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Part One

A mist that is like blown snow is sweeping over all

Chapter 1

Hans Richter Field
Near Grantville, in the State of Thuringia

December 1633

Colonel Jesse Wood turned off the computer in his office, removed the floppy disk and carefully dlid it
into its protective sleeve. It was a copy of the original disk he had already placed in an envelope and
addressed to Mike Stearns, the Prime Minister of the United States of Europe. The copy itself was
destined for Admiral John Simpson, Chief of Naval Operations, advisor to the head of al the USE's
armed forces, and one of the chief architects of the new nation's growing industrial capability in
Magdeburg.

And how he manages all three, | have no idea, Jesse thought. Lord knows | always feel about two weeks
behind in my sleep. At least this report should cheer him up.

The thought wasn't as sour as it would have been some months earlier. In fact, it was rather respectful.
Whatever Jesse thought of the way John Simpson had conducted himself in the two years following the
Ring of Fire, the man's actions after Mike Stearns had put him in charge of the new little navy—
especially during and after the Battle of Wismar—had pretty much washed all that old antagonism away.
Asit had, Jesse knew, for Stearns himself. Simpson might have been a disaster as a political leader, but
there was no denying that as a pure and simple military commander he had alot going for him. Even if
his insistence on the punctilio of military protocol still rubbed Jesse the wrong way, now and then.

The colonel sguinted out the window at the unseasonably bright, |ate afternoon sunlight, catching a
glimpse of Master Sergeant Friedrich Krueger giving the welcoming briefing to a bunch of newly
arrived recruits. The sergeant was not being gentle about it. A recruit was on the ground, rubbing his
head, no doubt after having been instructed in some fine detail of service courtesy. The tall German
NCO had well earned his nickname of Freddy Krueger, although Jesse doubted he understood the
alusion.

He watched as the sergeant pointed to the white stripes on the sleeve of the dark brown jumpsuit that
was his uniform. Perhaps he does, though, Jesse reflected. God knows they made enough of those
crappy movies. One's sure to be in town somewhere.

Jesse made a mental note to ask Major Horton to have another word with the NCO about his temper. He
had to admit that Krueger's techniques were highly effective, if rather crude. Still, there was no sensein
beating men who had just arrived, since they probably didn't yet have enough sense to absorb the lesson.
Looking at the assembled recruits, Jesse felt he knew the source of Krueger'sirritation. They were avery
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mixed bag, as all of the latest had been. Recalling the roster on his desk, Jesse thought he could spot
their origins, for the most part. Among the fifteen men, he saw several Dutch, a couple of Bavarians,
other Germans of all regions and dialect, two Spanish deserters, and a Swede. One man, by his dress,
appeared to be either a nobleman or the son of arich merchant.

| wonder what he's running from? Jesse mused. Well, it doesn't matter, he'sin Freddy's gentle care,

now. I'll wager not one of them knows a word of English. | wonder how many of them brought families
with them?

They were refugees for the most part, from all over Europe. The same sort of people who filled the ranks
of most of the armies of the era. Mercenaries, at bottom, regardless of the official label of "citizen
soldiers' they had in the United States of Europe.

Unfortunately from Jesse's point of view, although it saved him alot of grief in other ways, the air force
didn't get too many volunteers from the Committees of Correspondence. He'd been surprised by that, at
first, since Hans Richter had been an airman and Hans was the poster boy for the CoCs. But after alittle
experience, the reason had become obvious enough. Lots of enthusiastic CoC members volunteered to
become pilots like Hans Richter, sure enough. But in an air force that still only had aliteral handful of
planes, how many pilots did you need? What the air force mainly needed were people for the ground
crews—and for al but atiny number of CoC firebrands, serving behind the lines doing what they saw as
mostly menial choresjust didn't appeal to them. One of the many American terms that had made its way
into the hybrid mostly-German dialect of the new nation emerging in central Europe was "REMFsS".

Instead, they volunteered for the new regiments in the army Gustav Adolf was creating, which were sure
to see action come next spring. So, for the most part, Jesse had to make do with men—and some women,
here and there—who "volunteered" out of necessity rather than political fervor. Granted, that saved Jesse
from having to deal with the rambunctious politics that saturated the new army regiments and had most
down-time officers tearing out their hair. Most up-time officers, for that matter, who were often just as
aghast as their down-time counterparts at the radical conclusions their volunteers sometimes drew about
the logic of democracy as applied to military discipline.

So, true enough, Jesse was generally spared that problem. What he faced instead were the traditional
ones of maintaining efficiency and discipline in a mercenary force—a problem that officersin the new
army regiments rarely had to deal with. If arecruit in one of those regiments slacked off, he'd get
disciplined by his CoC mates before any officer even knew a problem existed—and the discipline could
be alot more savage than anything even a sergeant like Krueger would hand out.

Jesse rubbed his eyes, pulled his |eather jacket over his own brown flying suit, and grabbed the two
often-used envelopes. Sweeping up his beret with its eagle insignia of f his desk, he stretched his sore
back and stepped out of his office into that of his adjutant. Lieutenant Cynthia Garlow was seated behind
her desk, sharpening a goose feather quill, her own computer showing afloral screen saver pattern. For
reasons Jesse had never been able to grasp, she preferred using quill pens over the still-perfectly-
functional modern pens that had come through the Ring of Firein plentitude.

She didn't stand up as he entered. She couldn't, having lost the use of her legsin ariding accident on the
far side of the Ring of Fire. Instead, the former CAP cadet straightened to attention in her wheelchair
and looked at Jesse expectantly.

"Yes, Colonel?"
Jesse smiled. "Cynthia, how many times have | told you to save the 'attention’ bit for visitors? It's just the
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two of us here. At ease, for Pete's sake."

Cynthiatossed her short auburn curls impatiently. "About a million times, Colonel. Almost as often as
I've told you | can type faster than you, so why not just dictate to me?* She looked meaningfully at the
envelopes in Jesse's hand.

Jesse laid the envelopes on her desk. "Not this time, Lieutenant. This report was a pleasure to write. I've
declared the Gustav flight tests completed. Now that we've finished those, the real fun begins. With luck
and good weather, we'll have half a dozen trained crews by spring. Send the original to Mike Stearnsin
Government House on tomorrow's courier run to Magdeburg. The copy goes to Admiral Simpson.”
"Yes, sir. That's great news. Anything else?"

"Y eah, send word to Mg or Horton that 1'd like to see him in my quarters tonight at 2030, will you? I'm
going to take aturn around the base, then go home. Why don't you wrap up things here and take off?"
Cynthia gave him an impish grin. "Why, thank you sir. Friedrich promised to take me to dinner in town,
if we both got off early enough."

Jesse nodded and wondered again at the dichotomy of Sergeant Krueger's renowned harshnessto
recruits and his obvious love for the crippled girl in the wheelchair. His gentleness and deference to her
was an unceasing wonder to all who witnessed it. Cynthiawas lovely and doubtless her fluency in
German helped, but still . . . Jesse was glad he hadn't found the need to institute any of the fraternization
rules from the other time line. Planting his beret on his head, eagle shining, he moved toward the door.

"Evening, Cynthia."
"Good evening, Colonel."

Jesse stepped outside the newly constructed headquarters cum bachelor officers' quarters. Walking down
the ramp built for Cynthia's use, he glanced down the side of the building. Like all the other new
buildings at the field, it was a simple wooden design, having few windows, and without central heating—
the lack of which Jesse was feeling acutely, now that winter had arrived.

Due to arecent heat spell—using the term "heat" |oosely—most of the snow that had covered the ground
the week before had melted. Jesse walked down the damp, unpaved surface of Richter Avenue, doing his
best to avoid the worst patches of mud. He then walked past the NCO quarters, the mess hall, the
married enlisted buildings, and the single enlisted barracks, their new wooden walls already grayed by
the elements. Opposite the buildings, children were playing in the parade ground, which was as yet
unused for its named purpose.

The snap of the flag at the top of the smooth wooden pole drew his eye and he felt suddenly better, less
tired.

You should see the old field now, Hans. All because of you.

Jesse hadn't meant to capitalize on Hans' death, of course. But, once the initial shock had worn off and
he'd been able to analyze the battle of Wismar, he had become angry. His anger wasn't directed at the
Grantville leadership—he understood military necessity—but at the enemies who threatened to destroy
al he knew and loved. The depth of his anger had surprised him. He had always been slow to anger and
hisire had nearly always passed swiftly. Certainly, he'd never felt any particular hatred towards the
enemies of the U.S. in the old time line. In reflection, he realized his anger was more than half fear—
fear that, should these enemies win, there would be no starting over, since there was nowhere to run in
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thisworld. So, he had concentrated on the anger, had shaped it into a weapon. And in doing so, he had
changed himself. Before Wismar, he had been a pilot playing the role of commander. Afterward, though
he would never voice it, he became a commander, with a commander's view of things.

Within days, he had returned to Grantville, directing two pilots, Lieutenants Woodsill and Weissenbach,
to take the Las Vegas Belle |1 and rejoin the ground contingent at Richter Field in Wismar. Woody and
Ernst had been thrilled to be left with the only functioning aircraft—and within range of the enemy, at
that. Jesse felt he had taken the edge off a good deal of that enthusiasm, and he was sure the two young
pilots would follow his cautious operational instructions. They were to provide aerial reconnaissance for
Gustavus Adolphusin Luebeck, and that was all. Even so, he had taken care to not stifle their spirit. A
pilot's élan is asimportant as fuel.

Only in the past month, with the completion of two more Belles and Gustav production now running
smoothly, had he relaxed his restrictions on the Wismar detachment. He'd allowed them to try their hand
at rocket attacks on the enemy encampment, a duty the two young pilots had accepted with the eagerness
of unleashed tigers.

Jesse had channeled his own efforts into convincing Grantville to give him the resources to accelerate
aircraft production, to give him the tools to punish their enemies. While he talked practicalities with
President Stearns, Admiral Simpson, and Hal Smith, to all others he spoke in terms of duty, sacrifice,
and honor. As much as he hated public speaking, he gave speeches to citizen groups and retold the
Battle of Wismar and Captain Richter's heroism countless times.

The story was certainly gripping. The account of avaliant few fighting against long odds with makeshift
weapons—buying time, as Jesse put it, so their people could prepare for the inevitable onsaught—
caught the imagination of the public. In Magdeburg even more than in Grantville. Before long, most
who deemed themselves politicians in the newly formed United States of Europe had jumped on board.

Not that everything's gone my way, Jesse grumbled. The frigging Kellys, for instance. What do those
stupid politicians think we are, anyway? Boeing vs. Lockheed?

The object of hisire cameinto view as he walked towards the flightline. On the opposite side of the
field, asizable building, smoke curling from one of its chimneys, stood in the midst of squalor, despite
its newness. Junked cars, stacks of lumber, cans of waste, and piles of trash unidentifiable at this
distance stood in front of the building's wide, closed doors. It was the Kellys' touted " Skunkworks," and
Jesse'sirritation surged as he thought of the waste involved.

He'd been shocked when, just as the politicians seemed certain to give him all he needed to build a
fighting air force, asmall but vocal faction had temporarily stopped everything by demanding
competition in aircraft construction. He'd even complained to Mike Stearns, demanding that he intervene
in the foolishness.

Only to be turned down. Stearns, though sympathetic, had given Jesse a short, painful lesson in politics.
He'd pointed out that many thought it unfair for Wood and Smith to be given so much deference and
support in their aircraft building business—never mind the fact that they had built aircraft that had
proven themselves in combat and hadn't yet realized a dime in profit from the enterprise.

