and I'm your bodyguard. Coming too close together yields nothing good."
"But at least, you can fill our time on the road by telling something about you. How come you are working for Hans and not for Gustavus Adolphus?"
That was something Ingrid wondered herself about. Living on the street in Stockholm, after her mother, a prostitute, had died, she didn't have a very good perspective for her life.
"Cornelia Andersdotter has saved me from a street urchin's life and took me to her parents' stud farm near Stockholm. I worked as stable hand and was riding as often as I could, especially the young and untrained horses. She showed me all tricks of a professional horse trainer.
"Then one day, when I was about eighteen, a captain of the king's cavalry showed up to buy horses. When he saw Cornelia and me faking a cavalry fight with newly trained horses, he apparently came to a decision."
"Can I assume," Max interjected, "that I have come to know this cavalry captain in the meantime?"
Ingrid laughed. "Oh yes. When Hans Hansson was about to leave Sweden with his company in 1630, he talked us both into joining his troop as horse trainers. Then he presented us to his men."
Ingrid remembered the day as if it were yesterday. He had told his men that it was a known fact: women could better handle young and inexperienced horses.
And then his voice thundered over the eighty cavalrymen. "Kamrater, you have a choice. You can either rape these two women or ride the best horses in the Swedish army. Guess which of the two actions will keep you alive longer."
"And they welcomed us with open arms and closed breeches." Both women burst into laughter, and their horses bucked a bit. "We got complete cavalry training, while we were training the horses the company bought or captured on its way through Germany.
"First it was a rough life. Our Västgöta cavalry had tiny horses, and so was a constant target of ferocious mockery from the other cavalry units in the army. But then we got larger German horses, and the company's results improved drastically."
Ingrid steered her horse back to the middle of the road after having passed an ox cart coming their way.
"After Breitenfeld the company was detached to support Duke Johann Ernst von Sachsen -Eisenach. The king said the danger that straying remnants of Tilly's army might maraud the duchies of his allies was too great to leave them unguarded."
So Hans had become more acquainted with the duke, and rumor said they both had saved each other's lives multiple times. And after some time the duke had a suggestion for Hans.
"The duke had read some up-timer books on management and outsourcing, and he said he wanted to shrink his entourage substantially. So they had some meetings and afterwards Hans spoke to the company.
"Since the situation here has drastically changed now that Grantville has shown up with its modern weapons, the king wants most of you back into his army. I have decided to quit his service and settle down here in Eisenach with my wife Cornelia,' he told them."
Max smiled. "I think I somehow anticipated this outcome."
"Ja. Hindsight is always easier than foresight. Hans kept a handful of his cavalrymen for the duke's personal guards. The duke had negotiated with the Grantville police department to lend us to them to help guard the town, in exchange for training in up-timer police techniques.
"While Hans and Cornelia founded their ' Eisenacher Hausmeisterdienst ' and reorganized the duke's household, we went to Grantville and spent part of our time riding patrols around the town and most of the rest with Dan Frost on the shooting range."
Ingrid had never understood why she should use the Americans' tiny pistols in battle. She could get the same results with her longbow and her crossbow as with a 9mm or a .40. And without the dependence on ammunition supply.
She could understand the advantages of a shotgun on closer distances, but she knew very well how to close the distance in a fight completely, use the round shield to divert her opponents' sabers, and hack their head away with her heavy sword. Occasional bullets got caught in her chainmail, a heritage from Cornelia’s ancestors. They left bruises, but Ingrid had never been seriously wounded.
"But Chief Frost was right. We had to change our fighting style completely, to be prepared when the enemy once had the same modern weapons."
Max was still thinking about an earlier sentence. "But why a 'facility management service'?" she asked.
"Hans and Cornelia said, 'Why not?' " Ingrid laughed again. "Since the duke and the duchess didn't leave home often, being a bodyguard was far away from being a full-time job. They had enough time and both like to organize craftsmen, gardeners, and the personnel. And when they hired them, they had a good reason to check their background before letting them into the household."
Because Ingrid was fluent in different languages including German and English, she had been the first choice as bodyguard for the duke's new architect. Architect, ha! Bed bunny. But that was not exactly correct. Ingrid had to admit that something intangible had changed in the duke's castle during the last two weeks.
An air of satisfaction had developed, involving not only the duke and his new mistress, but—oddly enough —his wife. And Hans, Cornelia and the Jewess Ruth were smiling whenever Ingrid saw them watch the duke's newly extended family.
And Ingrid had to admit that this Pasqualini woman, who had lived as a man for ten years —I couldn't have done that, but this woman has no bröst, ha! —showed an outstanding air of competence when they were at the Wartburg construction site on Ingrid's first day as her bodyguard.
The duke and his stubborn master mason had listened to Pasqualini —no, call her Max; she wants to be called Max —and nodded more often than shook their heads.
Ingrid also had to admit that when it came to riding, Max did rather well. Yes, she now showed signs of fatigue and pain. Ha, pain in the ass, nice term! But they had been on horseback for over eight hours and had taken only one longer rest at noon, when they changed horses in the duke's relay station.
Hård mö. Tough girl.
Grantville
When they reached the outskirts of Grantville, the church towers were ringing the bells indicating six o'clock. Max directed them to an inn, where a stable hand joined them on their way to a wooden house in a residential district. They took their baggage from the packhorse they had brought with them, and the boy disappeared with the horses.
Then they entered the house. They put their winter clothes onto a coat stand in the anteroom and then proceeded to the living room.
"Baronin von Blankenstein!" Max shouted. "I'm back!"
An elderly, well -dressed woman came from the back of the house. The apron she wore did not really fit with her dress, which looked like something the lower nobility might wear.
Ingrid could hear her shouting before she came in sight. "Maximilian, willkommen daheim!" But when the woman caught a glimpse of the way Max was dressed, she nearly fainted.
"Maximilian," she gasped, while Max and Ingrid dropped their baggage and helped her to an armchair in the living room. "Maximilian, is that really you?"
"Yes, Frau Baronin, it's me. It was necessary to undergo a slight change," Max replied.
"You didn't have one of these horrible operations they talk about, did you?" A little disgust could be heard in her voice.
Max laughed. "Oh no, Baronin. I've been female all my life. My real name is Maximiliane, but nothing else has changed."
Nothing has changed. Ha! Becoming the mistress of a duke is "nothing?"
"You must tell me. Everything. At once." The baroness had obviously regained composure and now tried to gain command.
"Not now, Baronin, please! We both come directly from Eisenach and have to have a shower first. Then we must find a place to have dinner. And I think we'll be too tired afterwards. But we will stay here until the day after tomorrow, so we can perhaps talk tomorrow evening."
Turning to Ingrid, she continued. "And please let me introduce Ingrid Wasasdottir, Baronessa Götetal from Sweden. She is my Aufpasser. "
Ingrid grinned, partly from the sudden honor of being raised into lower nobility, partly from the shrewdness of Max using a word which either meant bodyguard or chaperone. The baroness would certainly assume the latter.
"And Ingrid, my dear friend, this is Anna Margaretha Elisabetha, Baronin von Blankenstein, my landlady."
Ingrid extended a hand and said in very broken German, "Erfreut, Euch sehen, Baronin."
Max suddenly coughed several times, obviously suppressing laughter. Then she smiled approvingly at Ingrid.
The baroness rose and took Ingrid's hand. "Nice to meet you too, Baronessa."
"Now we have to hurry," Max said, "or we won't be in time to get a table for dinner at the Amerikanische Eiche."
"Max, do you want me to make a reservation for you?" the baroness asked.
"Oh, that would be very nice. We are really in a hurry," Max responded, then took her baggage and waved Ingrid to follow.
****
When they had closed the door of Max's flat behind them, Max dropped her baggage, then threw herself onto her bed and let out a big "Phew! That was close!"
"Max," Ingrid said. "I'm wondering. We handed our horses to that boy from the stable at the American Ash Inn. But you just told her to make a reservation for the American Oak."
"Ingrid . . ." Max rose again and started to undress. "I'm really sorry that I forgot to prepare you for this meeting. The so-called Baronin von Blankenstein is the biggest source of gossip within a hundred miles, and although nobody has caught her in the act of lying, she is at least suspected to be an impostor."
Struggling with the still unfamiliar fasteners of her dress, she continued. "She arrived here shortly after the Ring of Fire, and insisted that she was the widow of a Baron von Blankenstein from Swabia. She claimed that they were just visiting their newly bought land with her whole family, when the Ring of Fire fell and all of her family disappeared before her eyes. She had a bag of gold, so she could buy this empty house —"
Max, completely bare, took a towel from a wardrobe and went to the attached bathroom.
"—and hire a lawyer. They filed a suit against the town of Grantville to claim indemnification for the loss of her husband, her parents, her four children, her horses, and the forty thousand acres of best farmland, which the Ring had all destroyed."
Max turned on the shower and uttered a loud, "Aaah, that's what I need now!"
Ingrid tried to push her questions through the sound of whooshing water. "But as far as I know, the area of the Ring doesn't have forty thousand acres."
"Yes, that was her first mistake. The court rejected the lawsuit by formal errors, and she blamed it on the bad handwriting of her lawyer and fired him. Then she found a second lawyer, reduced the claim of land to four thousand acres, and filed the suit again.
"Then the Grantvillers found out that the land in the area before the ring was mostly woodland and no farms. They rejected the second lawsuit, and she fired her second lawyer."
Max left the shower and started to towel herself. She took another towel from the wardrobe and handed it to Ingrid. Ingrid was a little startled by Max's behavior, but shrugged and started to strip off her clothing. I need that, too, and it should be safe in here. But she would at least take her 9mm into the bathroom with her.
"She found a third lawyer," Max continued, while she took fresh clothes out of the baggage, and started to dress again. "Rumor says she offered him half of the expected compensation. She said her family must have been betrayed by the landowner, and they filed a third lawsuit. In the meantime, the Grantville judge had developed doubts about her allegations, so he ordered her to prove the existence of her husband, her parents, et cetera, et cetera. He told her either to show up with notarized copies from the church register entries for the people and the title for the property, or to bring enough reputable witnesses to substantiate her claims."
Then she shook her head. "Ingrid, how many weapons are you wearing exactly?"
****
When Ingrid had been selected as bodyguard for Max, some things had to change. Cornelia had talked insistently to her about modifying her arsenal and fashion. They had worked out a compromise.
While she was in the line of duty with the duke, officially armed, Ingrid was allowed to dress and arm herself as she found useful, as long as she had a modern firearm and enough ammunition at hand. When she worked undercover, a term she liked quite well, she had to wear appropriate female fashion and only hidden weapons. No sword, only knives and firearms.
Okej, she decided. A blade length of two feet still counted as knife, and she could hide two of them easily on her back. She had practiced drawing them, and now managed to get them into her hands very quickly—without dissecting her dress or blouse more than necessary.
A dozen throwing knives fitted nicely about her person, and left room enough for a 9mm automatic pistol and a "historical ".45 Colt Single Action Army. Ha! Peacemaker! You're my boy! Her dress got a little puffed out with all this hardware, but she and Cornelia worked out a selection of combinations with special loops sewed into them and extra slits at appropriate places.
Cornelia had even admitted that nothing spoke against having an appropriate selection of weapons at hand when push came to shove.
****
"Oh," Ingrid answered frowning. "Not as many as I would like. My sword, shield, longbow and crossbow are still in my baggage, together with my chainmail and helmet."
"And I was wondering why the poor packhorse looked so tired." Max shook her head again. "Do you really think all that is necessary?"
Ingrid looked firmly into Max's eyes. "Ja," was the only word she said, before she —now naked herself, but with her gun in her hand —started to the shower.
While Ingrid enjoyed the hot water, she asked, "And how does that story connect to our dinner?"
"Oh, sorry. I got sidetracked," Max answered. "Since the baroness sits here like a spider in a web, trying to find or more likely fake evidences and find or perhaps bribe witnesses, she has no other amusement apart from gossiping over the telephone. Just since we got here, half of Grantville, or at least her half of Grantville certainly knows that I am a woman and I arrived with a Swedish Baronessa as chaperone. And they'll also know that I will have dinner at the Amerikanische Eiche.
"And some of these people will certainly accidentally come around to chat with me, and we won't have a minute of peace. Which I really, really need this evening. So I can innocently say 'Sorry for this misunderstanding. Did I say Eiche? I meant Esche! I was already wondering why they had no reservation for us.'" Max laughed.
Inga bröst, nej —but a sharp wit!
Ingrid laughed too. "Tell me, Max. How could you pull off being disguised as a man for so long? I would certainly have unmasked you. No man has such a shrewd mind. But now we must hurry to get a table."
"No need." Max waved with her hand. "We have in fact a reservation for the Ash. Ruben has organized it together with the stables for our horses." Now they burst into laughter. I ought not to get too familiar with clients, but I could get to like that woman!
 
American Ash Inn and Stable, Grantville
There was indeed a large white ash standing in front of the Gasthaus und Mietstall zur Amerikanischen Esche, as a big wooden display told them. The massive tree extended its bare branches over the snow covered wooden tables and benches of the Biergarten.
They entered the main room, which was already rather full, and Max asked for the table reserved for "M.P. and friends." They were pointed to an eight -person table in one of the corners farthest away from the entrance. The big Franklin stove shielded the corner from one side, so they would have a rather protected alcove.
Ingrid quickly scanned the interior, and especially the people who had a direct line of fire to the table. She had to admit that Ruben had eased her task very well. It was by far the best defendable place in the room.
While they approached it, Max pointed with her chin to a group of three men who were talking very loudly and unintelligibly, and smiled. Ingrid nodded. She kept them in sight and saw that the men had noticed their appearance and were ogling them now. Burly men they were, in their mid-fifties, strong men with bulging muscles. No motions like mercenaries. No visible weapons. No sign of hidden weapons. Craftsmen. Minor threat.
Max sat down on the bench, her back to the wall as Ingrid had told her —Anobedient client is a surviving client! —and Ingrid sat next to her on the same bench. So she shielded the fourth side, and Max was as safe as possible with only a single bodyguard. Ingrid detested the situation. With so many unknown threats around, there should have been at least four different security people on duty.
But Max had insisted on this. "You will see. These are really nice guys in the Ash. Don't worry more than necessary."
The waitress came to take their orders, but Max asked her to let them settle for five minutes.
Shortly after that, Ingrid noticed the three men approaching their table. Two of them had an additional mug of beer in their hands. Men! They are so easily to see through! Max had anticipated that situation exactly.
"Aamd Määdscher, wollt ehr ä Bier mit uns drinke?"
What? Ingrid had had believed that her German was very good, but apart from the word "beer" and the obvious intention to meet them, she hadn't understood anything.
Later Max would tell her that "Aamd" was short for "Guten Abend," and "Määdscher" should be "Mädchen." "Good evening, girls. Would you like to have a beer with us?" was the correct translation —rather polite in hindsight.
Max smiled and nodded.
"Ei isch binn de Ande, dess iss de Xaver und de anner iss de Jörg. Mehr sinn alles eerlische Handwerker unn Eheloit."
O my God! Three first names, the word craftsmen, but what else?
Later she learned the translation: "I am Ande, his name is Xaver, and the other is Jörg. We are honest craftsmen and husbands."
The mention of the marital status was meant to reassure the women that the invitation was intended as a social event and not as an introduction to courtship. Honest they are!
But she unwrapped her best German. "Good evening, I am Ingrid Wasasdottir, the Aufpasser of Freifrau von Pasqualini over here. Thank you for your invitation. You may sit down."
Max smiled and nodded.
The three men sat down, scrutinizing the large blond Swede and the small dark -haired German, whose hair was still very short.
The men shoved their two surplus mugs to the women. Then Ande lifted his mug and said: "Proscht erschtmol." They pushed their mugs together over the center of the table. Xaver said "Gsuffa, " Jörg said "Martje Flor, " and Ingrid said "Skål. " Then all took large gulps.
Max smiled, nodded and took a very ladylike sip of her beer.
Ande was obviously very chatty. "Pasgalini? Saach mool, Määdsche, bischt du vielleischt mit deem Max Pasgalini verwandt? " "Tell me girl, do you happen to be related to Max Pasqualini?"
Max smiled, nodded and again took a very ladylike sip from her beer.
Ande frowned. "Weil, deen hott jetzt seit zwää Woche kääner meer uff ääner Bauschtell gsee. Unn aach nett in seim Birroh. Weescht du, was mitt deem iss?" "Because nobody has seen him at any construction site for two weeks. And not in his office. Do you know, what happened to him?"
Max smiled, nodded, and then gave an answer.
"Ooch, deem geets guud. Wie geets eischentlisch de Gertruud?" "Oh, he's fine. How is Gertrude?"
Oh no, now Max uses this secret language, too!
"Ei, deer geets aach guud." "She is fine, too."
"Dee Hannes —" Before he could elaborate about the situation of this Johannes, he interrupted himself. Ingrid could see his mind at work. Where did this woman know his wife's name from?
"Jo mei, i hoob diirs gsogt," the man called Xaver now interjected snootily and slapped Ande on his shoulder. "I told you."
But that sounds completely different? How many secret languages do they use here?
"Aach nee, unser Herr Südtiroler maakt op dicke Hose!" "Really, our Mister Southern Tyrolean again knows everything better."
Pooh! At least Jörg speaks a rather intelligible German, obviously a Northerner.
"I hoob diir schoo hunnertmool gsogt. I bin vunn Minge unn nett aus dena Alpe. Du Saupreiss." "I have told you a hundred times. I am from Munich, not from the Alps. (Typical Bavarian invective for all non -Bavarians )"
Gode gud!
"Xaver, Jörg, don't you know how to behave in front of noble women?"
Tack gode Gud! Ande finally used the standard Amideutsch of Grantville, thickly accented, but at least intelligible.
"Max, is that really you?"
The obvious question. Twice up to now. Let's count on.
Max burst into laughter. "Oh yes," she giggled. "Have I changed that much?" She rose and turned right and left, looking onto her own backside. "Have I got fat?"
"No, no!" the three men were now laughing, too.
Xaver was apparently very satisfied with himself. "I told them that you looked exactly like Max, the moment you entered the room. And asked them if he ever mentioned a twin sister. And they didn't believe me. Saupreissn."
Max had told Ingrid that she expected to meet three friends in the Ash. But she had not mentioned who they were. So she had to catch up now.
"Ingrid, Ande is a master mason from the Palatinate. The county of Leiningen to be exact, in the middle of the Electorate. He was born in a little town called Grünstadt.
"Xaver is a master carpenter. From Bavaria, in case you didn't understand." Another laugh. The three men were obviously fully aware, that their broad dialects bore an enormous challenge to foreigners. "He comes from Munich.
"And Jörg has come here from Northern Frisia. He was a master smith and has re-trained as an electrician. He was born in Tönning in the duchy of Schleswig-Holstein-Gottorp. So you have nearly the whole spread of Germany before you."
Then she turned to the men and frowned, then lowered her voice and said, "Boys, Ingrid is not my chaperone, but my bodyguard. I'm now working for Duke Johann Ernst to direct the reconstruction of the Wartburg, and he decided that I needed protection. So seriously, stay away from me, at least as long as we are here in public. She is a little nervous, anyway, and takes her job dead serious."
The men eyed Ingrid suspiciously, so she decided to show them her 9mm. She drew it, rotated it once around her forefinger and hid it again within two seconds. Hmmm. I'll have to practice more. Still a little slow.
They flinched and moved away a little from her.
Ja.
 
Max's flat, Grantville
For Max it had been obviously too long a day. She barely managed to get out of her clothes before she fell into her bed and was immediately asleep.
Max had convinced the three craftsmen to bring their families and move to the Wartburg as soon as their employers would agree to let them go. Not that Max had to use too much persuasion.
They would get wagons for the move and the complete equipment and tools for the enterprise for each of them from the duke's account in Grantville.
That was, of course, not a gift. They would have to pay back the loans, but they had low interest and needed no guaranties other than their good names and reputation. Having safe contracts for at least the next three years and free lodging on site in the summer and in one of the surplus buildings of the Jagdschloss in the winter, there would be no problem to repay most of the loans before the Wartburg was completed.
Max had further told them to buy some material for renovation works in the Jagdschloss, which Max would pay from her private account. From Max's smile, Ingrid could deduce that the latter was to be a pleasant surprise for the duke and his wife.
Ingrid checked the small basement windows that were just below the ceiling. Fortunately, they all had iron railings and that peculiar kind of glass nobody could look through. She decided not to sleep on the couch Max had offered her. She wouldn't need a blanket here; the room was nearly too warm. So she pulled off her dress, dropped it with most of her weapons on a chair and lay down across the entrance on the carpeted floor. With her Friedensstifter already in her hand, she was sure to be faster than any potential intruder.
 
Dr. Shipley's office, Grantville
The next morning
It had been a nice evening, particularly when compared to the next morning. After having breakfast in the Ash, Max had an appointment with that female doctor.
When they both entered Dr. Shipley's examination room, the first thing Ingrid noticed was a large kind of armchair in the middle. Gode Gud! What is this?
The chair looked more like an invention of the Holy Office than a doctor's equipment. So Ingrid had to ask: "Max, are you sure, that she doesn't intend to torture you?"
Dr. Shipley laughed and replied: "Ms. Wasasdottir, how about taking an examination first? So you'll see that everything is all right." On that chair? Never! They have certainly handcuffs hidden somewhere.
After Ingrid had scanned the room—it had no second exit and no other visible threats—she decided that she had to trust the doctor. So she kept both eyes on the door and only her ears on the scene.
When Max rose half an hour later, Dr. Shipley shook her hand and said: "So if everything goes well, Max, we'll meet again in two months. Good luck!" A strange kind of doctor. Normally it is completely the other way around. If it does not go well, you'll have to return. These up-timers are crazy!
 