"And there are new anglesinvolved too, Jesse," Stearns had explained. "Now that the Confederated
Principalities of Europe ison the junk heap, replaced by the United States of Europe, we don't have the
same autonomy we used to have. We're a province in the USE now, which has afedera structure. We're
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no longer the independent-in-all-but-name New United States."

g7

Mikerolled his eyes. "So stop it with the pigheaded 'l don't need no steenkeeng politics' routine, Jesse.
What do you think? Y ou know damn well that most of the principalities that Gustav Adolf roped into the
USE were frog-marched into it. From the standpoint of those disgruntled little princelings, one of the
few bright spotsis that they can now make a claim to getting a piece of up-time technology."

It was Jesse's turn to roll hiseyes. "Y ou've got to be kidding! What? We're supposed to divert resources
to having—who, for God's sake?—the Hessians? the Pomeranians?—start building airplanes?’

"Oh, it's not that bad. None of the important princes are dumb enough to think they can set up an aircraft
industry right now, from scratch. But look at the issue of the Kellys from their point of view. Aslong as
you and Hal Smith have a monopoly on aircraft construction—with your close ties to the federal
authorities—they can't see any way to get afoot in edgewise.”

Jesse made aface. "Hey, look, Mike. It's no secret that | don't like the Kellys, especially She-Who-Will-
Not-Be-Named. But | never suggested they were traitors."

"Y ou couldn't anyway, even if you did think it," said Mike forcefully. "What ‘treason’ would be
involved? Moving their aircraft works from Grantville to Magdeburg or Kassel? That's just silly. 1t'd be
like accusing L ockheed of ‘treason’ if they decided to move their works from Burbank, California, to
somewhere elsein the United States. We're a federation now, Jesse. If the Kellys wanted to, they'd have
every right to pack up their operation and move to another city in the USE."

He ran fingers through his hair. "But that's not even the issue. So far as | know, the Kellys have no
intention of leaving Grantville. The Kellys aren't really what's at stake, to begin with, from the
standpoint of the down-time princelings. Right now, they simply want to break up what amounts to your
semi-official monopoly over up-time aircraft technology. And there's only so far | can resist that
pressure, without starting to feed the sentiment—and there's plenty of it—that we up-timers are dogsin a
manger. We can afford some waste in aircraft production alot more than we can afford that issue to start
getting explosive. So live with it, Jesse."

Jesse had kept trying, even to the point of resigning as a partner in the aircraft firm, but it hadn't been
enough. The powers-that-be, in their wisdom, had seen fit to authorize assistance to both firmsin the
form of "asuitable building, strategic materials, and such labor and facilities as are deemed necessary by
the strategic resources board for aircraft construction.” And so, while Hal and his workers had used the
assistance to move construction of the "Gustav" model into high gear, the Kelly Aircraft Company had
moved into their new digs—and, so far at least, had shown precious little for it.

But it was adone deal, so Jesse let it go. He turned his attention to the aircraft shelters he was passing,
five completed now and one in progress. Three had aircraft in them, a Belle and two of the new Gustavs,
low wing, powerful looking birds. Their ground crews were still working on them in the lowering
sunlight, busy, purposeful. The Belle ground crew was fueling their aircraft from a horse drawn fuel
bowser. At the next shelter over, the crewchief of Gustav I, Sergeant Hiram Winters, noticed Jesse and
raised a hand. Jesse smiled and raised his own hand in greeting before he moved on.

Good kids, he smiled. Good aircraft. Thank you, God, for both.

He neared an airman lounging on a small tractor near the landing zone. With two hundred and thirty-five
men and women now on the rolls, he no longer worried about manpower to work on the field, though the
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constant effort required brought to memory the old British secret for a nice lawn: good seed, plenty of
water, and rolled daily for three hundred years. To that end, the tractor had aroller in tow. Filling in and
smoothing out the ruts made in the runway's landing zone was a routine end-of-flying-day chore. He
waved his hand down as the young man made to get off his machine.

"Good evening, Airman . . ." He looked for the airman’'s nametag.

"Guten abend, Herr Oberst. Mein name ist Fleischer. 'Gus Fleischer."

"Fleischer." Jesse put his hands in the small of his back and stretched. "Waiting for the last aircraft?’
"Jawohl ... | mean, 'Yessdir,"" Fleischer replied.

Jesse checked his watch. "Soon, | think. How long have you been with us, Fleischer?”

"Drel, uh, three month, Herr Colonel," Fleischer said slowly.

"And driving already, huh? Very good."

"Yes, sir." The young man lifted hischin. "l will be a pilot, someday." He lifted his arm and pointed.
"Look, Herr Oberst! Er kommt!"

"Yes, he does," said Jesse, watching the Belle |11 slide over the field boundary and touch down. He
clapped the airman on the shoulder. " Study hard, Gus, eh?"

"Ja, Colond!" The young German nodded, started the tractor, and drove off proudly to his duty.
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Chapter 2

Magdeburg, on the Elbe River
Capital of the United States of Europe

"Short handed again,” Thorsten Engler muttered to himself, as he counted those still out sick.
Fortunately, all they had to do at night was keep the furnace running until morning. Things were usually
pretty quiet, although one time the gas had started to run out, and he'd had to scramble to unload the
coke and load new coal in several retorts. That could be the case tonight, with the cold and the snow
increasing demand for heat.

Being the recently promoted foreman for the night shift at the coal gas plant—which was amost as new
as he was—Engler always tried to walk around the plant every hour, whether it was clear, rain, or snow.
It was the only way to make sure everyone was awake, and it tended to keep him awake as well. Despite
the snow falling, the plant was mostly clear. That was probably due to the heat of the furnace, and
maybe some shoveling as well. He'd have to make sure that they continued that during the night, or he'd
look bad in the morning when the plant manager arrived.

He walked around the plant, looking at the furnace and the machinery. As he had many times by now, he
wished he knew more about the manufacturing processes involved in the operation. It had only been a
month since the plant officially opened. He had trained for it and even helped build it, but no one here
had ever seen such a collection of machinery before.

To make the situation worse, his training had been narrowly focused on the job of repairman he'd been
originally hired on for, not the more general training a supervisor should get. Neither he nor the plant
management had expected him to become a foreman almost as soon as he started. That was another
effect of the influenzathat was ravaging the city. The original foreman had been a much older man. He'd
died from the disease just three weeks ago.

Everything looked good, though, so far as Thorsten could tell. He was about to head inside when he
heard afaint high-pitched whistle. That was odd, he thought. The wind didn't seem strong enough for
that.

But, not seeing anything amiss, he went into his office to catch up on his paperwork. With all the men
out sick because of the influenza, the work records were more of atangle than usual.

A couple of hours later, one of the workmen came into the office. That was Eric Krenz, who served the
night shift asits crane operator. Since they still didn't have a full-time repairman on night shift, he also
helped Thorsten in that capacity. Both single men in their mid-twenties, they'd become quite good
friends in the short time since they'd started working together.

"Something's wrong, Thorsten," Krenz said. "The street |lamps seem to be going out."

Thorsten quickly went outside. The lights were indeed dimming. Those farther away from the plant were
already out.

"Shit. There'll be alot of pissed people soon. Did we run out of gas?'

"l don't think so," said Eric. "It's only been two or three hours since we started this batch. | don't know
what's going on."

Engler decided to start at the beginning, with the coal loading operation. That was being handled by
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Robert Stiteler these past few days. Stiteler was an Alsatian, one of the many immigrants who'd arrived
in Magdeburg over the past year. He normally helped Krenz operate the steam-powered crane that
moved the kegs containing the coal tar products and ammoniawater. But with so many of the men off
sick, he'd agreed to handle loading the coal instead. It was back-breaking work, using a shovel instead of
a steam crane, but he'd done afine job with it. He'd kept the coal going in and the coke going out, which
was what mattered.

When Engler appeared in the furnace room, with Krenz in tow, Stiteler broke off from hiswork and
leaned his shovel against one of the stanchions that supported the furnace room's walls and roof. Asa
safety measure, the stanchion was much thicker and sturdier than it really needed to be. The furnace
“room" was really a big shed, with walls and a roof made of thin planks just thick enough to handle rain
and snow.

"Evening, Thorsten," he said pleasantly. Aswas true of the most of the men working in the plant—
anywhere in Magdeburg—the Alsatian immigrant had quickly adopted the informality favored in work
places by the American up-timers. All the more so since the Committees of Correspondence who were
almost a separate, informal government in the capital city insisted on it as a matter of principle. They
had members everywhere, especially in the ranks of the industrial workers and their unions. Thorsten
wasn't amember of the CoCs himself, smply because he'd been too busy for the meetings involved. But
his friend Eric Krenz belonged, as did perhaps a fourth of the workmen in the plant.

"Evening, Robert," he said, trying to be just as pleasant but wanting to get on to the problem at hand.
Normally, he would have taken the time to chat idly with Stiteler for a minute or two, just to give the
man alegitimate excuse to take arest from the grueling labor of shoveling coal down the chute into the
retorts. "We seem to be losing gas somewhere along the way. Are you having any problems?’

Stiteler shook his head. "No, nothing."

Thorsten inspected the furnace, which seemed fine. Then he headed toward the gas main.

Stumbling over something, he looked down. There was a grate lying on the floor, which he hadn't
spotted before because it was half-covered in the coal dust that was spread over much of room.
Frowning, Thorsten looked over at the furnace again and noticed for the first time that the grate that
should have been located on the coal chute was missing. Instead, the opening for the grate seemed to be
covered with something solid, from what little of it Thorsten could see because of the coal dust.

He looked back down at the object he'd stumbled over. "Robert, what is this grate doing here? And what
have you got covering the hole it was on?"

Stiteler had gone back to shoveling, but now looked over. "Oh, that damned thing. | took it off two days
ago and replaced it with some wood. It kept getting fouled with the smaller pieces of coa. Made it hard
to shovel the coal in, because it kept catching the blade. This way works much better."

Engler hissed in a breath. "Robert, it's supposed to get fouled. Y ou don't want the fine pieces. . ."
Robert was frowning at him. "Why? What's the matter?"

Truth betold, Engler wasn't sure himself why the grate was important. But he had a vague memory of
one of the up-time engineers who'd designed the plant telling him that it was. If he remembered
correctly, the function of the grate was to make sure that only the larger chunks of coal got into the
furnace itself. If you let the coal pieces that were too fine into the furnace, especially thedust . . .

He couldn't remember what would happen. The foreman's training he'd gotten—all half a day of it—had
been too quick and hurried for him to remember alot of what he'd been told. But it was certainly nothing
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good.
"Put the grate back on," he ordered, "and don't take it off again.”

Moving more urgently now, he began moving down the main, inspecting the big pipe. Eric Krenz came
with him.

"The main looks wrong," Thorsten said. "See, Eric?'

Krenz nodded. "The pipe should be entirely red hot, but only the top half seems red. It stops at the bend."
There was aloud crack from inside the furnace, the sound of metal breaking.

"What was that?" half-shouted Stiteler, stumbling back and almost dropping his shovel.

"I don't know," Thorsten replied. "I've never seen something like this." He began to smell smoke.
"Smoke?"

"Look, Thorsten!" said Eric. "There's your smoke!"

Sure enough. Smoke was starting to pour out of one of the short smokestacks next to the furnace.
Understanding came instantly to Thorsten. "One of the retorts must have broken, and the coal has caught
fire. But why?"

He looked again at the gas main, thinking quickly. With the grate removed, small pieces of coal—a lot
of it nothing more than dust—would have. . .

He wasn't sure. But with the inside of the gas main lined with coal tar, asit inevitably became. . . and as
gummy as that stuff was. . . he had a bad feeling that the coal dust would have started piling up in there,
constricting the main.

"There has to be ablockage," he stated firmly. "Quick, turn the gas off!"