Chapter 6: Sliding time
 
On the Road from Grantville to Eisenach, near Arnstadt
The next day
Max and Ingrid left Grantville early. The weather was dry and cold, and Max wanted—of course—to make their way back to Marksuhl in one day. By mid-morning, the weather got warmer and it started to rain. That converted the snow-covered dirt road into a slushy mess. The horses were constantly slipping and could only walk slowly.
****
They were crossing a large deforested slope—Ingrid in front, the packhorse fixed to her saddle, and Max last—when the world collapsed. A length of about a hundred paces of road split. The right half, with all three horses on it, started to slide along the slope.
Ingrid tried to free herself from her horse, but the animal had already toppled over onto its left side, and something was holding her left leg against the horse. The packhorse was sliding faster than her own steed and pulled through the line connecting the two animals.
Fortunately, the three animals held their relative positions on top of the mudslide, so at least no stones came from above. But enough mud, slush and water fell all over them. Ingrid struggled to loosen the line, but had no chance with all that dirt around.
Then she tried to get one of her knives, but—Skit! Scheiße! Shit! Crap!—she could not get her hand through one of the slits in her cape, then through one of the slits in her skort. I must talk to Cornelia. We must improve this when we get back—if we get back!
Her horse lurched to a standstill. It was now held by the thin rope from the packhorse, lying on its left side on a steep part of the slope.
Ingrid looked up. The other animal had somersaulted and then somehow gotten entangled with some vegetation which still protruded from the mud. Ingrid had no idea if the line could hold her and her horse, but that thin rope was now her only lifeline.
She looked down. Oops! The slope got even steeper and she could see some big boulders below. Tack gode Gud! That cape has saved my life! But her left leg was still trapped by the weight of her horse. And that creature now tried to get free. O nej! But at least she could stop this behavior. Her shotgun was strapped on the right flank of her horse. She produced it, held it against the horse's back neck— Förlåt mig! Forgive me! —Boom!— and the buckshot accomplished its task.
Her horse was quiet now. The packhorse, too, perhaps it had broken its neck. Very carefully and very slowly, Ingrid turned her whole upper body and scanned for Max. The other woman had obviously been luckier getting off her horse. Ingrid could see the animal lying more than fifty feet below, but Max lay, completely covered in mud, some fifteen feet above Ingrid, upside down on a less inclined part of the slope.
Max wasn't moving— Min Gud!— but Ingrid could not see any obvious sign of a wound. If she had broken her neck, surely at least some blood would be visible. At the moment Ingrid didn't really know what to do.
"Max! Max, can you hear me?" Ingrid shouted as loud as possible.
"Don't blow my ears. I can hear very well!"
Tack gode Gud! Tack, tack, tack!
The clever woman had apparently decided not to move until she was certain that the slide was over. Now she turned her head—Slowly! But I don't have to tell her, she didn't panic. Hård mö!—and looked in Ingrid's direction.
"Can you move?" Max demanded to know.
"No, my left leg is somehow entangled."
"Okay, I'll work out something. Don't move!"
Mycket rolig! Very funny! I just told you . . .
Then Max started to crawl, trying to reach the packhorse. Ingrid felt bad, helpless, frantic. She was not accustomed to quietly watching somebody else accomplish something. And she could do nothing. Skit, skit, skit!
So she decided to try to free her left leg. She forced her left hand between the horse and the mud. Laying herself flat on the horse's back, she could reach her foot. She could feel straps, then the stirrup. It had somehow wound around her foot. But that she could change.
While she—Långsamt!Slowly!—disentangled her cape and skort with her right hand, and managed to seize her small knife from the sheath strapped to her leg, she could hear Max creep above. Then suddenly the line jerked. "Be careful! I'm hanging on that line!"
"All right! No problem! Don't move!"
Ja! Jovisst! Of course I won't move!
Ingrid got her knife into her left hand, and reached toward her left foot. Keep your eyes closed, Ingrid! You can't see anything good. Concentrate on the knife. Now she reached the stirrup. A little left, a little up! Don't cut your foot! Långsamt! Slowly she started to saw at the straps that held the stirrup.
Suddenly something hit her head. She nearly lost her knife. When she opened her eyes, she could see the end of a rope dangling near her face. "Why didn't you tell me you were going to lasso me?" Ingrid's words were half hysterically. Tyst! Quiet! don't panic!
"Oh, sorry!" Max shouted. "You're right! I wasn't sure I would hit you with the first try! Can you tie yourself to the rope?"
Ingrid looked up. Max had gotten the rope out of the baggage on the packhorse's back. Bra gjort! Well done! But Max would have to climb all the way up over the rest of the dirt road and find a stump on the other side.
Ingrid had to tie the rope to herself first. "Yes, I can! Don't move!" Skit, now I’m becoming funny myself! She needed both hands. She slowly shoved the knife between the straps and her foot, and then pulled her left hand out. "Can I have some more feet of the rope?"
"Okay, no problem!" The rope didn't move, but now Ingrid could pull it slowly around her torso under her arms and tie it to itself.
Again, the line jerked; this time she slid down some inches. "Max!" Tyst! Quiet! Don't panic! Don’t. Panic.
"Sorry!"
"I'm strapped now."
"Okay!"
At least she didn't say it again.
"Don't move!"
Ugh!
Ingrid tried to reach her left foot again. She touched the knife too early. The last small slide had moved it up. When she pushed her hand deeper she felt something warm and wet. Blood! Skit, skit, skit! The knife had obviously cut into her leg above the boot. But at least the straps were cut, too. She could now move—Don't move!—Better to try only with the fingers! Yes, the stirrup was loose. Her foot was free. Pooh! But how much blood?
Slowly she pulled her hand and the knife back. Both were covered with blood. Skit! But she could not change anything now. She looked up again. Max had managed to climb, crawl, and slide all the way up, pulling the rope with her. And all Ingrid had managed in the meantime was to cut her leg. Ingrid, you're getting old! Clumsy and old! Hård mö Max! Ingrid put the knife back into the sheath.
"Max, I'm free now. When you manage to secure me, I can try to climb."
"Wait, I'm not ready yet. And don't forget the shotgun!" What? Oops!
Ingrid took the shotgun and the ammunition bag from her saddle holster and hung it on her back.
But Max was much lighter than Ingrid; she could not pull the heavier woman up. Ingrid had to make her way herself and Max had to secure her. How could that work? Ingrid looked up. She could only see Max's head and a part of her upper body. She was now attaching something to a big stump, which had luckily survived the deforestation.
Max moved away from the stump. Suddenly the rope moved. Slowly it straightened. But it was not right. It still went to the packhorse before it reached Ingrid. "Max! The rope is blocked by the packhorse. It doesn't run straight!"
She could see Max ogling over the brink, while she still did something with the rope. "From my side, it looks okay. Wait a little!"
The tension in the rope grew. Then suddenly something above moved. "Max! The baggage!" But no answer. Yes, the couple of heavy pieces which had been tied to the packhorse now were tied to the rope. The weird woman really tried to not only pull Ingrid, but also all of their baggage! Who does Max think she is? The daughter of Thor, or what?
But somehow it seemed to work. The baggage was moving straight above Ingrid at the steep slope. Because of the bulky packages, she could no longer see what Max was doing.
Even if Max had bought a pulley on their visit to Grantville's hardware store yesterday, that would not be enough to lift Ingrid along with the heavy baggage. And the package which had been delivered in the afternoon had not been big and heavy enough to contain one of the multi-wheel pulleys they used on sailing ships, along with the hundreds of feet of rope, which would be needed to span the fifty or so feet above Ingrid's head.
Still it seemed to work. The pull under her arms increased. Her left foot was still under the horse, but now Ingrid had enough support to pull it slowly out. Aj! The cut was rather long. It went from just above her boot to over her knee. But the blood was only dripping. Not lethal! In fact not even bad, only bloody.
Suddenly she heard something above her head. The line to the packhorse loosened. Quickly Ingrid rolled to the side and managed to get out of the way of the falling animal. Both horses were now sliding faster and faster to the bottom of the slope. When they hit the boulder with a thump, Ingrid could only think: That could have been me! Min Gud! Min Gud! That was close!
Slowly but sure she made her way up. Now the brink came closer. And Ingrid could hear Max breathing heavily. Okej, no goddess! Only a tough girl! The baggage was now over the edge and Max stopped whatever she had been doing. Ingrid could just reach to the rest of the dirt road and pull herself up.
Yes, it was something like a pulley. But the rope went there in a loop and back. It had no ends. Max had fixed the movable part to the baggage and another rope. The weird fixed part she had attached to the big stump with another rope.
Seeing Max half collapsed over the baggage. Ingrid wanted to say something. Tusen tack might be appropriate, but she also had no breath. She just managed to reach Max and then collapsed herself.
Some minutes later, she got her mind back. "Max! Tusen tack!Vielen, vielen Dank! Thank you so much! Gode Gud! Why, for Heaven's sake, didn't you leave that baggage on the packhorse? You are completely worn out."
"But that's your sword, and your shield, and your armor! I know how much you love that!"
Max had obviously a completely different set of priorities. Ingrid could only shake her head.
Then she did something she had not done since her youth. She reached to Max and hugged her, and nearly started to weep.
****
Shortly afterward, the duke's daily courier from Eisenach to Grantville reached the scene of the near-catastrophe. After he made sure that the two women were alive and kicking—or at least alive—he turned around to get help from the next village ahead. An hour later, he reappeared, leading three heavy plow horses.
"I've sent one of the villagers to the relay station in Arnstadt," he said. "We'll get riding horses and saddles from there. A group of them will make their way to the bottom of the slope and see what they can salvage from the horses, but that might take days."
And so it happened that Max had in fact to stay for a night in one of these "lousy" inns. But, of course, she managed that too. Hård mö!
****
Author's Notes:
The Book 1632 doesn’t mention that detachments of Swedish cavalry other than Alex Mackay’s Scots were left in Thuringia after Breitenfeld, but that’s a historical fact. Not that they were always as welcome as the Scots in Grantville . . .
I don't know how common it is in America to name inns after a big tree growing in front of them. But in Germany the number of classic Gastwirtschaften who have names like zum Lindenbaum (at the linden tree) are legion. In summer most of the business was transferred (and still is) to the Biergarten under the tree.
I cannot remember that ever before in the books or the Gazette somebody mentioned the different German dialects. If Mike Stearns had not fortunately met Rebecca first, for whom German was also a foreign language, Grantville might have died because of misunderstandings. The different Thuringian dialects in the center of Germany area are considered among the better understandable languages, since they have developed from a mixture of all the people who immigrated in the Middle Ages, but the others . . .
Here are examples of the sentence "You are not old enough to drink a bottle of wine alone. You have to grow up and get older." in Saxon, Palatinate, Bavarian, Northern Frisian Plattdütsch, and, of course, Southern Tyrolean . . .
Here is the Munich classic with American interpretation (contains the German text).
And last but not least here is the poor man's chain hoist.
****
 
To be continued . . .
Art Director's Note: Thanks to Rainer for providing the interior art for this story.
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Chapter Sixty-five: The Butterfly Effect
Northeast Mauritius, Dutch Refugee Camp
Pam awoke in a nest deep in the meadow, naked, a warm, masculine arm draped over her shoulder. She blinked for a moment or two, trying to remember just how she had ended up here, then laughed as the memory came, with all it's terrors and thrills. It wasn't quite dawn yet, so she closed her eyes for a few more minutes, soaking in the heat emanating from her Swedish sea captain, a comfort in the cool morning air. Pam heard a noise in the distance, the low moaning of a cow ready to be milked. Gently removing the delightful arm, she sat up, and began wondering where her clothes were! She found them soon enough, blushing at the thought of the entire camp turned out to look for them, and finding them bare as newborns!
Pam laughed as she pulled the charmingly simple white dress over her sunburnt and thorn scratched body. She awakened Torbjörn with a gentle kiss, his smile adding a further brightness to the sunrise. Pam had just been through living hell, but right now, at this moment she realized she was about the happiest she had ever been. "Hooray for me!" she whispered to herself, as she helped her still drowsy man find his clothes.
They held hands as they waded back across the river and up the narrow trail to the Dutchmen's camp. Doctor Durand saw her, and began to walk over to her in his courtly, yet ground eating stride,
"Ah, back to work." Pam said as she let go of Torbjörn's hand with a last squeeze. He smiled at her and raised his hand in greeting to the doctor.
"Ah, Captains Pam and Torbjörn! I hope you had a good rest. How is that injury feeling?"
Pam tried to smile as she gently rubbed the back of her head where it had connected with a large-ish stone, but grimaced instead. The constant throbbing was gone, but it had been replaced by a dull ache. Fortunately, this seemed to be slowly receding into the distance; she was on the mend.
"Better, I think. Much better, really."
"Excellent!" the doctor was pleased to see his patient on the mend. "Ah, just a moment, I have something that belongs to you." With a rather grim scowl he pulled the knife she had used to kill two men the day before out of his medical bag. "It took myself, aided by the considerable strength of Sergeant Gerbald, to pry this back out of that fellow's skull." He handed it to Pam with a wry grin, as if presenting a noble with a fine sword.
Pam took the blade from him with a grin of her own, and slid it into the waist strings of her dress. "Thank you, Doctor, much obliged. That knife saved my life twice yesterday."
"May it continue to serve you so well," the doctor replied with a small bow.
"Is Gerbald up yet?"
"I haven't seen him. The Dutch ladies have prepared a breakfast. Will you join me?"
"In a moment. I want to go get Gerbald up, you two go ahead." She gave Torbjörn a squeeze of the hand and favored them both with a bright smile as they followed the delicious aroma. Pam took a stroll around the edge of the clearing, looking for telltale signs of the great woodsman. After a few minutes she found a large pile of boughs just outside of camp with a mustard yellow hat visible beneath the branches; Gerbald's nest.
"Better get up before a dodo hen comes along and lays an egg in your hat." she said, giving the pile a light push with her boot. The branches began to stir, the ridiculous floppy hat rising to reveal a drowsy-eyed, salt-and-pepper stubbled face.
"Ah, good morning Pam. You look refreshed." A twinkle of mischief was visible in his sky blue eyes.
"I feel it. Even so, I'm still pretty damn tired, running from brigands takes it out of you. So, how far do you think we are from home?"
"Well, we followed you up into the foothills, and then back down the river. According to the uptime map the river's mouth is only about five miles north of the colony."
"So, how do we get all of us back there?"
"I say we follow the coast, which will be a bit longer than as the crow flies, but easier going I think. With luck much of it will be sandy beach."
"Okay, that's good news. I'm pretty beat, but I think I can make five miles. Let's have breakfast, then get the Dutch organized for the trip."
As they entered camp it became plain that the Dutch were already getting themselves organized, packing up their few belongings and preparing to break camp. Harmannus and Lijss greeted them, their lined faces bright with anticipation, so unlike the desperate refugees of the day before. Rescue had come. After months hiding in the forest they were safe in the hands of people they could trust.
"Good morning, Captain Pam, Sergeant Gerbald!" they hailed in cheery tones. "Please, come eat!"
"Good morning, Harmannus, Lijss!" Pam replied, taking Ljiss's proffered hands in warm greeting while Gerbald shook hands with Harmannus.
"Thank you for your hospitality!" Pam said, pleased to see her new friends so happy.
"It is nothing," Ljiss said "You and your men are our saviors. We have been living in fear for so long, suffering much. Our future is bright again, thanks to you." Her brown eyes were full of a new sparkle. Pam bowed her head, a sense of pride welling up in her. It's funny, she thought, how good things can come from even the most awful circumstances.
Entering the clearing, Pam looked across to see the lone survivor of her kidnappers, a surly looking troll of a man. He was bound carefully, and leashed to a particularly dangerous looking Swede, a fellow named Järv she thought, who guarded his captive with a ferocious intensity. The French bandit looked up at her with a menacing sneer. Pam stepped forward, putting her hand on her knife's hilt. "What the fuck are you looking at?" she snarled. The foolish bandit turned pale, and drooped his head down meekly, remembering just how deep a danger he was in. None of this was missed by vigilant Järv, who cuffed the prisoner smartly on the ear, sending him to his knees. Pam, not feeling at all inclined toward sympathy for her former captor, gave Järv a bright smile which he returned; two predators celebrating a successful hunt.
At breakfast she sat between Gerbald and Doctor Durand on the comfortable log. Torbjörn who could speak a bit of Dutch as it turned out, had finished quickly, and was now guiding the Swedish crew in helping the villagers pack up. They enjoyed a meal of cheese, cured ham, and fresh baked bread with butter; simple, and utterly delicious. One by one and two by two the entire Dutch camp came by to thank them again for coming to their aid. Pam was deeply touched, and a little bit embarrassed at their profound sense of gratitude. As they finished their meal she mused on something that had been troubling her.
"You know, in the up-time history there is no mention of a Dutch colony on Mauritius until 1638, a few years from now."
Doctor Durand pulled on his ornate mustachio in thought. "Could the early arrival of these people have something to do with this so called Grantville 'butterfly effect' that is changing our history?"
"I suppose so. Of course, sometimes the history books are wrong. It is, after all, just a matter of a few years," Pam replied.
Gerbald looked up at the bright morning sky, then spoke softly. "I think I know what happened."
Pam and the Doctor turned to him with great interest. After collecting his thoughts for a moment, he continued.
"Pam, we captured your Chinese junk from that murderous band of Arab-type pirates. If I recall they were on a northerly course when they stopped at our cove . . . "
Pam's eyes widened as she processed the implications of that. Her voice was hushed as she picked up the thread Gerbald had laid.
"And, we killed them all."
"Precisely."
Doctor Durand stopped playing with his mustachio and said "The butterfly effect!"
Gerbald nodded to Pam, who was looking a bit awed, signaling her to finish the thought.
"In my former timeline there would have been no Swedish colonists, and no French pirates inspired by stories from up-time between there and here . . . " Pam closed her eyes, trying once again to process the ongoing strangeness that time travel had brought to her life.
"Without us to stop them, the pirate junk would have arrived to find this little Dutch settlement undefended. Unlike the French, they would have taken no prisoners, or let anyone escape into the woods."
A cold chill went down her back at the thought of Harmannus and his gentle villagers falling beneath the razor sharp blades of those horrid men, as they surely did in that other world.
"You know guys, I haven't always found my new life in your century easy, but sometimes I do find it rewarding. I'm glad we were here to help these people. We have done good."
Gerbald and Durand both nodded emphatically.
"Now, let's get the hell out of here. I have a very comfortable bed waiting for me, and I want to be in it by nightfall!" Muscles sore from her recent adventures, Pam used each man's shoulder to help pull herself up, then went to look for something to do to assist in the move.
 