"If the coal has caught firein there," said Eric, "that won't do any good. We can't put that out."

Thorsten wavered for a second. He wanted to handle this problem himself, but not bringing the fire
under control could be disastrous. "Y es, you're right. Run over and get the fire brigade now!"

"Please get these messages out ASAP," Mike Stearns said, handing the radio operator a sheaf of papers.
"And let me know if any of the messages are not acknowledged."

"Yes, sir," the operator said. "Conditions seem pretty good tonight. I'll encrypt them and get them out.
Any specia priorities?'

"Not really. But send the one to my wife first, please. And make sure the one to Colonel Wood gets
through. 1'd like him up here tomorrow, if it'sat al possible."

Mike turned and walked out of the room. The Marine on guard outside stood at attention as he walked
by, and nodded in response to Mike's "good night." He was leaving the building when he heard a bell
ringing in the distance and the clattering of horses. By the time he was at the entrance to the USE
government's main building—the Hans Richter Palace, to use its official name, although most people
just called it "Government House"'—a dozen Marines and sailors had come out of the nearby barracks,
apparently curious about what was going on.

Almost immediately, they heard the horses slow and then stop. Realizing it was close, Mike said "L et's
go, guys." With hisimpromptu military escort, he headed toward the commotion at a brisk walk.

Thomas Kruz, Chief of the First Fire Brigade in Magdeburg, had been playing cards with several of his
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men when the runner arrived with the news. His men knew their jobs, and they'd quickly hitched their
horses to the fire wagon and ridden out into the night. The wagon was new, afirst-of-its-kind steam
pump fire wagon, and he was proud of it. He and his men had trained with it over and over, until they
could operate it in their sleep. He was sure beyond any doubt they were prepared for afire.

Within a couple of minutes, they had reached the coal gas plant. When they arrived, they saw thick black
smoke rising from one of the smokestacks. The snow falling everywhere else turned into steam before it
struck the furnace. But, fortunately, there were no flames, no exposed fire, nothing that really screamed
Emergency!

He saw someone running towards him. As he got closer, Kruz recognized the night shift foreman,
Thorsten Engler. Asit happened, they were neighbors.

"There'safirein the furnace, Thomas,” Thorsten said, "and we can't put it out. It could destroy the
furnace."

Chief Kruz had toured the coal gas plant, severa times, since afire here was one of hisbiggest fears.
Still, he really didn't know much more about it than most people did—including, unfortunately, most of
the people working in the plant itself. The drive to expand industry in Magdeburg in response to the war
with the League of Ostend was forcing people to take shortcuts and use makeshifts everywhere. Hisfire
crew was actually quite exceptional in having had the time to be trained properly. Most of the factories
in the city were being run by half-trained people, with foremen who often had little more training than
the men they supervised.

Quickly, he looked toward the area of the plant where the vats of pitch and other flammable materials
were stored. But they seemed to be safe, not being very close to the furnace. He breathed a sigh of relief
that his worst fears were not realized.

"What's the problem, Thorsten?"

"I'm not sure. But | think the gas main is blocked and the gases are backing up into the furnace. It's
starting to break on the inside.”

"Show me where it's blocked."

Kruz followed Engler into the furnace room. Once inside, they walked around to the other side of the
furnace, and Thorsten pointed out a big wrought iron tube, the upper half of it glowing red against the
dim light. "Y ou see? That's the main. It's got to be clogged. The gasses are backing up into the furnace."
The fire chief wasn't sure what to do. He'd been trained to deal with open fires, flames. This. . .

"What can we do to help, Thorsten?'

Engler ran fingers through his thick black hair. "We have to stop the fire and cool the furnace, before
there is any more damage. This plant is providing gas to light the street, to heat and run several factories
here. It isimportant!"

"Yes, fine, but what's the best way to do that? Thorsten, we can't pump water over the furnace, because
we can't keep it from hitting those metal doors." He pointed at the doors to the retorts which, like the gas
main, were glowing dull red with heat. "The water could well cause them to crack."

Exasperated, Engler shook his head. "You're right. And it wouldn't put out the fire inside the furnace
anyway. We have to put that out first and let things cool down."

They hurried back around to the front, where the smoke from the left smokestack was, if anything,
increasing. One of the plant workers was already there. Another of Kruz's neighbors, as it happened, the
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crane operator Eric Krenz.

"There! Theair isdrawn into the furnace over there!" Krenz was pointing to a smokestack on the right.
His finger moved over. "And the smoke is coming out there. We change the direction every ten minutes.
We need to pump water in both."

Finally having clear directions, Kruz nodded vigorously. "Y ou three, set up the pump,"” the chief
instructed his men. "Y ou two, run a canvas hose down to the river. We'll pump water from there."

He looked over the situation. Pumping water there seemed reasonable. It wouldn't hurt to try. "That
furnaceis very hot. Stand well back!"

Within three minutes, his men had set up the pump, attached a hose from the river and two hoses to the
pump, and had the steam engine up to heat.

By now, asmall crowd had gathered outside the plant, and were watching them. Kruz took a quiet pride
at how hisfire crew was holding up under pressure. Two men were holding each fire hose, one was
stationed at the river to control the hose there, and another man reported to the Chief: "We're ready."

"Start up the pump,” Kruz directed.

The Marine sergeant at Mike's side leaned over toward him. "Is there anything you want us to do, Mr.
Pres—ah, | mean, Prime Minister?"

Mike had to fight down alittle smile. The sergeant was an up-timer, and like most such was still getting
used to peculiar "foreign” titles like prime minister instead of the familiar president. Not surprising, of
course. The United States of Europe had been in existence for less than three months.

"No, Sergeant. The firemen are here and they seem to know what they're doing. We'd just be getting in
their way."

He amost ordered everyone to go back to the barracks, but . . .

Didn't. The problem was that Mike knew full well just how desperately undertrained most people were
in Magdeburg's new industrial plants. The capital of the new USE was also rapidly becoming both its
largest city and its major manufacturing center. Those were both developments that Mike was
encouraging every way he possibly could. Grantville was simply too small and too isolated in the
Thuringian hills to serve as the center for the new society coming into existence in central Europe. Nor,
even if itslocation had been better, could it ever grow very big because of the surrounding terrain.

He'd been very cold-blooded about it all, willing to accept the risks for the benefits. However diplomatic
he might be, most times, and however much he was willing to tack and veer in the requisite political
maneuvers, Mike never lost sight for amoment of the fact that what he was really doing was organizing
arevolution. And one of the lessons he'd taken from the voracious reading of history he'd been doing
since the Ring of Fire—with advice from Melissa Mailey and his wife Rebecca, who read even more
extensively than he did—was that revolutions were greatly assisted by having a big capital city that
doubled as anation'sindustrial center. The role that, in other revolutions in another universe, had been
played by cities like Paris and "Red Berlin" and St. Petersburg, Mike intended to be played in this one
by Magdeburg.

But nothing came free, and the price they paid for that explosive growth was inevitable. Everything and
everybody was stretched very thin, and they weren't so much cutting corners as lopping them off with an
ax. With his own extensive experience in coal mining and stevedoring, Mike knew full well just how
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dangerous that could be.

So, he decided to stick around for a bit. True enough, the firemen seemed to know what they were doing.
However, that could simply mean that they were efficiently going about their work, but the work itself
wasn't what they should be doing.

It was hard to know. The sight in front of him, mostly in darkness with a soft snowfall obscuring
everything still further, was a pretty good summary of the whole situation in Europe as the year 1633
cameto aclose.
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Within afew seconds, two thick streams of water began arching into the air and falling into the
smokestacks. A thick cloud of steam flashed instantly into the air, as the water contacted the hot brick.
Fortunately, the smokestacks were ten feet high, and the steam flashed above them, so the firemen
weren't cooked where they stood. Courageously, they continued pumping water into the smokestacks.

Then disaster struck. The incredibly hot firebrick in the reverberatory furnace had some resistance to
water at room temperature, but none at 900C. It dissolved under the impact of the water, collapsing and
blocking both smokestacks, trapping high temperature steam within. The main furnace chamber,
containing the retorts, held.

"My God!" the chief reacted. He looked at the foreman and the other two plant workers, who were
staring, mouth open, at the damage.

" Stop the pump! Get the wagon back! Everyone get back!" he directed. He stared at the furnace. It was a
ruin, obviously enough. But at |east the smoke had stopped. The fire was probably out.

"Hell's bells," Mike hissed, when he heard the bricks collapse. "We could use Jerry Trainer right now,"
he said to no onein particular.

"What's happening, sir?' the sergeant asked.

"Noidea," hereplied. "Well keep the men here, though, just in case we're needed.”

By now, they were in the middle of alarge crowd, standing behind a very sturdy-looking waist-high
brick wall that surrounded the plant everywhere except along the river. The men at the plant had ignited
torches to replace the gas lamps, and the faint light and drifting snow gave the scene an eerie look.

"Do you see flames there?' One of the sailors pointed to the location where the gas main entered the
furnace room.

Mike squinted, trying to see through the snowfall. It was very faint, but something did seem to be
burning. And the flames were blue.

Chief Kruz and his men were also watching the furnace. "Look!" one of them yelled. From closer up,
very faint blue flames were apparent where the gas main entered the furnace, and also around the doors
of theretorts.

"Get the men back! Back!" Kruz had never seen flames like that, and he didn't like it.

The flames were indeed blue, the color of burning hydrogen gas. When water was pumped into the
furnace, besides destroying the firebrick, it reacted with the red-hot coal in the furnace to make
hydrogen and carbon monoxide. The hydrogen, being very light, pushed the coal gas down as it sought
the highest elevation. It then began leaking out between the firebrick and the gas main, aswell as around
the retorts. When the hydrogen reached the air it burned, creating high temperature steam, which began
to eat through the firebrick. The structure holding the gas main in the furnace dissolved, and the pipe
shifted. When that happened, all the remaining hydrogen rushed out, and air rushed in to fill the gap,
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where it mixed with coal gasinto an explosive mixture.

The fire chief was not positioned to see the gas main shift, but one of his men was. He saw aflash asthe
hydrogen escaped and exploded, and yelled "Down!" A split second later, the coal gas-oxygen mixture
exploded.

The gas main pipe went flying end-over-end, spewing smaller pieces of red-hot iron and crashing into a
large metal distilling vat. Some of the retorts also split, blasting out of the furnace like cannon fire. The
thin walls of the furnace rooms came off, as did large sections of the roof.

One of the retorts smashed into Stiteler and slammed him into the column behind him, killing him
instantly. The shovel flew from his hand and Engler and Krenz ducked to avoid being hit by it. Luckily
for them, as it happened, because a second piece of wreckage hurtled right through the air where they'd
been standing a second earlier.

Another piece of aretort went through the thin wall asif it weren't there and landed on the barge holding
the coal for the plant. Another, much bigger one, did the same thing to a different wall—and then
shattered the wall of an adjacent factory asit struck, instantly killing two workers and starting the
structure on fire.

Stone, iron and coal sprayed in all directions from the impact site. In other cases, only the doors to the
retorts flew out, red hot frisbees delivering death and destruction. One of these struck the fireman
holding the hose by the river, cutting him in half and throwing what was left of him into the waters of
the Elbe. Another flew across the street into an apartment building, starting yet another fire. Fortunately,
no one was killed outright, although a young mother was badly hurt and the baby she'd been feeding
would wind up losing his arm below the elbow.

The last one flew unerringly into the vats of coal tar products, badly damaging the support structure for
one of the vats. At the same time, pieces of burning coal from the retorts flew into the air, bombarding
those passersby not lucky or smart enough to be crouching behind the wall or under shelter.

Mike rose from behind the wall and briefly looked at his escort to make sure they were unharmed. Some
of the sailors and Marines were purposefully moving to put out flames and administer first aid to
bystanders who had been hit by flying coal. The coal plant itself seemed to be fairly free of flames, now.
There were afew piles of flaming coal but little other damage beyond the explosion. As he watched, he
saw two people come stumbling to the wall.

"What happened to the plant?* the sergeant asked them.

Now leaning with both hands on the wall, one of the men shook his head. "I don't know. Robert . . ." He
shook his head again. "Robert Stiteler. He waskilled. | don't believe this."

"Do you work here?' Mike asked.

"Yes. | am the night shift foreman. Thorsten Engler." He nodded to the man next to him. "Thisis Eric
Krenz, the crane operator.”

Hearing a new sound, of collapsing metal, Engler and Krenz turned their heads around to look back. As
they and Mike watched, the damaged vat began to shift, finally falling on its side. It impacted with a
loud crack, and gallons of thick pitch began to ooze out.

By now, the fire chief had reorganized his men and moved to put out the fires in the adjacent factory and
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the apartment buildings across the street. Only one other structure was aflame, the roof of a shed near
the river, away from both the coal tar and the machinery.

"What's in that shed?' Mike asked.

Engler looked over. "Nothing much,” he said. "Just fertilizer. For growing plants.”

Mike frowned. "Why do you have fertilizer at the coal gas plant?"

"It'svery new. They cdl it . . . 'ammonium nitrate,' | think. Supposed to be the best fertilizer ever. We
make it from some of the waste from the coal tar."

Mike would swear he could literally feel the blood draining from his face. Ammonium nitrate, for the
love of God!

Bituminous coal mining operations rarely used explosives much, any longer, but he'd been around
enough blasting operations to know what the stuff was used for besides farming.

The sergeant was staring at him. "Isit dangerous, sir?"

"Hell, yes, it's dangerous,” Mike replied. "There was a cargo ship full of it in Texas City that blew up
once and took out most of the town—not to mention that it was the stuff that provided most of the force
for the Oklahoma City bombing."

Mike looked again at the shed. The flames had moved down from the roof to the walls, and the whole
thing was being consumed. "Everybody down!" he yelled. Then, repeated the yell for the benefit of the
firemen, accompanying it with frantic arm waving.

Fortunately, the fire chief wasn't pigheaded. He immediately ordered his men out of the area and behind
the wall. Mike grabbed Engler and Krenz and dragged them over the wall, then dropped down himself
below the top.

For perhaps twenty seconds, nothing happened. A few people started to get up, here and there. Then
there was a tremendous explosion that seemed to obliterate everything in a sheer blast of noise. Half-
dazed, Mike saw one of the bystanders whao'd been incautious enough to raise his head over the wall get
decapitated. By what, he had no idea. A piece of brick, who knew? One moment the man had a head, the
next moment a corpse was collapsing to the ground with blood gushing out of a neck stump.

When it seemed to be over, Mike carefully peered over the top of the wall. There was a ten-foot crater
where the shed had been. Some of its flaming remnants had apparently landed on the coal barge, and
were completing its destruction.

Mike shifted his gaze, and saw that the vat that had tipped over seemed mostly empty. However, two
more of the vats had shifted from the impact, and were now also tilted.

Engler's head had come up next to his, with Krenz following a second later. Mike pointed at the vats.
"What's in those vats?"'

"Coal tar," said Krenz. "Different kinds. We separate them, and sell the different kinds."

"The one that fell on the ground contained pitch," Engler added. "We usually don't have more than afew
days worth; there'salot of demand for it. That one"—he pointed to the one starting to list—"contains
something called 'light benzoils.' We don't get much call for it, so we've been saving it up to sell to the
Americans."

"How much of it is stored up?"

"I add anew barrel or two to that vat every day," said Krenz. "Maybe a couple of hundred barrels worth."
Mike felt hisface paling again. That was the equivalent of several thousand gallons of gasoline. If it
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spread and ignited, half the city waslikely to burn down before it was all over.

He turned to the sergeant. " Get every available man from the base.”

He turned to another Marine. "Seeif you can find Gunther Achterhof, the CoC guy for thisdistrict. We
need all the manpower we can get. Tell him to bring shovels, buckets, whatever will fight the fire."

He looked back again. Fortunately, the pitch still hadn't caught, despite the hot fragments of furnace
littering the ground. "Two of you Marines get shovels and buckets and get those fragments out of here
before they ignite the pitch.”

Once those pressing immediate tasks were seen to, he turned to the contingent of sailors and Marines
who were gathered around him. "We've got to keep that vat from tipping over. Get some long pieces of
lumber from the dockyards. Get block and tackle. Fast!"

Half adozen sailorstook off, heading for the base. As he looked again, he saw the pitch slowly oozing
out of the plant and into the street. Beyond it, he saw the road |eading to the open end of the sewer under
construction. "Christ on a crutch,” he said. "If the stuff in that vat getsin the sewers, the entire city will
go."

"Thereisn't enough time," Engler said. "We have to get in there now." He climbed over the wall and into
the plant's yard, heading for the coal tar vats. Krenz came right behind him.

Mike stared at them, decided they were right, and followed himself. His men joined him.

The ground was an obstacle course, requiring them to zigzag to avoid the still-hot debris from the
explosion. They ran over to the fire chief, who was lying on the ground, stunned. "Wake up!" Mike
shouted. "Y ou've got to get your pump going."

"We still have steam, we can pump!" one of the firemen yelled, having heard him. "But we have to put
out those fires now." He was pointing to the apartment buildings, and Mike could see that he was right.
Astightly packed as those buildings were throughout most of Magdeburg, if afire got out of control it
would be amost impossible to stop.

One of the other firemen pulled out a knife and cut away the harness for one of the horses. The animal's
back had been shattered by a big chunk of flying debris. The fire chief staggered to his feet and looked
around. Thefirst fireman ran over to him. "Sir, there are buildings on fire. We've got to put them out
now!"

Mike cameto aquick decision. "Go," he said. "My men and | will take care of the plant.”

The fire chief nodded, and stumbled after the pump as his men led it away.

Mike continued through the obstacle course, finally arriving at the upended vat, He looked beyond it to
the damaged one. It was still standing, but was now starting to leak athin liquid on the ground.

"Make way!" Krenz yelled. He carried an empty barrel across the pitch to put it under the leak. "That
won't stop it for long."

"We've got to jack up that platform, or that won't matter," one of the sailors said.

"Over there," Mike directed. "The platform for the destroyed vat. See if any of the wood can be
salvaged." Several men started pulling lumber off the ground. Others pushed the grounded vat a few feet
out of the way. They replaced parts of the damaged supports.

"The vat's too badly damaged,” Engler said. Mike could see that he was right. The leak was increasing.
They had to move the tar before it ruptured entirely. As he watched, the first barrel filled up and
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overflowed. Theliquid quickly overtook the thick pitch in its downhill flow. A couple of men rolled the
barrel out of the way, and replaced it with anew barrel.

"We can't keep this up. We don't have enough barrels.” Mike glanced at the nearby steam crane and
turned to Krenz. "Y ou said you filled the vats. Can you put those barrelsinto other vats?'

"Yes," hereplied. "But it takes time to bring the boiler to steam. We don't have enough time."

One of the Marines pointed to the burning coals scattered across the yard. "We can use that coal .”
"Doit," Mike said. He directed some of the newly arrived troops to use their shovelsto fill the firebox of
the crane. Others, he directed to help the fire brigade put out the nearby fires.

Krenz sat down in the crane, then yelled, stood up, and batted a small lump of coal from the seat.
Despite the tension of the moment, a burst of laughter went up from the men who saw. Krenz grinned
himself, shaking his head ruefully, before he sat back down at the controls.

The crane lifted its bucket, which Krenz sat down next to the first barrel. By this point, there were three
filled barrels, and the last one was amost full. Several men tipped one of the barrels into the bucket,
which was quickly raised and poured into a different vat.

Mike looked at the barrels and the vat. "It's not going to be enough,” he muttered. "It's just afinger in the
dike." He called severa of the men, both naval personnel and the CoC members who were starting to
arrive.

"It's not enough. We've got to keep it out of the sewers." He looked around. " Some of you, fill in the end
of the sewer. The rest of you, we need to direct what gets out into the river. Start atrench here."

Gunther Achterhof came running up with a number of his people. "This looks bad, Prime Minister. How
can we help?*

"Could your people relieve my troops helping the fire brigade? We've got to handle this leak before it
getsin the sewers."

"Yes, of course."

Mike turned back, to see that the trench was beginning to take shape. But the leak was getting worse,
and was clearly winning. He moved back to Krenz and the crane. "The leak is speeding up; soon it'll be
more than we can stop. How can we redirect the benzoil ?'

"It would take too long to use the crane to dig atrench," Krenz said, "and thisis the wrong scoop,
anyway."

"Okay, then. Can you use the crane to knock the vat so that it goesinto the river?'

Mike thought, briefly and little ruefully, of what environmentalistsin the world they'd left behind would
say to athousand gallons or so of toxic organic chemicals being poured into the river that ran right
through amajor city. But they were three and half centuries away in adifferent universe and didn't have
atown burning down around them.

"I can lift the side of the vat with the scoop. The crane isn't strong enough to pick it up, but that might be
enough. Make a shitpot of a mess, though."

"If most of that liquid reaches the sewer, we'll have alot bigger mess on our hands. I'll tell the men."
Mike went over to the men desperately unloading the vat. "We're going to lift that side of the vat, and
pour the liquid into the river. Get some long pieces of lumber as levers, and we'll try to direct which way
it goes. Therest of you, get the hell out of here. Move!"

Krenz carefully brought the scoop under the side of the vat, and two sailors used pieces of wood to
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direct it into place. Several others braced lumber against the vat, now pouring its flammable contents at a
rapid rate onto the ground. While they did that, the people digging the ditch started running from the
plant.

"Now!" Mike yelled, and the scoop lifted up. Under the combined efforts of the crane and the men, the
platform started to collapse on the opposite side, and the vat slowly started to topple. A moment | ater,
most of the contents poured out of the vat and surged towards the river. He grimaced as he saw a small
stream of it heading for the base of the furnace. The chemicals lapped against the side of the furnace,
where the heat caused some of it to vaporize. It touched some of the burning coal near the furnace, and
there was an almost-explosion as gallons of it caught fire. Flames raced outward, following the path to
the river and entering it. Only there did they stop. Other flames raced towards the other vats, but
fortunately couldn't quite reach them before they burned themselves out.

It was over. Leaving behind aruined coal gas plant and one unholy mess, true. Not to mention a number
of people killed and injured. But at least an industrial accident hadn't become transformed into a city-
wide catastrophe.

Mike sat down and caught his breath. Thorsten Engler sat down next to him, and a naval rating on the
other side.

"What a cluster-fuck,” the rating said.

Engler rubbed his face wearily. "Poor Robert. And all of it because of a stupid grate."

Mike didn't say anything. Eventually, he'd get afull report of what had caused the disaster, in
considerable detail. But he already knew the gist of it.

They were pushing too hard, because of the war. And the only way he could seeto end it was to win the
war as soon as possible.

When Mike got back to the government building, he went directly to the radio room.

"Did we hear anything—"

Smiling, the operator held up a sheet of paper. "Yes, Prime Minister. Your wifeis fine and she says—"
“Not her,” Mike said impatiently. "I meant did we get anything from Colonel Wood?'

The radio operator stared at him for amoment. Then, clearing histhroat. "Ah, yes, sir. HE'll fly up here
tomorrow. He'll be here by noon, he says."