Chapter Sixty-six: Homecoming
 
Just before noon, the people and their farm animals began trickling down the trail to the river, leaving their woodland refuge behind. Upon crossing the shallow waters, everyone gathered at a mustering point in the wide, meadows beyond. With Gerbald leading the way, they followed the river down to the sea. The azure brilliance of it filled Pam with joy. Her ordeal was over, and she would soon be back amongst those she loved. They walked southward down long, sandy beaches, occasionally having to find their way behind rocky promontories.
After a few miles of travel, Pam began to feel dizzy. Although the temperature was comfortable, the noon day sun felt oppressive, a heavy heat on her shoulders. Someone handed her a scarf, which she tied over her head, but it provided scant relief. The white sand beneath her feet began to blur, morphing from an expanse of sparkling grains into the silky white sheets of a great, soft bed. She paused, then knelt down, the palms of her hands unexpectedly burning as the sheets became sand again. She tried to stand back up, but her head was pounding, tiny red stars swirling before her eyes.
She felt hands grip her, and cried out in alarm, had the ogres that had tortured her so these last few days returned from the dead? Then she realized the voices belonged to her dear friends, faithful Gerbald, and that hunky Swedish sea captain that looked like a young Kris Kristofferson. She relaxed then, and allowed herself to melt into strong, gentle arms.
"I'll spell you in a while," Gerbald told Torbjörn with a brotherly clap on the back. Torbjörn smiled contentedly as he carried the exhausted Pam over the shining sands toward home. She wasn't heavy at all.
****
"Pam. Pam." A voice in her ear. She liked that voice. It was deep but soft, and what a cute accent!
"Pam, we are almost back to the colony. Do you want to wake up?" Torbjörn's beard tickled her ear and she laughed, opening her eyes. It was early evening, the sun had already passed behind the mountains of the interior, and the scene had a delicate purple cast to it.
"Okay, sweetness, let me down. Thanks for carrying me," she told him with a kiss on the cheek.
"My pleasure. Here, look, the people are already coming to meet us."
Down the beach a familiar sight came into view, the docks and their odd collection of ships, and the fortified wall running above the waterfront, already sporting lamps alight with flickering gold. Pam held onto Torbjörn's arm, her feet sore from the trials of the chase. She was almost home, her personal ship, the Second Chance Bird looked like a floating palace on the shores of paradise to her tired eyes. It soon became apparent that the entire population was turning out to greet them, and so Pam put on a brave face, hoping she could assure everyone that she was all right and then go to bed as soon as possible. Having caught sight of them coming around the point, the crowd surged down the beach, some carrying lanterns and torches in the fading light. As she suspected might happen, Pers reached her first, his long legs propelling him across the sand faster than any of the colony's other youths. He came to a stop in front of her and just stood panting, his face having a hard time deciding whether it wanted to smile or cry. Pam simply stepped over to him and gave him a big hug, which he gingerly returned before shyly freeing himself.
"We were so worried for you, Pam," he told her breathlessly.
"I know. I was, too. But look, here I am, a little worse for the wear but in pretty good shape all things considered. She gently touched his cheek. "Are you well Pers? How is your head?"
"I still have bit of a knot back there, but I'm much better, thanks. I guess I was pretty out of it."
"You were, my dear. I was scared to death for you! Well, now we're twins, check this out." She turned, pulling back her tangle of hair to show him her own knot.
"What happened?" Pers said with alarm.
"I got hit on the head with a big rock by a bad guy."
Pers' face darkened.
"Where is he? I'll teach him a lesson," he said with an uncharacteristically ferocious scowl and clenched fists, which made Pam laugh.
"It's okay, tiger. He's already gotten his payback, I saw to that. Long story, for later. Here come Dore and the bosun!"
Neither of those two could be called athletes, but they were making good time across the sand. Dore reached Pam first, wordlessly enfolding her in her powerful working-woman's arms. Pam returned the embrace with equal fierceness and they both cried a little. Finally Dore was able to speak.
"You must stop frightening us so! I swear, I am going to keep you tied to a rope so you don't wander off alone again!"
"I'm sorry, Dore. I promise I'll never do something that stupid again. Believe me, I've had plenty of opportunity to regret that decision!"
"This isn't Grantville, you know! We are in a wilderness with danger at all sides! You must let Gerbald do his job and watch over you!" Dore scolded her gently, her face a mix of relief and worry.
"I will, I promise!" Pam hugged her again, then turned to the bosun, who was a bit purple under the light of the oil lamp he carried. Pam feared that his journey up the beach might give him a heart attack; although fit for a man his age, distance running was not his event.
"Are you all right, Nils?" Pam asked him, taking his free hand in hers. He nodded, trying to smile while catching his breath.
"I'm . . . all . . . right . . . it's you who matters! He handed the lantern to a nearby sailor, and took Pam's hands in both his own. They were knobby, scarred, and hard with calluses, but warm and full of love. Pam started to cry again, she hadn't realized how much she had come to care for this old sailor, a truer and bluer friend than her bosun would be hard to find. She stepped forward and gave him a hug. Like all of her Swedish crew he could still be quite reserved, unaccustomed to such displays of affection. This time though, he hugged her back as if she were his own daughter, and she felt a hot tear of joy pass from him to her cheek. Eventually Pam let him go, and took a moment to wave at and smile for all the gathered people.
Nearby a commotion had started. The Dutch had finally arrived, and young mothers were searching the crowd for their abducted children. The Swedish women quickly realized what was happening, and were shouting at each other to hurry and bring the foreign children forward. One by one, boys and young men emerged from the crowd, running to their mothers, wives and sweethearts.
"Hannus! Hannus!" the sad woman from the night before called plaintively. Her husband had been killed in the initial pirate attack and her son was all she had left to her. One of the Swedish women heard her, and also raised the call. Soon, a red-haired and red-cheeked middle-aged woman, the colonist who must have adopted Hannus during their months of slavery, brought him forward, giving him a quick peck on the cheek before sending him running to his real mother. Pam watched, smiling and crying at the same time as she leaned against Dore's sturdy frame for support. After assuring his mother that he was well, young Hannus led her over to the woman who had taken care of him and introduced her. The two women embraced with Hannus squeezed between them, then the Swede took them both by the hand and led them away to her home.
Sadly, some others were not so fortunate. A small group of the Dutch stood together weeping, their loved ones not to be found amongst the captives. Harmannus and Ljiss were with them, consoling them, and soon a group of kind-eyed Swedes surrounded them, leading them gently away to dinner and warm beds. Pam's heart nearly burst with pride at the unhesitatingly warm hearted welcome her colonists were giving these Dutch strangers she had brought into their midst. These were good people, her people. She was home.
With the crowd dispersing, assured that their leader had returned safely, Pam turned to Torbjörn, who was waiting patiently nearby.
"Do me a favor, lover. Take me to bed." She reached her hands toward him, beckoning.
"The pleasure is mine," he replied as he picked her up again.
A few drowsy minutes later Torbjörn placed her carefully on satin sheets in her exotically opulent cabin. He pulled her boots off, but left her dress on, it looked comfortable enough to sleep in. She opened her eyes and asked for a kiss, which he gave her gladly. Their lips parted and she said "Thanks." Then her eyes closed and she began to breathe in the soft rhythm of sleep. Torbjörn gently pulled a blanket over her, kissed her on the forehead and made himself comfortable on a plush-looking divan. He would guard her through the night, vowing that no one would ever hurt this amazing woman again.
Chapter Sixty-seven: Looking Glass
"You know, we still don't have a name for the colony," Pers said to Pam as they enjoyed the sunrise on the junk's high castle deck.
Torbjörn was still asleep on the divan, which Pam found supremely gentlemanly considering there was plenty of room in her bed. Gerbald had not yet emerged from his cabin. Dore was up, of course, and the delightful smell of brewing coffee came wafting up from the galley. Pam didn't know why she was up so early. By all accounts she should have slept the entire day away, but eleven-odd hours in the heavenly comfort of her own bed had been enough. She was still sore all over, and her injured head would be a bit sensitive for a few more days, but all in all she had escaped her ordeal remarkably unscathed. One thing was for sure, she felt damn lucky to be alive and the separation from her loved ones had only fortified her bonds. She was a very fortunate girl, and didn't mean to forget it!
"Hello? Pam?" Pers' young, earnest face leaned in close to hers.
"Oh, I'm sorry, Pers. Just spacing out. A name for our new town, yeah, it's time for that, isn't it? Do you have any ideas?"
"Not really. I think it should be up to you anyway, and I bet the rest would agree."
Pam moaned a little, realizing that the yoke of responsibility would be settling on her now that she was returned from her perils. There was a lot of work to do, a whole lot, and she would have to do her part in it. She bit her upper lip in thought, and looked down at the dawn-lit waters. The sea was perfectly still, not a puff of breeze or errant wave to disturb its crystalline perfection. She smiled at her reflection below, a little dark around the eyes, but looking pretty good, in the best shape of her life. She reached up to adjust some of her flyaway dishwater blond hair, the sea a virtual mirror. A mirror . . .
"Pers, I've got it! I have a name! Look down there, what do you see?"
"I see our reflections. The water is very calm today."
"Right! It's often like this around sunrise and sunset. It's just like a mirror! Do you remember the name of that Lewis Carroll book I showed you?"
"The one that inspired the princess to send us to save the dodo? It was Through the Looking Glass, wasn't it?"
Pam marveled at how clear her adopted teen's English had become, he certainly had a knack for languages.
"Exactly. What's another word for 'looking glass' in English?"
Pers's bright blue eyes looked upward for a moment as he rummaged through his mind. A moment later he smiled, and said "A mirror!"
"Exactly. Let's call this place Port Looking Glass, in honor of Lewis Carroll. Kristina will love that!"
Pers' eyes widened as all the sailor's did when they were reminded their captain was on a first name basis with their princess.
"That sure sounds nice, and fitting, too." Pers nodded his approval. A hearty voice emanated from below-decks, the call for coffee, and both of them hurried down the steep ladders to the galley as fast as they dared.
****
To be continued