"Good." Seeing the operator still staring at him, Mike smiled abit crookedly. "And, now, yes. Of course
I'd like to see the message from my wife."
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Chapter 4

Admiral John Chandler Simpson quietly slid himself back into his seat in the chamber of the new royal
palace that was being used for public musical performances until the still-newer music center was
completed. The gesture was smooth and practiced, as was hiswife Mary's sang-froid at the abrupt
departure and return of her husband in the middle of a performance. She was accustomed to the problem,
and had been for decades.

True, in times past in Pittsburgh her husband would |eave because some assistant whispered urgent news
in his ear concerning his large petrochemical corporation—not because of an explosion so loud it had
rattled the windows in the chamber. But, from Mary's viewpoint, the distinction was minor. When
moving in high society, one always maintained one's cool—even if no one would think of using such a
gauche term to describe the behavior. Appearances weren't everything, to be sure. But they mattered.
"An industrial accident of some sort," he whispered into her ear. "A bad one, it seems. But from what |
could determine, no enemy action seems to be involved."

Her responding nod was a minute thing. To all outward appearances, all her attention was focused on the
performance. Which, in fact, almost all of it actually was.

Frescobaldi, for the love of God!

The man himself, that was to say. Truth betold, in the world somewhere on the other side of the Ring of
Fire, Mary Simpson had never been al that fond of Frescobaldi's music. She hadn't been very fond of
any music between that of Monteverdi and Bach, in fact. Like most classical music enthusiasts, she'd
generally considered the whole seventeenth century something of a musical desert between the great
eras of the High Renaissance and the Baroque. A great period in western civilization in terms of the
visual arts, of course, but not music. Perhaps aficionados of the organ felt differently about the matter,
she supposed, but the organ was very far from her favorite musical instrument.

But that was then and there, and this was here and now. And the fact remained that Girolamo
Frescobaldi was one of the tiny number of composers whose name and music would survive for three
and a half centuries. And not simply as a footnote in scholarly studies, either—some of his music was
still in the standard repertoire, in the universe they'd left behind. Not much of it, true, and that almost
entirely organ music. Still he was a genuine name—and he was here in person.

Mary was quite ssimply thrilled to death, whatever she thought of the man's music itself. Especialy since
she was pretty sure that her relentless campai gn—sophisticated, suave, yes, yes, but still relentless—to
persuade Frescobaldi to resign his post as organist for the Medicisin Florence and set up in Magdeburg
was nearing SUCCess.

Fortunately, Amalie Elizabeth shared her enthusiasm for music. The landgravine of Hesse-Kassel was
even, unlike Mary, afan of organ music. True, her husband Wilhelm V had instituted tight budget limits
in order to pay off the debts of his profligate father Moritz. But Hesse-K assel was a wealthy enough
principality that even with limits, Amalie Elizabeth still had some money to throw at music and the arts.
So, Mary was able to waggle a very nice stipend under Frescobaldi's nose if he moved to Magdeburg.
That, combined with the fascination the composer and keyboard performer had for the new innovations
brought by the up-timers ought to do the trick. In that respect, and despite being now middle-aged,
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Frescobaldi was no different than amost all musicians of the era.

Still, she couldn't deny she was a bit relieved when Frescobaldi finally stood up from the harpsichord
where he'd been playing what seemed like an endless series of pleasant but slight toccatas. Mary was
even less fond of the harpsichord than she was of the organ. Why subject oneself to that damn tinkle-
tinkle-tinkle when you could listen to the rich sounds of a pianoforte?

The auditorium was drowned in applause, to which Mary added her own vigorous share. She even
whistled, something she'd never have dreamed of doing in the concert halls she'd left behind. But she'd
discovered that seventeenth-century music patrons, from royalty on down, had afar more raucous notion
of applause than their counterparts possessed in the twentieth century. And, well, as a child Mary had
discovered she was a superb whistler—an uncouth skill which, sadly, she'd had to abandon once she
grew old enough to participate in proper society.

She caught a glimpse of her husband grimacing slightly, out of the corner of her eye.

"Hey, look," she murmured, "I'm a great whistler. Being able to do it again makes up for alot. Almost
makes up for seventeenth-century plumbing.”

Her husband's grimace deepened. "Mary, nothing makes up for the plumbing in the here and how. But
that's not why | was wincing. | ssmply can't for the life of me understand—never could—why anyone
would applaud a performer who subjected them to that damn harpsichord. Tinkle-tinkle-tinkle. It's like
listening to a concerto for nails-scratching-a-blackboard and orchestra."

Mary chuckled. "Well, take heart. Our very own Marlais up next."

That announcement caused John Simpson to lean back in his chair with some degree of anticipation.
Mary had always had protégés in the past. Marla Linder was the latest; a young woman Mary had
discovered in Grantville who, while she might not be a prodigy, was clearly gifted. She had been their
guest in Magdeburg the last few weeks, preparing for this concert. Having heard her singing snippets of
songs around their townhouse, John was actually looking forward to hearing her.

The harpsichord had been moved out of the way and the grand piano muscled into position. John joined
the applause as Marla came out, gave anod of her head in acknowledgment, then sat and began. Several
selections followed, all sounding somewhat familiar to him, ending with a Chopin showpiece. Loud
applause erupted. After it died down, John leaned over to Mary. "I think that made Signor Frescobal di
sound a bit insipid." He smiled at her frown.

Marlareturned, taking a stand in front of the piano. What followed was remarkable, even to John's less
than trained ears. Song followed song, lyrical, polished, enrapting; classical was followed by show
tunes, ending with Christmas music. Some were sung as duets or ensembles, one with her violinist
fiancé Franz Sylwester, but most were solos. The final piece was "Ave, Maria," during which John
looked over to see a bit of moisturein Mary's eyes. Truth to tell, he had a bit of alump in his own throat.

After the concert was over, John Simpson waited while hiswife did her usual gadding about,
congratulating the performers, chatting with—or chatting up, rather—various key members of the
nobility and wealthy merchants present, comparing notes quickly with Amalie Elizabeth and the abbess
of Quedlinburg. The usual conspiratorial business of the dame of Magdeburg, in her drive to turn the
brand new USE's brand new capital city into one of Europe's cultural powerhouses.

To Simpson's amusement, some of the city's newspapers were already starting to use that title for her.
He wondered if they'd come up with it on their own, or if somehow they'd discovered that in a different

file:///K|/eMule0.47c/Incoming/Eric%20Fint%208& %20Da...20-%201634,%20The%20Baltic%20War/A141652102X __ 4.htm (3 of 9)19-4-2007 23:58:26



- Chapter 4

universe Pittsburgh's newspapers had often called her "the Dame of the Three Rivers' and decided it was
catchy.

Whatever. Over the years, he'd learned to be patient about the whole business, even though he had very
little interest in the matter himself. As one of Pittsburgh's premier industrialists, he'd found Mary's
constant cultural and philanthropic enterprises had added a great deal to his own prestige and status.
Now as an admiral in the USE's growing little navy—the admiral, really—he knew her activities would
have the same effect. More so, probably, in this world than the one they'd | eft behind.

So, he waited. Still, it was with some relief that he was finally able to escort her out of the palace. He
hadn't let any of it show, but he was actually quite concerned about that industrial accident. True, the
location of it wasn't close enough to the navy yard to pose any direct threat to his own enterprises. But as
stretched thin as all of Magdeburg's industries were, any major disaster would have an impact—
especially since his naval building projects were the main customer for alot of those industries.

As soon as they stepped out of the palace onto the portico, his concern spiked sharply. The portico was
elevated a good fifteen feet above the rest of Magdeburg—a city whose terrain was as flat as a pancake,
where it wasn't outright marshland—with a wide stone staircase descending to the street below. From
that perch, they had a good view of the Elbe.

"Oh...my...God..." sad Mary, staring.

The portico was packed with people, staring along with them.

Suddenly, Mary chuckled. Almost agiggle. "Well, we won't be able to make jokes about Cleveland any
more."

The nonsensical comment jarred Simpson out of his anxiety enough to look at her. "Excuse me?"

"The Cuyahoga, remember?"

Simpson still couldn't make any sense out of what she was saying.

"Theriver that burned? That song by Randy Newman?"

"Oh. Yes."

He looked back. True enough, the Elbe itself seemed to be aflame. That was an illusion, he knew.
Somehow alarge quantity of flammable substances must have gotten spilled into the river and had
caught fire. It wasn't really as dangerous as it looked, since even the slow current of the Elbe would soon
enough carry it away. Assuming it hadn't burned out by then, which it probably would. Whatever was
burning there had to be some sort of light oils, floating on the surface. There simply couldn't be that
much of it, given the still-primitive state of the USE's petroleum industry.

Nevertheless. . . the navy yard was downstream. As dark asit was, with alight snowfall, Simpson
couldn't actually seeit. But he knew the location of the Y ard perfectly. The edges of the flames might
aready have reached it by now.

"I need to get down there."

"Y es, dear, of course. I'll come with you."

With Mary in tow, Simpson shouldered his way through the little mob on the stairs, being as polite about
it as he could, but not to the point of being delayed. There would be await anyway, to get a carriage,
once they reached the street. He wanted to be one of thefirstinline.

As it happened, however, no wait was necessary. By the time he got down to the street, he discovered
that there was aMarine carriage already drawn up for him.
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Lieutenant Franz-Leo Chomse emerged from the carriage and held the door open for them. "'l assumed
you'd wish to be taken to the navy yard, sir."

Simpson was pleased to see him. Partly because of his general anxiety, but also because it demonstrated
once again that Chomse was turning into an excellent aide. He would have taken thisinitiative on his
own, of course. Chomse wouldn't ever replace Eddie Cantrell somewhere in that place in Simpson's
heart he almost never admitted existed, even to himself. But as an admiral's aide, he was actually better.
If he had less of Eddi€'s occasional brilliance he had alot more in the way of methodical thoughtfulness
—and, thankfully, none of the up-time redhead's annoying rambunctiousness.

"Thank you, Lieutenant. Yes, | would, please.”

John and Mary entered the carriage and took their seats. Chomse joined them on the bench opposite,
after aquick command to the driver. No sooner had he closed the door than the carriage set off.

Almost immediately, Mary got jostled into her husband. "Y ou and your blasted notions of military
protocol,” she muttered.

Simpson ignored the wisecrack. Like most people, Mary thought using awheeled carriage in the streets
of Magdeburg was just silly. Between the ruts and the mud and the potholes—not to mention those few
stretches which had been cobblestoned, which were often worse—riding through Magdeburg in a
wheeled contrivance guaranteed arough ride. Bruises, often enough. Far better to take one of the more
common conveyances, which were essentially small palanquins toted between two horses, like covered
litters. Or four horses, in the case of big ones. The conveyances never had direct contact with the street,
since the legs and hooves of the horses absorbed the impact.

But Simpson found the contraptions repellent and insisted on "proper” carriages for the Navy and the
Marines. He wasn't sure why, actually. In public, even to Mary, he stood stoutly by his claim that the
arcane demands of military protocol required wheels. But he suspected it was really an emotional
residue from the Vietnam War. A war which he had faithfully served in, as ajunior officer, but had
detested just as much as amost anyone in the military at the time.

The seventeenth-century palanquins, in some vague way, had an oriental flavor to them. And not the
Orient of Vietnam's peasants and poor town dwellers, which he had often found irritating—their
consequences, rather—but had never despised. Poverty was simply what it was, no more to be sneered at
than sneering at the winds or the tides. No, the palanquins somehow reminded him of South Vietnam's
elite, aclass of people he had come to loathe, as had most American officers. He had no desire whatever
to infuse that spirit into the ranks of his new navy, even indirectly or purely symbolically. Real soldiers
would have their teeth rattle when they rode in carriages, damnation.

Fine, it was silly. So was war, if you looked at it from a certain perspective. But war was now John
Simpson's business, and he took it seriously.

"What happened, Lieutenant?' he asked Chomse. "Do we know any details yet?

"Almost all of them, sir. A large number of naval ratings and Marines were involved in dealing with the
disaster at the coa gas plant. The prime minister happened to be nearby when the fire started, and he
pretty much took charge of things, using sailors and Marines from the navy yard."

Quickly and precisely—by now, the lieutenant had learned to give excellent briefings—Chomse
explained what had happened.

When he finished, Mary shook her head. "My God, is the man insane? He's the prime minister of the
United States of Europe! He's got no business risking his life like that!™
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Simpson looked out of the window. There was still nothing much to see, beyond an occasional street
lamp in front of atavern or one of the wealthier residences—and, then, only the old-fashioned oil lamps.
None of the newer gas lights were working. As aresult of the catastrophe, obviously.

He felt hiswife tugging on his elbow. "John, you must speak to Mike about the matter. He simply can't
do things like this."

Simpson thought about it for amoment. "No, Mary, | don't think | will. First, because Mike Stearns
wouldn't pay any attention to meif | did. And second, because | don't really agree with you anyway."

"How can you—"

"Mary, leave off. The man iswhat heis. Y ou might aswell ask an iceberg to stop being chilly. Or—
perhaps a better analogy—ask a general like George Patton to lead from the rear, the way a sensible
genera should.”

His wife shook her head. "People will think he's crazy."

"Which people, Mary? That crowd we just left in the palace? Oh, yes, they will. Many of them, at least."
He tilted his head toward the window. "But | can assure you that most of the city's residents won't have
that reaction. Thisisaworkingmen's city, dear, don't ever forget that. If the fire had spread, it would
have been their modest and cramped apartments that went up in flames—along with what little they
possess in the way of material goods, and quite possibly they themselves and their children.”

Mary stared at him. Simpson felt an old exasperation stir alittle, and suppressed it. Being fair, it wasn't
that his wife was callous in her attitudes toward people of the lower classes. In fact, she was quite
popular with those of them she had contact with. She was invariably gracious and the graciousness
wasn't simply a facade.

Put any single person in front of Mary Simpson whom she had to deal with, and she had no difficulty at
all seeing that person as an individual human being, regardless of what class they came from. And she
was quite indifferent to matters of race. In fact, she was generally far more perceptive in her dealings
with people than Simpson was himself.

The problem lay elsewhere. It was simply that Mary didn't deal with such people all that often, and
amost never at close range except for servants. Her world—~both of those worlds—had always been that
of the upper crust. Whereas Simpson himself, as the CEO of amgjor corporation, had always had to deal
with his workforce—and now, as an admiral, had to lead men into combat, almost every one of whom
came from very modest circumstances. The prestigious service for seventeenth-century noblemen was
the army, not the navy.

That included the young man sitting across from him, in anaval uniform that he wore all the more
proudly because his father had been a simple butcher. Chomse's expression was outwardly
noncommittal, but some subtlety there made it perfectly clear to Simpson that the lieutenant did not
agree with the opinion of his admiral's wife. Not that he would ever say so openly, of course.

In the event, he didn't need to. Mary hadn't missed the subtletiesin his expression either.

"| take it you don't agree with me either, Lieutenant Chomse?"

Franz-L eo shifted uncomfortably in his seat. "Well . . . to be honest, Mrs. Simpson, no. | don't. |
understand your point of view, but . . ."

He, too, looked out of the window. In his case, not to gather his thoughts but because they'd now entered
the industrial zone and were passing by an area of flat land devoted to storing timber. For the first time,
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they had a close-up view of the burning river, with no buildings to obstruct the view.

It was an impressive sight, in its own way. Now that they were much closer, it was obvious that
Simpson's guess had been correct. The flames emerging from the river were clearly coming from athin
film of oil on the surface. The fire actually seemed less threatening from this distance, since it was clear
from the dancing and flickering motion of the flames that it was literally skin-deep. There was nothing
burning here that could last for all that long.

"Skin-deep," however, meant alot of skin, spread out of that much expanse of water. Gloomily,
Simpson was quite certain that the USE had just suffered a noticeable dent in its stock of petroleum
products—which had been none too extensive to begin with.

"Thething is, Mrs. Simpson," Chomse continued, "however much the prime minister might frighten
many people in the nation, his own people are ferociously loyal to him." He did not need to add—in fact,
Simpson was sure, didn't even think about it—that by "his own people" Chomse was referring mostly to
German down-timers.

That thought was more than a bit of arueful one, for Simpson. He knew he'd been wrong about many
things, in the period after the Ring of Fire. But about nothing had he been more wrong than his
assessment that seventeenth-century Germans would be oblivious to the appeal of democracy. Many of
them, especially from the lower classes, had adopted Mike Stearns ideology quite readily. Often, in fact,
with afervor that made Simpson himself uncomfortable.

"So tonight will ssmply deepen that loyalty," Chomse concluded. "In private, you know"—he made a
little sweeping motion with hisforefinger at the apartment buildings visible through the opposite
window of the carriage—"these folk are more likely to call him 'Prince of Germany' than they are to use
his actual title of prime minister."

Prince of Germany. Simpson had overheard the term once or twice himself, spoken by his sailors. But
he hadn't realized it had become so widespread.

He had to fight down another wince. There were at |east three edges to that sword. One, he approved of;
one, he didn't; and of the third he wasn't sure.,

The edge he approved of was the obvious one. The informal title bestowed on its prime minister was a
focus of militant enthusiasm for the new nation, which translated in time of war into a determination to
defeat its enemies. Simpson would be depending on that determination himself, in afew months, when
he finally took the ironclads down the Elbe to deal with the Ostender fleets. If a smaller proportion of his
sailors were members of the Committees of Correspondence than the volunteersin the new army
regiments, they were still plenty of them—and most of the men who weren't actual CoC members shared
many of their opinions.

But there was also the second edge, which worried him. Mike Stearns was leading arevolution in
Europe. It was asimple as that, regardless of the fact that he was now doing it wearing his fancy dress as
a head of government, and sitting in a office. And it was just afact, attested to by all of history, that
charismatic revolutionary leaders often wound up becoming tyrants. "Tyrants," in the literal and original
Greek meaning of the term, which was not a sloppy synonym for dictators but a reference to men who
led the lower classes in revolt and whose determination to champion their interests often led them to
crush ruthlessly everything that stood in the way. Y ou did not have to impute wicked motives to such
men to understand that, carried too far, their virtues could become vices. In fact, those very virtues—real
ones, undoubted ones—could make them ten times more dangerous than men whose motives were
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simply personal ambition.

Now that he'd gotten to know Stearns much better, Simpson didn't believe any longer that the man's
character and temperament would incline him in that direction. But a political leader's personality was
only one factor in history. Given enough pressure, any personality was malleable. And there was a great
deal of pressure on Mike Stearnsin the last month of the year 1633—and there would be still morein
the years to come.

Finally, there was the third edge. Prince of Germany. No other man of the time would be given that title,
because there were no other princes of Germany. Plenty of princesin Germany, to be sure—or "the
Germanies," as people usually expressed it. Most of those princes could even be called German princes,
for that matter.

But there was no Germany, as such. In the world they'd left behind, Germany would not become a nation
of its own for another quarter of a millennium. In thisworld, it was already emerging—Ilargely because
of Mike Stearns. And so, that third edge, that Simpson was very ambivalent about. A genuine national
consciousness was emerging here, two hundred and fifty years ahead of schedule. The name for the
nation might be the neutral "United States of Europe," but for all intents and purposes what was really
happening was the unification of the German people and the German lands. A phenomenon that, in the
universe Simpson came from, had had very mixed results indeed.

His wife, who knew far more general history than he did, was more sanguine about the matter. So, at
least for the moment, he deferred to her judgment.

"Oh, don't be silly, John," she'd once said to him. "It's inevitable that Germany is going to exist, sooner
or later. Me? 1'd just as soon have it emerge alot earlier, without a chip on its shoulder, and with Mike
Stearns conducting the orchestrainstead of Otto von Bismarck. Fine, he's an uncouth hillbilly, alot of
the time. But at least he's never adamn Prussian.”

They'd finadly arrived at the navy yard. Chomse got out of the carriage and held the door open for the
admiral and hiswife.

As soon as he emerged, Simpson looked to the ironclads. They were still there, of course, although in
the darkness they weren't much more than looming hulks against the piers, covered with snow. No fire
such as the one that was drifting down the Elbe could really threaten the things. Still, Simpson was
relieved.

The relief, combined with the sight of the great engines of war, joggled another thought forward.

"And don't forget something else, dear,” he murmured to hiswife. "There is at least one aristocrat in the
nation who will have no trouble at all understanding what Mike did tonight—because he would have
done the same. His name is Gustav Adolf, King of Sweden and Emperor of the United States of Europe,
and he's the only one that really matters."

Mary chuckled. "That madman! At least he's stopped leading cavalry charges. Well. Until the campaign
starts next spring, anyway. After that, we'll just have to hold our breath."

As he escorted his wife toward the naval yard's headquarters, the admiral found himself still thinking
about the emperor. Because there was that, too. Y et another variable in the complex political equation.
The emperor of Germany's background, training, political attitudes—not to mention the advice of his
counselors—would lead him to oppose his nation's prince. But he was a strong-willed man, as much so
as any European monarch of the past severa centuries—and it was also afact that he and Stearns were
much alike, in many ways. If the emperor often looked askance at many of the doings of his prince, he
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did not distrust him. Not much, at least—and once he heard about tonight, as he surely would, whatever
distrust might still be there would drop alittle lower.

That might count for alot, some day. It was hard to know.

Stearns was in the headquarters already, in the admiral's own office, sitting in one of the chairs near the
desk and wiping the soot from his face with arag. When he saw Simpson and his wife comein, he gave
them a small, slightly crooked smile.

"Don't start in on me, Mary."
"I never said aword," she replied primly.
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Chapter 5

"This better be goddam necessary, is all | gottasay," Jesse Wood groused as he stomped into Mike
Stearns office, still shedding alittle show from his jacket. Catching sight of the three other occupants of
the room—nhe hadn't been expecting them—he made an attempt to retrieve the military formalities he'd
so flamboyantly discarded on the way in.

A gtiff little nod, to the Swedish officer sitting in a chair near the prime minister's desk. "Morning,
General Torstensson." Another one, to the man sitting next to him. "Morning, Admiral." And athird to
the man sitting on the other side of the room. "General Jackson."

Mike Stearns looked up from the pile of papers on his desk and grinned. So did Frank Jackson.
Torstensson smiled. A bit thinly, but it was still a genuine smile. Admiral Simpson, on the other hand,
was frowning. From his viewpoint, the top command of the USE's other armed forces had aterribly
slack attitude when it came to military protocol.

"Well, I think it is, Jesse," Mike said, waving at an empty chair next to Jackson. "Have a seat. Want
some tea?' Stearnsrose and reached for the pot on the small table next to his desk.

"Thanks, | will. It's damned cold outside in mid-December, especially at eight thousand feet. It's a good
thing the weather cleared or | couldn't have come at all." The flyer removed his old Nomex and |eather
gloves, unwrapped the scarf at his neck, and unzipped his pre-Ring of Fire leather flying jacket.

"To be more precise," said Torstensson, "the prime minister believes the matter is necessary. I've got my
doubts, myself." Although Torstensson's English was still heavily accented, by now he'd not only
become fluent in the language—he'd been amost fluent, anyway, when the Americans had first met him
as the commander of Gustav Adolf's artillery—but was even becoming adept at American idiom. "l
believeit'sfair to say that Admiral Simpson thinks he's completely off hisrocker."