Airship Propulsion, Part Four: The Aereon
Written by Iver P. Cooper
 

 
Buoyancy-Differential Propulsion
Solomon Andrews was the first person to propel a manned airship without an engine, by exploiting the action of a net buoyant force on an inclined airship. Andrews built and flew two such craft.
The first (Aereon I) had three hulls, and was flown on four dates in 1863. It demonstrated the ability to make headway against the wind, although the speed estimates that were made for it are open to question. It was this ship that popped up in A. Bertram Chandler's alternate history of Australia, Kelly Country (1985), as the breakthrough weapon of the Australian rebels led by Ned Kelly.
Andrews' 1866 airship (Aereon II) was a monohull of at least double the lift, and it was flown twice. It experienced difficulty making headway against the wind.
****
When a spherical balloon drops ballast or vents gas, it ascends or descends vertically. Andrews' proposal was to give a lighter-than-air craft a "flattened and elongated shape" and shift weight (pilot or ballast) so as to incline it. He predicted that it would then travel in the direction the nose was pointing (this is almost correct), which would be the path of least resistance.
Andrews controlled the pitch (the angle of the airship's longitudinal axis makes with the horizontal) by moving forward and backward, achieving an pitch of as much as 15 degrees.
Dropping ballast to create positive net buoyancy and bringing the nose-up, the Aereon will glide upward until it reaches an altitude at which the air density is low enough so that the static lift is reduced to zero and the frictional and profile drag forces decelerate it to a stop (upon which it will behave like a free balloon). By venting gas to create negative net buoyancy and bringing the nose down, the Aereon will glide downward until the air density is high enough so that the net buoyancy is brought back to zero. The process (a "yo-yo") can then be repeated as needed; the Aereon thus progresses by virtue of a cyclic variation in net buoyancy. In still air, the airship will follow an essentially sawtooth path in the vertical plane.
While Andrews did not work further on airships, his "buoyancy engine" is equally applicable to movement through water. "Underwater gliders" using the basic concept (but typically in winged form) have been in active oceanographic use for several decades, and the underlying hydrodynamic theory is well established. More recently, there has been preliminary work on unmanned aerial vehicles with the same propulsion concept; the underlying aerodynamic principles are analogous. (See Notes).
 
Analysis of the Motion of the Aereon
In still air, the Aereon is acted upon by the following forces: gravity, buoyancy, lift and drag. Since both gravity and buoyancy act vertically, it's convenient to combine them into net buoyancy (buoyant force minus gravitational force), which may be positive or negative. Lift is perpendicular to the line of flight and drag is backward along the line of flight.
In steady (constant speed) flight, the forces must be in balance; the vertical components must add up to zero and the horizontal ones too. (The flight will actually be quasi-steady state because the Aereon isn't propelled unless it's ascending or descending, and air density and thus equilibrium speed changes with density. The density changes are slow, however; air at 100 feet is 99.71% the density at sea level.)
The net buoyancy (in newtons) is the ballast mass dropped or the lift lost by venting gas, in kilograms, multiplied by the gravitational acceleration, 9.8 meters/second. Roughly speaking, dropping nine pounds of ballast produces 40 newtons of net buoyant force, upward. Venting 126.4 cubic feet of hydrogen produces the same force, downward.
The propulsive force provided by the "buoyancy engine" is the component parallel to the glidepath; multiply the net buoyancy by the sine of the glidepath angle (Krawetz).
The glidepath angle (the angle that the direction of motion makes with the horizontal) will be close but not quite equal to the pitch. Why? Because the net buoyancy also has a component (net buoyancy * cosine of glidepath angle) perpendicular to the glidepath, thus altering the direction of motion (contrary to the steady flight assumption) unless it is opposed by some other force. And plainly, that other force must be lift.
There are essentially two ways of generating lift. First, a symmetrical airfoil—like the bare hull of an airship, or even a flat plate—will generate lift (positive or negative) if it is inclined to the airflow, i.e., it is at a positive or negative angle of attack. Second, you can have camber, an asymmetry between the top and bottom surface, as on a conventional airplane wing. If so, you will generate lift at a zero angle of attack.
The Aereon is essentially a symmetrical airfoil. When ascending (positive glidepath angle) at constant speed, it must have a negative angle of attack so it generates negative lift—balancing the perpendicular component of the net buoyancy. And to have a negative angle of attack, its pitch must be a bit less than the glidepath angle. The pitch will still be positive, however. The reverse, of course, is true when the Aereon is descending at constant speed.
The drag experienced by a symmetrical airfoil increases as the angle of attack deviates from zero; aerodynamicists calculate total drag as being the sum of the "zero lift drag" and the "lift-induced drag."
The pilot determines the net buoyancy and the pitch angle, and the direction of motion and airspeed change until the forces are in balance. The drag must equal the propulsive force and the lift must equal the perpendicular component of the net buoyancy.
Please remember that the resulting airspeed is the airspeed along the glide path, which is itself inclined to the ground. To obtain the horizontal speed, you must multiply the resulting glide speed by the cosine of the glide path angle.
As the glidepath angle (for ascent) is decreased, the angle of attack becomes more negative, and the pitch angle decreases. There is a minimum glidepath angle that is determined by the angle of attack at which the lift/total drag ratio is maximized. Also, there is a limit to how negative (for ascent) or positive (for descent) the angle of attack can be; when it's too far from zero, there is flow separation ("stall") and the lift (negative or positive) rapidly returns to zero.
It is possible to make some generalizations about performance if a simpler aerodynamic model is used (Graver; Purandare). If the total drag coefficient is assumed to be a constant (thus, independent of air speed), and the lift coefficient to be proportional to angle of attack (per "thin airfoil" theory), and thus the lift-induced drag coefficient to be proportional to the squared angle of attack, then
1) any two of the glidepath angle (G), angle of attack, and pitch determine the third, regardless of air speed;
2) the air speed is dependent just on the net buoyancy; and
3) the horizontal component of the airspeed is proportional to (Graver 234ff)
cos G * (sin G)0.5,
this has a maximum at a glidepath angle of about 35.26o; the required lift/drag ratio is 1.4.
However, with a shallower glidepath angle (for which a higher lift/drag ratio is required), the airship will take longer to reach an altitude at which it has to change its net buoyancy once again; this might be advantageous on recon missions, for which time aloft is important.
A pitch of 15o was the highest one Andrews recommended in his patent, and the relative dimensions of his car and envelopes suggests that it was the maximum achievable by the Aereon I (see Notes). In general, with my aerodynamic model, a 15o pitch corresponds to a glidepath angle of ~20o (glide ratio—horizontal/vertical distance—of 2.74:1). A lower pitch would result in a lower glidepath angle and thus a higher glide ratio.
Buoyancy-driven airships in the new universe of course can be designed to permit a greater pitch and therefore a greater glidepath angle (and speed). A closed control car would be advisable if higher pitch operations are contemplated. Airships can be designed to fly at high pitch safely; FAA requires that an airship be able to recover from 30o nose down or nose up, and the USS Los Angeles survived a wind-driven inclination to 85o.
 
Performance Calculations
I have used standard aircraft/airship preliminary design methods (see Appendix 3) to calculate the performance of the Aereon with various combinations of ballast drop and pitch. (For the aerodynamic model and its accuracy, see Appendix 3 and the Notes; for comparison with eyewitness accounts, see Appendix 4; for the effect of model variations, see Appendix 5.)

It appears from my calculations that the Aereon I can't achieve a glidepath angle much lower than about 15 degrees (glide ration 3.66), regardless of its pitch.
As it obliquely ascends after a ballast drop, the Aereon's speed will decline (see Appendix 5). Likewise, its speed will decline as it obliquely descends after venting gas.
Naturally, it is not very safe for 0 feet to be the "base" altitude. I would imagine that in routine use, the Aereon would first ascend like an ordinary balloon to a "lower cruising altitude" of say 100 feet, and then yo-yo between that altitude and an "upper cruising altitude" of say 1200 feet.
In landing, if the pilot thought the rate of descent was too high, he could adopt a shallower pitch, thus reducing air speed; if the pitch were zero, the airship would descend vertically like a balloon, and the large planform area would make the descent quite slow.
As on a balloon, the pilot could toss out handfuls of ballast to reduce speed, and it might be helpful to use a drag rope.
****
An interesting question is whether it's better to drop a lot of ballast at one time, or make several smaller drops that add up to the same weight. Let's say we dropped 240 pounds instead of 60, and set pitch to 35o. The speed at 0 feet would be 30.48 mph, about twice the speed (14.59) achieved by a 60 pound drop at the same pitch. That's just as we'd expect, since drag is roughly proportional to speed squared. The Aereon will rise to the altitude whose density is 86.47% that at 0 feet. This would be, approximately, 4,883 feet. It's thus rising 4.4 times as far. So it will also travel horizontally 4.4 times as far. But if we carried out four 60 pound drops, we would travel 4 times as far as with just one. If pitch is 15o, the speed increases from 10.11 to 20.97 mph, but the altitude change is the same.
So, from a range standpoint, one big drop is superior to one small one, and of course, it's faster too.
 
Emergency Buoyancy-Driven Propulsion
 
It's worth noting that an airship doesn't need any special equipment in order to use buoyancy-driven propulsion. Thus, if a conventionally powered airship runs low on fuel, and there's no wind, it might "crawl" to its destination by this method.—if it knows about it, and has enough ballast and lift gas. Even if a conventional airship is not low on fuel, it might want to use buoyancy-driven propulsion to close silently on a target when the air is still so it can't "free balloon."
Of course, the ballast drop must be in due proportion to the gross lift of the vessel. For the hydrogen-filled Aereon, 60 pounds is 3.21%.
 
A Faster Aereon
Based on Andrews' 1866 "First Aereon" illustration, I assumed that it lacked the "membrane" (webbing between the tapered ends) referred to in his patent. Putting in this membrane slightly worsens the area-volume ratio, thus frictional drag, and reduces speed.
Reducing the number of hulls substantially improves that ratio, and increases speed, as shown in Table 4-2.
A more modest improvement is obtained by replacing the pointed (tangent ogive) ends with rounded (ellipsoidal) ends. Please note that the shape of the ends is considered by the model only to the extent that it affects surface and planform area. The pointed end of the Aereon hulls would produce less pressure and wave drag in high speed flight. However, at the low subsonic speeds typical of airships, the rounded forebody is more aerodynamically efficient; pointed forebodies are used in rockets and supersonic fighters.

Andrews in fact contemplated a catamaran; his patent (Fig. 7) also depicts a hypothetical two-hulled "war-aerostat", and says that the fineness ratio (length/diameter) is 1.5.
If Monohull #3 is engineered to be able to achieve a pitch of 35o, then the airspeed would be 19.70 mph and horizontally 15.29 mph.
****
Of course, the Aereon is a rather small airship. In my database of historical airships, the only smaller ones were the Star (72' x 47.9') and the Santos Dumont (72' x 28'). In general, bigger is better. If we increase the envelope volume, keeping the shape the same, we increase gross lift. We also increase structural mass, but that should be proportional to the envelope surface area for a nonrigid airship unless increases less rapidly. Thus, we are increasing useful lift. With more useful lift, we can carry more ballast, and with more gross lift, we can vent more gas as needed. We thus increase endurance (more cycles) or propulsive force per cycle.
The larger airship will experience more drag, but the frictional drag will scale with the surface area whereas the propulsive force available scales with the volume. So the achievable speed will be greater. Double the length and diameter of the Aereon hulls, and you have eight times the volume and four times the surface area; octuple the ballast drop, and you get 50% more air speed.
The table made the Aereon II look bad, but that's because we kept the ballast drop the same even though the volume is four times that of the Aereon I. If the ballast drop were increased proportionately, the Aereon II's air speed would be 11.73 mph.
One catch is that Andrews method of pitch control wouldn't scale up very well; for a larger ship, you would either need movable ballast and a pulley system for hauling it forward or aft (as Andrews suggested), or if the ballast were water, it could be pumped between a forward tank and an aft tank. Or the trimming could be carried out in the envelope directly, by inflation or deflation of a fore or aft internal air bag.
 