Simpson's frown came back. "I certainly wouldn't put it that way, to the prime minister. But, yes, | think
his proposal is unwise."

Stearns handed Wood a steaming mug. " Sorry about hauling you up here on such short notice. Y ou want
something to eat?"

After taking a seat, Jesse shook his head. "It'll wait. Besides, that behemoth out there you call a secretary
doesn't look like he's the type to cook. Where'd you get him, anyway?'

Stearns put down the teapot and leaned back into his seat. "David? Well, believe it or not, he'sa
professor at the University of Jena. Or was, until he volunteered for government service. He taught
rhetoric and languages. Speaks about six, near as| can tell. A very handy man."

"I don't doubt it," Jesse said. "Rhetoric, en? He didn't get those scars declining verbs, though, did he?"
Torstensson chuckled. "He wasn't always a scholar, and today he's also one of Achterhof's people. |
don't object, mind you, even if Axel would be aghast to learn that many of the USE prime minister's
personal staff were hardcore CoC members." That was areference to Axel Oxenstierna, the chancellor
of Sweden, who was still fully committed to the general principles of aristocratic rule. "But—"

The Swedish general who was the top commander of the USE's army shrugged heavily. " Since one of
our prime minister's many foolish whims is a distaste for having a proper military escort, | figure it'sjust
as well to have him surrounded by people like Achterhof and Zimmermann. Any Habsburg assassin
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trying to get past Achterhof will need mastiffs—and to get past Zimmermann, they'll need climbing
gear."

Jesse hadn't noticed Gunther Achterhof, on hisway into Government House. But as one of the central
organizers of the CoC for all of Magdeburg, Achterhof often had other things besides Mike Stearns
security to keep him busy. It didn't matter. Jesse hadn't spotted Achterhof himself, but he had spotted at
least three other CoC members keeping an eye on the building.

He was inclined to share Torstensson's view of the matter. The special CoC unit that Achterhof had
assigned to guard Stearns—as well as Admiral and Mrs. Simpson, and Frank and Diane Jackson—might
lack the formal training of the up-time Secret Service, when it came to guarding dignitaries and heads of
state. Not to mention lacking fancy communication gear. But Jesse thought they probably made up for it
by their instant readiness to engage in what up-time spin doctors and public relations flacks might have
|abeled "proactive security."

The CoC didn't exactly have an iron grip on Magdeburg. Not when Torstensson had twenty thousand
men in army camps just outside the city, and the CoC was maintaining good relations with him. But
there wasn't much that happened in the city that they didn't find out about very quickly. Jesse had heard
the rumor—never officially confirmed—that a presumed enemy assassination team had found
themselves at the bottom of the Elbe less than two days after they got into the city. With weights around
their ankles to keep them there.

"Presumed,” because Achterhof's men had never seen any need for something as fussy and officious as
pressing formal charges and holding an actual trial.

By now, Jesse was intrigued. For al the jests about Mike Stearns' recklessness, it was actually rather
unusual for both Torstensson and Simpson to be this strongly opposed to something he wanted to do.
Which meant this was going to be area doozy.

"So what's on your mind, Mr. President?’

"It's 'Prime Minister,' " Simpson corrected him stiffly.

"Yeah, sorry. | forget. Whatever. What do you want, boss?"

Mike looked him right in the eye. "'l want you to fly me into Luebeck, if it'sat all possible."

Jesse thought about it. Not for long, however, because he'd already given the matter quite a bit of
thought. Not from the standpoint of being able to fly Stearnsinto Luebeck, admittedly. Jesse's concern
had been whether he could fly Gustav Adolf out, in case the Ostender siege of the city looked to be
succeeding. But the technical problems involved were the same, either way.

"Y eah, | can—provided Gustav Adolf iswilling to cooperate. There's no way to land inside Luebeck
itself, you understand? But if the emperor can keep a big enough field clear of enemy troops just outside
the walls, we can manage it."

"That much is not a problem," said Torstensson. "Here, | will show you."

He pulled out a map from a satchel by the legs of his chair and spread it over Mike's desk, after Mike
had cleared some room. Torstensson pointed to an area just outside the walls of the city and across the
moat that guarded L uebeck on the east. There were field fortifications shown there, that provided
something of a sheltered area because of alarge bastion shown on the southern side of the field. It would
be an earthen bastion, nothing fancier, but it would be enough to protect the field from the French troops
who'd crossed the Trave south of the city.
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"Will this be enough space?' Torstensson asked.

Jesse studied the map for about a minute. His main concern was to get a sense of how accurate the whole
map was, from the standpoint of maintaining consistent measurements of distance. As arule, especially
when working on the scale of acity, seventeenth-century cartographers tended to be reasonably accurate
even if they were still rarely able to use the sort of precision surveying equipment that Grantville had
brought—in no great supply, alas—through the Ring of Fire.

Finally satisfied, he sat back down. By now Jesse had overflown Luebeck at least half a dozen times and
the map pretty much corresponded to his own memory. As it happened, he'd noticed that field himself,
on one of those flights, and had even taken the time to overfly it again as away of getting arough
estimate of whether it would work as alanding field. He'd thought at the time that it would, although it
would be a bit tight.

“That'll do," he said. "But they'll need to check it carefully to make sure there aren't any obstructions. All
it takes is one good-sized rock to break the landing gear."

Torstensson nodded. "Not a problem. | doubt if there'll be much in the way of obstructions anyway. The
city's residents—even some of the king's soldiers—use that area to pasture goats, since it's shielded from
enemy artillery. And it's much too far from the bay for the enemy's naval forcesto pose athreat.” He
grinned, rather wolfishly. "Needless to say, the Danes and the French don't even try to enter the river any
longer. Not after His Majesty let them know that he still had his American scubawizardsresiding in

L uebeck."

Mike smiled, and Frank Jackson laughed outright. But Jesse noticed that Simpson didn't share in the
amusement.

Neither did he, athough he smiled politely. The problem was that he and Simpson led the two branches
of the USE's military that dealt more closely with German artisans and craftsmen than the army did—or
politicians like Mike Stearns. By now, Jesse had come to have a much deeper respect for the abilities of
seventeenth-century skilled workers than he'd had in the first period after the Ring of Fire.

True enough, by the manufacturing standards of the world they'd left behind, the skilled craftsmen of the
time worked very slowly. More precisely, they could only produce a small quantity of something in the
same time that, back in the twentieth century, any factory could have churned out large numbers. But it
was amazing what they could produce, even if only in small quantities. All they really needed to know
was that something was possible, and be given arough idea of the general principles of how it worked.

Personally, he thought Gustav Adolf had been foolish to let the enemy know how his forces had
destroyed the ships that the Danes had sent up the river to threaten Luebeck early in the siege. It hadn't
taken more than six weeks thereafter for two of the spare scubarigsin Grantville that Sam and Al
Morton had left behind to vanish.

Where, and by whose hands? No one knew. But Jesse was certain that enemy agents had been
responsible. Probably French agents, but . . . it could have been aimost any one. Perhaps ssmply one of
the many independent espionage outfits that worked on a freelance basis for anyone willing to pay their
price. Like mercenariesin general, they seemed to be crawling all over Europe—and nowhere in greater
concentration than in Grantville. For good or ill—and Jesse could feel either way about it, depending on
his mood of the moment—Grantville'singrained traditions and customs didn't allow the CoCs there the
same latitude when it came to "proactive security"” that they had in Magdeburg.
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Jesse would be very surprised if there weren't already French or Danish top secret projects working
around the clock to duplicate American capabilities with underwater demolitions. Or both, and he
wouldn't rule out the Spaniards either, especially the onesin the Low Countries, which had probably the
highest concentration of skilled craftsmen anywhere in the world outside of Grantville itself. For sure
and certain—M ike's head of espionage Francisco Nasi had been able to determine this much—there
were at |least three enemy efforts underway to build submarines.

Primitive ones, surely, just as whatever they came up with in the way of diving equipment would be
primitive. Not to mention dangerous as al hell for the men operating them, with sky-high fatality rates.
But there was no more of a shortage of bravery in Europe than there was a shortage of ingenuity. Soon
enough, some of that stuff would be put into action—and not all of it would fail.

But there was no point in fretting over that now. Especially since whatever energy and time Jesse had to
spare for fretting, he'd spend fretting on the subject that would impact him immediately and directly.
Nas had also been able to determine that there were at least eighteen separate projects underway
somewhere in Europe to build aircraft. Most of them in enemy territories, but not all. Many of them
harebrained, but not all.

And if al of them were risky, so what? In the world they'd left behind, the early pioneers of flying had
been willing to accept ghastly casualties. Why would anyone in their right mind think that seventeenth-
century aviation pioneers would be any less bold? These were the same people who didn't think twice
about undertaking voyages around the globe on ships that were practically rowboats, by late twentieth-
century standards. Something like thirty percent—nobody knew the exact figure—of the commercia
seamen in the seventeenth century wound up dying at one point or another, just in the course of doing
what was considered aroutine job. Probably an equal percentage wound up maimed or crippled or at
least seriously injured in the course of their working lives. So far as Jesse was concerned, anybody who
thought down-timers would shy away from still higher casualty rates for the sake of mastering aviation
or underwater demolitions was just a plain and ssimpleidiot.

Unfortunately, whatever his many virtues, Gustav Adolf shared in full what was perhaps the most
common vice of seventeenth-century monarchs and princes. He liked to boast. So, boast he had, to his
enemies, and damn the price his people would wind up paying for it downstream.

But Jesse tore his mind away from those gloomy thoughts. Mike was coming back to the subject.

"So it's doable, then?" he asked.

"Yes."

"How soon?"

Jesse shrugged. "The weather's fine. We could leave this afternoon, if you're ready to go. Well . . . at

least once we hear back from Luebeck that that field is clear. But the radio connection is good enough
now that we shouldn't have to wait for the evening window to get word back."

Mike shook his head. "There's not that much of arush. And | need to spend this afternoon"—he made a
little sweeping gesture with his head toward the other officers in the room—"dealing with some other
matters. Let's figure on tomorrow morning; how's that?"

Jessed nodded. "Fine. Do you need me to stay for that discussion?"
Mike looked at Jackson and then Simpson. " Gentlemen?”

Jackson grinned again. "Not unless Colonel Wood's changed his mind about fitting machine guns onto
his planes.”
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Jesse grimaced. There were times he felt like a man under siege himself, the way enthusiasts—down-
timers worse than up-timers—would deluge him with eager questions on the subject of when the USE's
warplanes would be able to start riddling the enemy with machine-gun fire. "When," measured in terms
of thisweek or next week. Alas, among the many American terms that had made its way into the down-
time German lexicon, some damn fool had included the verb "to strafe.”

"No," Jesse growled. "I haven't. We're still at least two generations of aircraft away from mounting
machine guns. Any that are worth mounting, anyway—uwhich those antique contraptions you're talking
about aren't.”

"Okay, then," said Stearns. "In that case, there's no reason you need to stick around for the wrangle.
Unless you want to, of course."

Jesse shook his head. "No, I've got plenty of other things to attend to. And participating in another
argument over machine guns ranks somewhere below getting a colonoscopy, in my book."

Torstensson perked right up. "What is a colonoscopy?' he asked. "And how soon could we have one
deployed against the Ostenders?”

After Jesse left—and Frank had clarified the nature of a colonoscopy—M ike decided to cut right to the
chase. He had afaint hope that Simpson wouldn't argue the matter for more than an hour, if Mike made
clear from the outset that he'd made up his mind.

"Gentlemen. After long and careful consideration, I've decided that the army’s claim to the volley guns
has to take first priority."