Winged Aereon
What about wings? The advantage of wings is that they provide a much better lift/drag ratio than does a streamlined body, which means that you have a lower minimum glidepath angle. That's good for endurance but not for speed. Note that all of the commonly used underwater gliders, and also the aerial designs of Krawetz, Purandare and Wu (Appendix 3), have wings. Note that the developed lift is proportional to speed squared.
A quick calculation shows that with wings of 90 foot span, 10 feet chord at root and 5 at tip, 20% thick, AR 12, and dropping 60 pounds, the Aereon can achieve a glidepath angle of 7.8o with airspeed of 5.18 mph (5.14 horizontal). This isn't necessarily the best wing dimension or placement, or the lowest possible glidepath angle. The angle of attack is -8.28o, so pitch is slightly negative (-0.48o).
****
With wings, you have two basic choices: a monohull with "outboard" wings, and a multihull with "inboard" (between the hulls) wings. A few "twin fuselage" aircraft, with a partially inboard wing, have been built, notably the F-82 Twin Mustang.
If you are willing to accept the disadvantages of a second hull (higher surface area to volume ratio, therefore higher construction cost and more zero-lift drag), the inboard wing has both structural and aerodynamic advantages. Structurally, since the wing is suspended between two hulls, there is less bending moment for a given span and the wing may be more lightly built than if it were cantilevered out from a single fuselage. Also, the fuselages are presumably half as long and so they have greater stiffness.
Secondly, wind tunnel experiments suggest that wingtip tanks on conventional aircraft increase effective aspect ratio slightly and thus reduce lift-induced drag, if they are attached so as to increase the span. (Hoerner 7-7).
Preliminary model testing has shown that addition of airship-like bodies to a low aspect ratio wing (forming, in effect, a "catamaran" airship) eliminates spanwise flow over the wing, increasing its lifting efficiency by about 20%, and also reducing lift-induced drag (Spearman; Orr). ( "Low" is relative; Orr's wing was AR 2, whereas the effective AR of the Aereon was 0.56, and with two hulls it would have been lower.) Whether this benefit would be seen in a full-scale airship remains to be determined.
 
The Problem of Buoyancy Control
Purandare points out that an airship can change its net buoyancy either by varying its weight or by varying its volume. We may think of the Aereon as a "mixed" operation device which decreases weight (dropping ballast) to ascend and decreases volume (venting lift gas) to descend.
The basic problem that to go forward, Andrews has to repeatedly drop ballast then vent gas. He has only a finite supply of each, so the endurance of the craft is very limited. The Andrews patent admits this.
Nor is that the only problem. While it can remain aloft as long as its envelope remains gas-tight, its range and endurance for controlled flight are limited. By my calculations (Appendix 6), with a 60 pound ballast drop at 15o pitch, a fully inflated Aereon ascends about 1100 feet, with average vertical speed 1.31 fps, and this takes about 841 seconds. Its average air speed over the ascent is 5.53 mph, and the average horizontal speed is 7.6 fps (5.18 mph). So a 60 pound drop carries it horizontally 6393 feet (1.2 miles). And by venting the equivalent amount of lift gas, it goes forward another 1.2 miles.
That certainly gives it significant advantages for say battlefield surveillance over an ordinary observation balloon, which is completely at the mercy of the wind. Especially if the air is still. And for short-range stealth missions, it has the advantage of complete silence.
However, buoyancy propulsion remains inferior to engine propulsion. If the Aereon were equipped with a 30% efficient internal combustion engine and a 65% efficient propeller, and was traveling at that same 5.18 mph in level flight, by the same drag formulae it would consume about 0.0048 pounds M85 fuel (energy content of 24,000 KJ/kg) per mile or 0.0254 pounds/hour. So 60 pounds of fuel would carry it a very long distance!
If the Aereon instead takes off only 90% inflated, it will have an essentially constant speed of 9.49 mph (6.47 fps) horizontally and 2.38 fps vertically, up to its pressure altitude of 2,762 feet, which it will reach in about 30 minutes. In the same time it covers 4.75 miles horizontally. It can double this by venting the equivalent amount of lift gas. That's better but still not competitive with a conventional engine.
Plainly, it's better to use the available lift to carry fuel for a conventional engine than ballast for buoyancy propulsion operations, unless there's a reason you can't use an engine.
However, there are alternatives—using the weight not as ballast but as fuel to operate an improved buoyancy control system, as I'll discuss in part 5, together with other engineless propulsion systems.
****
To be continued . . .
 
Appendices 1-6 follow. The Notes, and the Bibliography for the whole Airship Propulsion series, will be posted to the Gazette Extras section of www.1632.org eventually.
Appendix 1: Aereon I Design and Performance
Our best sources for the geometry of the first Aereon are Andrews' U.S. Patent 43,449 (issued July 5, 1864) and his 1865 and 1866 books (available at the Library of Congress Rare Book Room). There were three envelopes, each 80 feet long, 13 feet in diameter, and made of linseed oil-varnished linen. These were cylindrical over the central 48 feet, and the fore- and aftbodies tapered symmetrically to a point. The three cylindroids were aligned in parallel (like a trimaran), but with sides touching (see figs. 5-6).
Each cylindroid had, on each side, a longitudinal strip of wood, 2.5 inches wide by 3/8 inch thick in the center and one inch wide at the ends. Where the strips of adjacent cylindroids touched, they were screwed together, and at the six ends the strips were attached to a cork nose cone, 5 inches in base diameter.
The cylindroids were also held together by a net of cotton twine, attached to the control car by 120 cords (4 rows of 30 apiece, spaced 20 inches apart), each running to one of four wooden "hoops" above the car. There were another 24 heavier cords that passed from these hoops under the car.
There is also reference to a flat two inch thick membrane of cambric muslin extending between the strips and filling up the otherwise empty space between them. However, this membrane is not apparent in the figure depicting the "first Aereon" in Andrews' book and it may have been a post-flight afterthought.
The car, suspended 16 feet below the center envelope, was 12 feet long, with a gently curved bottom. Inside this car was an "inner car," on runners, where the pilot sat, and the ballast was placed there, too. The weight of the cars was 58 pounds, and of the equipment in the cars, about 130 pounds. Since the car was attached to the envelopes by a network of cords, the inclination of the car caused a pitching of the envelopes.
The airship had a triangular rudder, made of cambric muslin stretched over a light "reed" frame, and of 17 sf. There is no reference to fins of any kind.
The Aereon said to have a gas volume of 26,000 cubic feet and to carry 600 pounds (Andrews1866, 5), which covered the aeronaut, the ballast, and, I believe, the cars and their accouterments. (I calculate that if it had tangent ogive ends, it would have a total volume of 26,221 cubic feet and, completely filled with hydrogen, a gross lift at sea level of 1,967 pounds.)
****
The Aereon I is said to have undergone four trials, in June-September 1863. However, the only newspaper account (New York Herald) was for its last trial, on Sept. 4, 1863, over Perth Amboy, New Jersey. In this trial, it carried Andrews (172 pounds) and 256 pounds of ballast.
According to one witness (Hamilton Fonda, factory foreman and former Ordnance Sergeant), it first flew north, against the wind, returned and landed. Then it took off again westward, returned, and landed. Witnesses asserted that it was able to make headway against a wind "blowing . . . not less than 10 mph" (Fonda), or even "10-15 mph" (architect Ellis White). Four other witnesses (merchant and ex-postmaster John Manning, constable and tax collector N.H. Tyrrell, Justice of the Peace Isaac Ward, and hotelkeeper James Allen) agreed that he had made headway against the wind, but without attempting to guess at the speed.
We don't what altitudes it favored in this trial, but in the second (July) trial, it didn't ascend above 200 feet (bank cashier SVR Patterson).
After these two manned flights, it was released unmanned, with a locked rudder and inner car, to spiral upward and destroy itself; its net buoyancy was that generated by relieving it of Andrews' weight and "several 7-pound bags of ballast" (Fonda statement), amounting to "over 200 pounds" (Andrews patent). Presumably, the rest of the ballast had already been expended, since the goal was to give it maximum speed; Andrews asserted that it peaked at 200 mph but I very much doubt that (see Notes).
Andrews was not entirely satisfied with this design; on Aug. 26 he wrote to Lincoln that she was "too much of the clipper . . . She can only be balanced when she is full of gas . . . ." Note that balloons were usually inflated only to 50-75% capacity, as the gas would expand as the balloon gained altitude. Thus, the design limited the altitude range, and Andrews wanted the ship to be able to ascend to a height "out of reach of bullets." (Whitman).
 
Appendix 2: Aereon II Flight Record
The information concerning the Aereon II's geometry, other than that it was shaped like a "long lemon" (SciAm) or a "large fish" (NY Herald), is hopelessly contradictory (see Notes).
Aereon II was flown twice. On May 25, 1866, she flew with four aeronauts from its base at the corner of Houston and Green Streets in New York City, rising at an angle of "less than 45o", north to Harlem, then was driven by a southwest wind across the East River, passing over part of Blackwell's Island and brought to a standstill by a contrary wind over Hunter's Point. She was then put about, and flew "slowly" toward Ravenswood, landing near Astoria. Its maximum altitude was 2,000 feet. The rudder was found to be too small to hold the ship head to wind, and the car not long enough to permit the ship to be pitched to the angle desired. (NY Times, May 25, 1866; Scientific American, May 26 and June 2). Total time aloft was 25 minutes. (Niagara Falls Gazette, 12/24/1928).
For its June 5 flight (NY Times, June 7, 1866) the airship was given a larger rudder. It was inflated at 5:30 pm (NY Herald says it was already aloft at 5), and carried four hundred pounds ballast (Herald said 450) and two aeronauts. Its initial ascent was too slow relative to its horizontal movement, risking collision with a high building, and the copilot threw out an additional twenty five pounds of ballast, which allegedly gave the ship an "ascending power of thirty-nine pounds", implying that the original takeoff was effectuated by dropping fourteen pounds. (Andrews must have also increased the pitch, as otherwise the additional "ascending power" would just have caused them to collide sooner.)
Further problems ensued. First the rudder tackle got entangled, and they lost rudder control, moving in circles in the general direction (S or SW toward Canal St.) the wind was blowing. They freed the tackle, threw out more ballast, and returned, heading up against a "gentle" wind. Then, when they reached an altitude of 1200–1500 feet, they lost the ability to control the inclination of the cylindroids, as a result of envelope expansion against a control band, and they were at the mercy of the winds, blowing toward NE. After 20 minutes, they had risen to 6000 feet, and were over the Long Island Sound.
They vented gas and, dropping to 4000 feet, regained inclination control. They turned and "slowly" descended, ascended, and descended again. The wording of the article is ambiguous but it sounds as though this was 8 miles of controlled flight. If wind direction hadn't changed, then they were probably heading 4–8 points off the wind. They landed by the village of Brookville (ENE of starting point) on Long Island at close to 7 pm, after a journey of about 30 miles. (New York Times, June 7, 1866).
Andrews concluded that the Aereon II needed a fifty-foot car, so he could shift his weight further. In addition, he decided that the airship should be equipped with "two lateral wing-shaped appendages."
 
Appendix 3: Geometric and Aerodynamic Modeling of the Aereon
I assumed that the Aereon had tangent ogive ends because those are pointed, look like the pictures of the Aereon, and yield a volume close to that reported for the Aereon. Since the membranes mentioned in the patent do not appear in the 1866 illustration of the first Aereon, I assumed that they were an afterthought and did not include them in the model. (For their aerodynamic effect, see Notes.)
In part 1, I described the standard ("build-up") methodology used for calculating drag force-air speed relationships in preliminary design of aircraft fuselages and airships. They calculate the frictional drag for a flat plate, multiply by a "shape factor" based on length/diameter ratio to get the total drag (including pressure drag) for a bare hull, and then multiply by a rigging factor to get the drag for a fully rigged airship.
Despite the computational simplicities of the simpler aerodynamic model used by Purandare (and of Graver's hydrodynamic counterpart), in which the drag coefficient is unaffected by airspeed, I decided to keep the drag formulae the same as for part 1, except that instead of using the Dorringon rigging factor, which is dependent on Reynolds Number, I assume here that the fully rigged airship experienced twice the drag as did its bare hull (Durand 1934 reported that bare hull drag was 47% total for the Bodensee; 53.2%, Los Angeles, 57.1%, Macon). That's in fact more favorable to the Aereon, as the Dorrington rigging factor for it is 2.52–2.53 for speeds of 10–20 mph. While the Aereon doesn't have fins or as many cars as the airships studied by Durand, it does have a very non-aerodynamic car suspension system (every rope will be "seen" as a narrow cylinder at a large angle of attack) and its car is not streamlined.
I also needed a dynamic lift model, and I chose to use Saedraey's empirical equation for the 2D lift coefficient and the Helmbold correction (an empirical blend of the low AR/slender body and high AR/lifting line formulae) to adjust for the finite span of the airship as airfoil. In calculating lift-induced drag, I assumed an Oswald efficiency of 0.8.
For the drag model, I am most confident about the frictional drag coefficient, least about the rigging factor, with the shape factor in-between. For lift-induced drag, the Oswald efficiency is open to debate.
The drag buildup method has been estimated as having a probable error of 10% (Jobe Fig. 3); the probable error here is likely to be greater because I used a rigging factor rather than individually calculating the total drag on each of the non-hull elements. If these methods estimate drag (nominally proportional to speed squared) with an accuracy of 20%, then speed is 89–110% predicted; if to 50%, speed is 71–122% predicted.
Buildup methods typically underestimate drag. In Graver's study of underwater gliders, he found (169) that the experimentally calculated drag was 75% higher at zero angle of attack and 150% higher at 3o than the his drag estimate.
Appendix 4: Comparison of Model Predictions to Eyewitness Accounts
We know that when given "over two hundred pounds ascending power" (Andrews patent p2c1), it flew with a "streamer thirty feet long on the tail . . . [that] stood out in a straight line behind her . . . " (Fonda). This ascending power was the result of it being relieved of Andrews' own weight (172 pounds; Herald) and "several 7 pound bags of ballast."
The wind speed needed to cause a flag to fly straight out depends on the weight of the flag, but the "modern" (1906) version of the Beaufort scale says that force 3, gentle breeze, results in light flags extended, and corresponds to a wind speed of 8–12 mph. (For a longer, heavier flag, it could be somewhat more.)
By my calculation, starting from sea level with 15o pitch, if four bags had been tossed (net buoyancy 200 pounds), the glidepath angle would be 19.87o and the air speed 19.05 mph (on the low end of Beaufort Force 5). That seems consistent with the reported streamer behavior, which is the only objective (albeit ambiguous) evidence of the Aereon's speed. It's still way short of the 200 mph that Andrews claimed, but that number was preposterous (see Notes). High speed winds would damage or destroy the streamer!
For the manned flights, the witnesses agreed that the Aereon was able to make headway against the wind, and I believe them. One witness thought the wind speed was 10 mph; a second, 10–15; the others didn't say. Since quantitative wind speeds were not reported by newspapers in the 1860s, and it's unlikely that any of the witnesses had the means to accurately estimate wind speed, I am disinclined to trust their estimates. I am sure they could tell that there was a wind. If they actually felt the wind, that would imply that it was at least a light breeze (4–7 mph) and if they merely saw smoke drifting, that it was at least a light air (1–3 mph).
Nor is it likely that they were able to accurately estimate the speed of the Aereon. Loftus, Eyewitness Testimony 29 (1996) comments, " . . . many investigators produced evidence of marked inaccuracies in the reporting of details such as time, speed and distance. The judgment of speed is especially difficult, and practically every automobile accident results in huge variations from one witness to another as to how fast a vehicle was actually traveling (Gardner 1933). In one test administered to air force personnel who knew in advance that they would be questioned about the speed of a moving automobile, estimates ranged from ten to fifty miles per hour. The car they watched was actually going only twelve miles per hour (Marshall 1966/1969, p. 12)."
Andrews did not claim that the Aereon flew a set course before observers trained and prepared to estimate its speed. Rather, it seems that the witnesses were simply curious about whether Andrews would manage to fly, and they weren't questioned about the Aereon's performance until a month after the flight was observed. This plainly reduces the reliability of the estimates even further. (For further discussion of visual speed estimation, see notes).
How close the predicted still air performance of the Aereon comes to the actual speeds as estimated by the observers depends, clearly, on how much of a ballast drop is assumed (see Appendix 6). With a 15o pitch, we can move against light air with a drop of just 7 pounds, against light breeze with one of 14–40 pounds. We may reach a horizontal speed very close to 10 mph (middle of Beaufort Force 3) with a drop of 60 pounds. To reach 15 mph horizontal is much harder; for 15o pitch, about 147 pounds is needed.
I believe that given the limitations of the eyewitness testimony, the predictions here are reasonably consistent with the eyewitness reports.
Andrews claimed that there was a linear 1:2 or even 1:1 relationship between the number of pounds dropped and the horizontal air speed in mph. With 15o pitch, to achieve 10 mph with just a 20 pound drop would require that the drag was just 29% of that predicted by my standard model. To achieve 20 mph, the drag would have to be just 7%. And it's well known in aerodynamics that drag actually increases nonlinearly with speed V (V1.5 for laminar flow, perhaps V1.86 for turbulent, often approximated as V2).
 
Appendix 5: Effect of Modeling Variations
That said, I did have to make choices in designing the model that are open to question. In the next table, I look at the sensitivity of the results for a single flight profile to certain modifications of the "standard" geometric and aerodynamic model. Please note that these modifications aren't equally plausible!

(* based on average of Zahm implied frictional drag (total drag divided by Dorrington shape factor for each model hull) for speed of 20 mph, multiplied by Dorringon shape factor for Aereon).
** depends on fineness ratio but not on speed.
***speed dependent; 2.54 at indicated airspeed.
****Zero-lift bare hull drag by Purandare-Young, rigging factor=1, 2d lift coefficient for thin airfoil, 3D airfoil correction per Jones, Oswald Efficiency=1.
While the model's predictions are consistent with the behavior of the streamer during the unmanned flight, and with the lower end (10 mph) of the eyewitness speed estimates for the manned flights, the Aereon would have to have quite extraordinary aerodynamic properties to reach 15 mph with a "normal" ballast drop.
 
Appendix 6: Ascent Profile
If the Aereon (tangent ogive ends model) is 100% filled with hydrogen at neutral buoyancy at an altitude of 0 feet, it will have a gross lift of 1868 pounds. As it rises, density decreases, so net buoyancy, drag and dynamic lift will all decrease. If it then drops 60 pounds ballast (3.21% of the gross lift), it will rise to the altitude at which the air density is (1808/1868=) 96.79% that at the initial altitude.
Since the Aereon is fully inflated, it's a "constant gas volume" system. As it rises, its hydrogen assumes the temperature and pressure of the ambient air. The hydrogen expands, and since the airship is already fully inflated, hydrogen is continually vented off. As a result, the lift gas density declines and since the gas volume is constant, the gross lift and therefore the net buoyancy decreases. Also, its speed decreases even though the loss of positive buoyancy is partially compensated for by the decreased air resistance. At about 1112 feet, the air speed is essentially zero.
If it then vents lift gas (867 ft3) such that its gross lift at 0 feet will equal the current weight of the airship, and pitches downward by the same angle it previously pitched upward, it will continue moving forward while ultimately descending back to that altitude. That completes one cycle of movement.
As it descends, because of the changing ambient air temperature and pressure, the lift gas volume should shrink, rendering the Aeron flabby. To avoid this, Andrews allowed air to enter the envelope at the bottom, to preserve the form, and he blithely asserts (in his patent) that it will not quickly and readily mix with the hydrogen.(If it did, a flammable or even explosive mixture could form.)
Calculating the length of a cycle is somewhat tortuous because of the change in speed with altitude, but by averaging the initial and final speeds for each of the 100 foot increments, I calculate an approximate ascent time of 841 seconds to 1100 feet (an average vertical speed of 1.31 fps). The complete cycle would be twice that, i.e., 1682 seconds (28 minutes).
The behavior of the Aereon would be different if the Aereon, at takeoff, wasn't fully inflated. It could be a hydrogen envelope with an inner air ballonet, or multiple hydrogen cells inside a larger air filled envelope. In essence, if there is no superheat (air and gas are equal temperature) and no superpressure (air and gas are equal pressure), then, as the airship ascends, the hydrogen cells expand and the air ballonet shrinks, the gross lift remaining constant.
Consequently, the net buoyancy created by a ballast drop will remain constant, and the quasi-steady state airspeed will increase slightly as the airship ascends (decreased air resistance), from 10.11 mph at 0 feet (ballast drop) to 10.25 mph at 1000 feet. Purandare asserts (57ff) that a buoyancy-propelled airship with a partially inflated air ballonet will lose buoyancy and therefore speed as it ascends to more rarefied air; I think he misses the point that while the specific lift is less, the volume is greater, keeping static lift the same (ZSG-2 Notes).
This "variable gas volume" behavior will continue until the Aereon reached its pressure altitude ) at which point, if it rose further, it would be fully inflated and thus would switch over to the "constant gas volume" behavior previously described. If it started 90% inflated, the pressure altitude would be 2762 feet. If the average speed of ascent was 1.56 fps (quasi-steady state, 60 pound drop, 0 feet) it would reach pressure altitude in about 30 minutes. And it would spend the same time descending.
Just to complicate matters further, a non-rigid airship would have a slight superpressure (say, 0.005 atmospheres) to maintain its shape. The speed at 1000 feet would be 10.22 mph, and the gross lift would be 3% higher. But at 2700 feet the speed would be 10.43 mph and the gross lift only 0.05% higher than at sea level.
****
 



Crazy?
Written by Kristine Kathryn Rusch
In 1997, I retired from editing. After ten years of editing short fiction first for Pulphouse, and then for The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction, I had had enough. I stopped editing to focus on my writing career.
I stopped for a variety of reasons. Mostly, I quit because the editing swamped my writing. People knew me as an editor only, even though I published three to four books per year and a lot of short stories. No one ever called me a writer, which irritated me, since I considered myself a writer first.
In 1992, Charles N. Brown, then the publisher of Locus, told me that at some point I would have to choose. Was I an editor or a writer? Because I couldn’t be both. I thought him pessimistic. I figured he didn’t know me and he didn’t know what I was capable of.
Then, in 1996, I realized I’d been introducing myself to people as an editor first. And that was wrong. Because I was getting tired, and I was making the easy choice. Editing was easy for me, but I loved writing more, and the writing was starting to slow down.
I realized that Charles had been right: either I could edit or I could write. I couldn’t do both.
I retired, turned down more than a dozen other editing jobs, and wrote. I wrote a lot. I still write a lot. I still turn down full-time editing jobs, which amazes me. People want to hire me, even now, fifteen years later.
I did take a few jobs quietly, helping organize a collection, working behind the scenes on a couple anthologies. But mostly, I stopped editing cold.
And I missed it.
What I missed wasn’t the pile of slush that threatened to overwhelm me. I didn’t miss the lack of time to do the work nor did I miss that publisher oversight I suffered at F&SF. (The publisher and I had a constant battle of wills; he didn’t want to buy half the stories I thought worthy of purchase, and I’d wait him out. Then he’d give in, and those stories would win every award in the sf field.) I hated being hired for my judgment and then having it questioned at every turn.
I also didn’t miss the prescribed reading. When I moved from Pulphouse to F&SF, my reading time diminished, and I found that I was only reading sf and fantasy. I’m a diverse reader. I read everything. So being limited to two genres really bothered me. It was like having pizza for supper every single night. Yeah, pizza can be made a hundred different ways, but in the end, it’s all dough and sauce and crust with different toppings. At some point, I want a hamburger. Or a bowl of cereal. Something else.
Here’s what I missed. I missed discovering new writers. I missed publishing great stories that no one else found. I missed sharing marvelous fiction with the world at large.
I managed to control some of that by teaching professional writers. I discovered some writers that editors had forgotten or overlooked. I helped some writers find their perfect genre when they’d been writing in the wrong one. I read great stories, and told the writers to send those stories to other editors.
Sometimes the editors were even smart enough to buy the stories. But mostly, the editors didn’t buy the stories. Mostly, they asked for something else. And privately, I railed at them. How could they overlook such brilliance?
Then the publishing world changed. E-readers came into being. Print on demand made publishing inexpensive.
Dean Wesley Smith and I did something we vowed we’d never do again.
We started a publishing company.
This time, we hired a publisher and a talented book designer. We hired people to run it instead of us, and we vowed that we wouldn’t publish other people’s fiction—only ours.
Except . . .
We both missed editing. And we figured out a way to edit without the slush pile, without the oversight from someone who didn’t trust us, without the overwhelming workload.
We came up with Fiction River, an anthology series that’s really a magazine. It comes out six times per year (plus a special edition), and we’re the series editors. Which means that other editors will do the work on some of the anthologies. I’m editing two of them, and co-editing one. Dean’s co-editing with me, and editing two on his own.
We’re not reading slush, although a couple of the guest editors might. In fact, at the moment, there’s no need to read slush. I have fifteen years of great writers to introduce to readers. Plus I have my long-time favorites, folks whose work I published in both F&SF and Pulphouse. I’m happy to invite them to do something new.
Although I’ve already run into a problem. Word limits. I can only publish so many stories, so I’m having to send out invitations much slower than I want to. I’m paring down lists, putting names on next year’s invites, because otherwise the anthologies would be too big and too expensive.
The editing will take almost no time (comparatively speaking). I can spend my usual hours writing. This is the perfect editing job.
Yet, I feel crazy. I’ve said no for so long that I wonder if I should have said yes. Then I look at my anthology list, the writers who have already agreed to give me stories, and I realize I’m not crazy at all.
I’m just giddy.
I did miss editing.
But I wasn’t going to give up my writing to do it.
And now I don’t have to.
Author’s note: The first issue of Fiction River will appear in April. Go to www.wmgpublishing.com in a month or so for more information. I’ll also have notices on my website, www.kristinekathrynrusch.com, as Fiction River progresses.
****
 



Paper Baby
Written by Amanda E. Forrest
 

 
The infant was made of paper, the gray-white sheaves that wasps spin for nests. Rachel found her between the toes of the old oak tree that stood in the yard. Thistledown covered the baby's head, and when Rachel lifted her from the earth, tissue-thin lids crinkled open to reveal eyes of river rock, slate-gray and lusterless.
The baby opened her mouth and cried, a powerful squalling that sent the crows flapping from the rooftops.
Not knowing what else to do, Rachel bundled her inside.
She dribbled porridge into the baby's open mouth, but that did nothing to quiet the racket. Cow's milk provoked shrieks. Rachel wrapped the child in a quilt she fetched off the sofa, murmured soft things in her ear, rocked her back and forth. When the baby started nuzzling at her shoulder, Rachel felt a tingle in her breasts, and soon the cloying smell of honeysuckles rose from damp spots on her shirt.
She put the baby to her breast, and decided she'd gone crazy. Her first pregnancy had ended with an early miscarriage. Her second produced a stillbirth at five months. She was on friendly terms but separated from her husband. And now she'd lost it, imagining that the wasp's nest fallen from the tree in the last storm was the child she'd never have.
Rachel didn't care.
She moved to the rocker in the formal parlor, a room dominated by the big bay window. Lace curtains hid her from the street, but she could still watch cars drive by, rendered ghostly by the fabric. The parlor was stuffed full with antiques handed down from great-aunts, spinsters the lot of them. Out of seven sisters, only Rachel's grandmother managed to have a baby.
When the infant—Rachel decided to call her Eliza—finished nursing, Rachel leaned her over a shoulder and patted her back. Eliza burped, a rustling sound like leaves in a breeze.
An old bassinet held porcelain-headed dolls and needlepoint cushions. With the baby cradled in the crook of one arm, Rachel lifted these out and lined them up along the baseboard. She nestled the now-sleeping Eliza down into the basket and tucked a blanket under her chin.
Rachel returned to the chair. Humming to keep the baby resting quietly, she rocked until she dozed off.
****
Caterwauling punctuated by sharp shushing woke her. Rachel opened her eyes to see Aunt Bess next to the window, rocking from foot to foot with the baby held to her shoulder. Aunt Bess died during Rachel's teens. Rachel had missed the funeral because of a school trip.
"Look, baby," Aunt Bess cooed, turning her face to the infant, "Mama's awake."
Aunt Bess looked over Rachel's shoulder and smiled at someone. Heels clicked on the hardwood, and another elderly woman breezed into the room. Aunt Alice, Rachel guessed, navigating by a dim memory of a sunken-cheeked head ensconced on hospital pillows.
"Much better. She'll much prefer Mommy's nectar to this." Aunt Alice set a baby's bottle atop one of the many doily-armored end tables.
Aunt Bess settled baby Eliza into Rachel's arms. Rachel looked at her aunt. "I am crazy, right?"
"Shush, shush. No thinking about that now. Your baby needs you."
Indeed, the baby was rooting around Rachel's bosom, mewling and snuffling. Rachel set her to nursing and stroked her papery cheek.
The grandfather clock struck three in the afternoon, a short melody followed by three sonorous bongs. Aunt Bess smiled, her powdered skin folding like velvet. "I'm glad you've taken care of my clock," she said.
"Of course," Rachel mumbled.
Rachel looked down at the child and ran a fingertip down the baby's arm. Like pastry dough, Eliza's skin was many-layered. It crackled ever so softly under Rachel's finger. Out of curiosity, Rachel snagged a fingernail under one of the edges and pried. A flake lifted, strands of cobweb stretching between the layers. The baby clamped down before tearing her mouth from Rachel's breast to wail like a cat trapped by its tail.
"Oh, no, no!" Aunt Alice rushed to Rachel's side. "You must never, never. She's far too fragile."
Tears filled Rachel's eyes. "I'm so sorry! Sorry, baby, sorry." She tucked Eliza to her chest, held her close and rocked her until the cries turned to whimpers and then silence. Eventually, the baby began to feed again.
"I have work tomorrow," Rachel said to her dead aunts. "I'll have to call in sick." She paused, thinking of the impossibility of daycare. "I'll have to quit."
The old women sat down on a hand-carved walnut loveseat with red silk upholstery, an heirloom so old that it had been sent around the tip of South America to reach the West Coast. Aunt Alice tilted her head to the side, a hint of a smile touching her lips. "You can keep your job. Eliza will be cared for. That's why we're here."
****
Rachel wound through the cubicle maze. She imagined eyes following her, noses scenting out the crazy that clung to her like smoke from a campfire.
Her bag contained the breast pump she bought on the way to work. She feared looking down during the morning meeting to see circles of nectar staining her blouse. Hallucination or not, she wouldn't be able to control her reaction. Better to sneak into the handicapped stall every few hours and pump.
Plus, her aunts said she should save her nectar. The sugar water they'd otherwise be forced to feed Eliza didn't really have the right nutrition.
Rachel slumped into her computer chair and held her face in her hands. A sliver of her mind told her she ought to get a handle on this. See a shrink. Take a vacation. But she didn't want to. All she really wanted to do was get through the day without screwing up any spreadsheets so that she could leave work on time and get back to Eliza. Her baby needed her.
****
Baby Eliza was too young to sleep through the night. She needed to feed every few hours to keep putting on new layers. The aunts each took a shift giving her a bottle, but Rachel woke every time the baby fussed whether she had to nurse her or not.
After two weeks of this, Rachel began to stumble through her days. She missed stop signs and zoned out at green lights until the cars behind her laid on the horn. At work, she submitted incomplete documents to her supervisor. Other new mothers took maternity leave. Those with paper babies had to just cope.
At home, though, things were wonderful. Baby Eliza grew more alert with each passing day, swiveling pupil-less river rocks toward motion, cooing as much as she cried. The aunts guessed they'd see her first real smile before month's end. Two days ago, Aunt Alice had met Rachel at the door, a grin splitting her face and a nubbin of wood in her hand. "Her cord fell off," Alice declared.
The good times couldn't last.
"I'm thinking of heading back soon," Aunt Bess said over dinner. The aunts had been switching off on the cooking, giving Rachel a chance to interact with her daughter right after work.
"But doesn't that put too much burden on Aunt Alice?" Rachel asked.
Aunt Alice dabbed the corners of her mouth and laid her napkin in her lap. "My time's getting short too, dear."
Rachel's fork fell to her plate with a clatter. Her pulse sounded like crashing surf in her ears. "But who will take care of Eliza?"
"Well, honey, it's not easy, but other single mothers make do. There are plenty of daycare centers that will take her at six weeks old, or you could consider a nanny."
"You realize that's impossible, right?" Rachel stared at each of her aunts in turn. "Babies aren't made out of wasp's nest and they don't drink nectar. They come from their mamas, not from the dirt under the oak tree."
Aunt Bess tittered. "Are you trying to tell us about the birds and the bees, child? We lived a long, long time, the each of us. I assure you, sweetie, we know how it works between men and women."
"And for that matter," Rachel said, "you're both dead and buried. I can't explain any of this to a daycare, nor can I walk in with an imaginary child in my arms and ask them to change her diapers. I need you. I can't keep Eliza without you."
She bunched handfuls of tablecloth in her fists. Aunt Alice gave her a stern look, and without thought, Rachel smoothed the cloth and said she was sorry.
Aunt Alice nodded, took a sip of water. But Rachel knew that good table manners wouldn't keep them here. She bowed her head and cried quietly.
"Shush, honey." One of the aunts laid a hand on Rachel's back. "It's not easy being a mama. You've got a little time to work this out. We won't be gone for a few days yet."
****
Rachel sat in the parlor and pushed her toe against the floor to keep the rocker moving. Eliza slept, cooing deep in her throat. Aunt Bess sat in a ladder-backed chair by the window.
"I remember when your mama was just a baby," Aunt Bess said. "She was a sweet little thing. Your grandma was so proud. We all used to sit around sewing little outfits for her, just talking and listening to her breathe."
Rachel smoothed her daughter's downy hair. It had grown, and now felt more like the fluff that blows off cottonwoods in the spring.
"Did your mama ever talk much about your daddy?" Aunt Bess asked.
"Not that I remember."
"Hmm. Can't say I remember him either. Nor your granddad. We seem to get along pretty well without those fellows. That's something to ponder, isn't it?"
Aunt Bess turned in her chair and regarded Rachel for a moment before chuckling. "Sometimes I've got to wonder if they were ever there at all."
Rachel nodded absentmindedly.
****
"Please, just another day!" Rachel pleaded. "Just one more day and I'll see a psychiatrist. I just can't lose her yet." She clutched Eliza to her chest. Tears streamed down her face and dripped onto the shirt that Eliza was busy nuzzling.
"We can't stay, honey. You have to start taking care of her yourself now."
Both aunts stood in the hallway, suitcases at their sides, felt hats pushed down over gray curls.
"But I can't. I'm crazy, remember?"
"Rachel," Aunt Alice said, "that's why we have to go. It's time for you to take charge. A shrink isn't going to help you. Not with this."
"But, my baby," Rachel cried, sinking to the floor. She wrapped both arms around her daughter, clutched her as tight as she could without crushing her fragile body.
Aunt Bess stooped down next to her. "Rachel," she whispered, "you aren't crazy. Crazy doesn't feel like you do." She stroked Rachel's hair. "Love is not always something you find. Sometimes, love is what you choose to do."
Rachel heard the clunk when the deadbolt slid from its housing, the quiet snick as the door opened, the final click when her aunts pulled it shut behind them.
****
Rachel repeated her aunt's last words over and over to herself. Love is what you choose to do. Love is what you choose to do . . . . I make it real.
She looked in the rearview mirror at the back of the rear-facing car seat. Unable to see her daughter, and unable to resist touching her, she contorted her shoulder to drop a hand over the car seat's back. A tiny, papery hand closed round the tip of her finger.
Working the steering wheel with one hand, she turned the car into the daycare's parking lot.
Eliza fussed a little bit when Rachel pulled her out into the chill winter air. Rachel tutted and clucked and balanced the baby on her knee while she worked tiny arms and legs through insulated winter clothing.
She glanced at the building. A square-cut hedge stood beneath a row of windows. Brick walls propped up a heavy brow of a roof. So ordinary. Not the sort of place to bring a child with rocks for eyes and ten tiny fingernails made of snail's shell. Her resolve faltered.
No. She wouldn't turn away now. She wouldn't hide her baby any longer. Rachel straightened her shoulders.
She tucked her child into the crook of her arm and walked up the salted sidewalk to the front door. Construction paper art, only slightly faded, had been taped to the outside with the names of children and their ages written in the corner.
She closed her eyes, took a deep breath, opened the door, and went inside.
"May I help you?" A college-aged girl quickly stood from where she'd been helping a toddler fit plastic blocks together.
"I need—"
"Ohh! What a beautiful baby! What's her name?"
Rachel looked down to see Eliza's deep blue eyes looking up at her from a face pink with the cold.
"This is my daughter, Eliza," Rachel said. "I love her more than I've ever loved anything."
****
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