"Blast it, Mike!" exploded Simpson, jettisoning his beloved protocol. "We need volley guns for the
timberclads, if we're to have any hope at all of suppressing cavalry raids on our river shipping.”

A faint hope got fainter.

"And who cares about that if we can't win the battles?' demanded Jackson. "The best way to suppress
cavalry raidsisto smash up enemy cavalry before they can go out on raidsin the first place.”

"Yes, | agree completely,” said Torstensson. "With all due respect, Admiral—"

Fainter and fainter.

It took closer to two hours, but in the end Simpson gave up the fight. Looked at from one angle, it was
absurd for him to persist so stubbornly in the matter. With both his prime minister and the top
commander of the USE's military arrayed against him, he was bound to lose the dispute and was
perfectly smart enough to have been aware of that five minutes from the outset.

Mike knew full well, of course, that what Simpson was really doing was storing up negotiating points.
He'd eventually conceded the Requa volley guns—and within two days, at the outside, would be using
that to twist Mike's arm for something else he wanted.

So it went. Mike was no stranger to negotiating tactics himself. He'd probably agree to whatever
Simpson wanted, if it was within reason. But, push came to shove, he'd never been a stranger to the
magic word "no."

After Simpson left, Mike gave Frank Jackson a dly little smile. "'l take it from the vehemence of your
arguments that you lost the debate you'd been having with Lennart here."

Jackson gave Torstensson alook that was unkind enough to be right on the edge of insubordination.
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"Well. Yeah. | did."

Torstensson sniffed. "Asif we down-timers are so stupid that it never occured to us that skirmishing
tactics are alot safer than standing up in plain sight, all of usin arow. Hal Until agood cavalry charge—
even good pikemen, with good officers—shows us the folly involved.”

The jibe made and properly scored, Torstensson relented. " Frank, when your mechanics can start
providing us with a sufficient quantity of reliable breechloaders, we will rediscuss the matter. But, for
now, even with the new SRGs, we ssimply do not have a good enough rate of fire to be ableto risk
dispersing our troops too much."

Jackson didn't say anything. He just stared out of the window gloomily.
"C'mon, Frank, fill mein," Mike said. "What happened in the exercises?’

Frank took a deep breath and let it out in asigh. "Pretty much what this cold-blooded damn Swede said
would happen. The skirmishers did just fine—until the OPFOR's cavalry commanders decided they'd
accept the casualties to get in close. After that, it was all over. Even the best riflemen we've got need
twenty seconds to reload those SRGs. They're still muzzle-loaders, Minié ball or no Minié€ ball. Cavalry
can come along ways in twenty seconds.”

He gave Torstensson another unkind look. "As he so cheerfully rubbed salt into my wounds, so can a
good line of pikemen, if their officers are decisive enough. Which his were."

Jackson sighed again. "After that, it's just no contest. The skirmishers are scattered, not in asolid line
with their mates to brace them and their officers right there to hold them steady. And a cavalry chargeis
scary as all hell. Most of them just took off running. The ones who did try to stand their ground got
chopped up piecemeal. Bruised up, anyway." Another unkind look was bestowed on the Swedish
genera. "They weren't any too gentle with those poles and clubs they were using instead of lances and
sabers, let metell you."

"Spare the rod and spoil the recruit,” Torstensson said cheerfully.

Mike nodded. He wasn't really surprised, though. One of the things he'd come to learn since the Ring of
Fire, al the way down to the marrow of his bones, was that if the ancestors of twentieth-century human
beings didn't do something that seemed logical, it was probably because it wasn't actually logical at al,
once you understood everything involved. So it turned out that such notorious military numbskulls as
Ulysses S. Grant, Robert E. Lee, Phil Sheridan, Stonewall Jackson, William Tecumseh Sherman and all
the rest of them hadn't actually been idiots after al. It was easy for twentieth-century professors to
proclaim loftily that Civil War generals had insisted on continuing with line formations despite the
advent of the Minié ball-armed rifled musket because the dimwits simply hadn't noticed that the guns
were accurate for several hundred yards. When—cluck; cluck—they should obviously have adopted the
skirmishing tactics of twentieth-century infantry.

But it turned out, when put to a ruthless seventeenth-century Swedish general'stest in his very rigorous
notion of field exercises, that those professors of alater era had apparently never tried to stand their
ground when cavalry came at them. After they fired their shot, and needed one-third of a minute—if they
were adept at the business, and didn't get rattled—to have a second shot ready. In that bloody world
where real soldierslived and died, skirmishing tactics without breechloading rifles or automatic
weapons were just away to commit suicide. If the opponent had large enough forces and was willing to
lose some men, at |east.

Seventeenth-century armies did use skirmishers, to be sure, but they were literally just that—
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skirmishers, usually called "light companies' attached to the regiments and battalions. When two heavy
formations closed for battle, the respective skirmishers who'd often started the fighting withdrew back
into the safety of the main formations when the two sides closed within long gun shot.

"So beit," he muttered. That meant high casualty rates, of course. But it was aso the reason he'd come
down on the army's side over the issue of the new volley guns. True enough, the navy could put them to
good use. But for the army, they could be a Godsend. If enough volley guns could be provided for the
army in time for the spring campaign, Torstensson could put together heavy-weapons units for all of his
regiments and incorporate their capabilities into his plans. That still wouldn't allow for real skirmishing
tactics, but it would go afair distance in that direction. At least the infantry could spread out alittle,
instead of having to stand shoulder to shoulder and make the world's easiest target.

"How'd the two volley gun batteries do against the cavalry?' he asked.

Finally, both of the generals smiled in unison.

"Oh, splendidly,” said Torstensson. "It was almost as humiliating an experience for my arrogant cavalry
captains as a colonoscopy would have been. By the way, are there enough of those devicesin Grantville
that | could get one for the army? I'm thinking it would do wonders for discipline.”
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Chapter 6

After the waitress brought them steins of beer, Eric Krenz started drinking right away. But Thorsten
Engler just stared at his stein for half a minute before, amost desultorily, beginning to sip from it. After
setting down the stein, he let his eyes wander about the tavern for another half minute. Seeing, but not
really thinking about what he saw. No matter what he looked at, the image that kept flashing back into
his mind was that of Robert Stiteler having the life swatted out of him as if he'd been nothing but an
insect. HE'd had a nightmare about it the night before, too.

Eric's voice startled him. "If you can't get it out of your head, you should go see those American women.
The ones| told you about. The 'social workers," they call them."

Engler stared at him, for amoment, trying to bring his mind to bear on what his friend was saying.
"What are 'social workers?' he asked.

Eric shrugged and drained some more of his beer. "I'm not sure, really. | think—"

A voice coming over Thorsten's shoulder interrupted him. "They're a variety of what the up-timers call
'psychologists.’ Except real psychologists—so I'm told, anyway, | don't think the Americans actually
have any here—only handle customers one at atime and they charge a small fortune for it. These 'social
workers' are apparently the type that get assigned to the unwashed masses."

Grinning in his vulpine sort of way, Gunther Achterhof pulled out a chair and sat down at the table.
"Like you and me," he finished.

He leaned back in his chair, turned half around, and waggled a hand at a nearby waitress. When she
came over, he ordered a beer for himself. Then he turned back to look at Thorsten. "And | agree with
Eric. Especialy if you find you're having regular nightmares about it."

Thorsten winced alittle.

"Thought so," Gunther said, nodding. "They have anamefor it, even. They cal it PTSD. The letters
stand for 'post-traumatic stress disorder.' "

He used the actual English terms rather than trying to translate. Engler and Krenz had been in
Magdeburg long enough to have a good grasp of the peculiar new German dial ect that was emerging in
the city—as it was in Grantville and many other townsin the USE. People were starting to call the
dialect "Amideutsch.” It was a blend of Hochdeutsch and Plattdeutsch, essentially, but with avery large
number of American loan words and a more stripped down grammar than that of most German dialects.
The new dialect had adopted the simplified English system of verb conjugations, for instance.
Newcomers to Amideutsch found it abit peculiar to say Ich denk instead of I1ch denke, but they soon got
used to it.

Although Engler and Krenz didn't have any difficulty with the fact that the terms were English, they still
didn't really understand what they meant. So Achterhof spent a minute or so clarifying the matter.

As best he could, anyway.

"Stupid, you ask me," was Krenz's conclusion. " So bad things that happen to you are upsetting. What
elseis new? For this we need fancy up-time words?"

Achterhof shook his head. "For you, Eric, it's maybe that simple. Crude and coarse blockhead that you

file:///K|/eMule0.47c/Incoming/Eric%20Fint%208& %20Da...20-%201634,%20The%20Baltic%20War/A141652102X __ 6.htm (2 of 8)19-4-2007 23:58:26



- Chapter 6

are. But for sensitive and poetic types like me and Thorsten, things are different. It's more complicated
than you think."

Krenz snorted in his beer. "Y ou! 'Poetic'!”
But Engler found himself wondering. "These 'social workers.' Have you been to see them?”

Achterhof nodded. "The prince himself suggested | go to them, when | told him once about the
nightmares. So | did. They were quite helpful. | still have the nightmares, but not as bad and not as often.
And there are. . . other things, that are not so bad."

He didn't seem inclined to elaborate, and Achterhof was not a man whom one would lightly press on
such a matter. Engler knew enough of his personal history to know that he'd had plenty of thingsto have
nightmares about. Quite a bit more than Thorsten himself, for certain. A terrible accident was one thing.
What Achterhof had lived through . . .

A little shudder went through Thorsten's shoulders.

"How much do they charge?' he asked. "I can't afford much, now. | got fired this morning. Because of
the accident.”

"Assholes," said Krenz. "It wasn't Thorsten's fault."”

Gunther shrugged. "No, it wasn't. But the coal gas plant was owned by Underwood and Hartmann. The
biggest American prick in partnership with the biggest German prick. What do you expect? 'Shit rolls
downhill," as the up-timers say—and any company owned by Underwood and Hartmann might as well
have that for its official motto."

He took along pull on his beer. "They probably would have fired you too, Eric—every man working the
shift—except the rest of you were in the union." He tipped the stein in Thorsten's direction. "Engler
wasn't, since he was officially part of management.”

Eric shook his head. "l till say that's silly. In the guilds—"

"Fuck the guilds," said Achterhof harshly. "Yes, | know. In the guilds, aforeman like Engler would have
been a member. Which is one of the many things wrong with the guilds. It's the guildmasters and top
journeymen who run them, and fuck everybody else. The American union system is better for the
common man. Much better—even if, now and then, something shitty happens like this. Just the way it

IS.

Engler agreed with Achterhof, actually. Krenz came from afamily of long-established gunsmiths. Even
though he'd joined the Committee of Correspondence soon after he arrived in Magdeburg, in some ways
he still had the attitudes of atown guildsman. Thorsten's family, on the other hand, had been farmers
from asmall village. Prosperous enough ones, until the war ruined them and forced the survivorsinto
the towns—where they got no help or friendship from the haughty guilds.

"Y eah, fuck the guilds,” he murmured. "l understand the situation, Gunther, but it still leaves mein abad
place. I've got enough money saved to get me through for maybe a month. After that . . ."

He shrugged. "There's always plenty of work here. But it won't pay very well. Unlike Eric, | don't really
have any skills. | was lucky to get that foreman job."

"Luck, bullshit,” said Krenz. He used the English term. No American loan words except purely technical
ones were adopted wholesale the way their delightful profanity was. "Y ou were a good foreman,
Thorsten. That's why they promoted you in the first place. They're shitheads, but they're not stupid.”

Achterhof drained his stein and called for another one. "Eric'sright, Thorsten," he said, after the waitress
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left. "1 asked around. All the men thought well of you. Being aforeman is a skill too, you know."

"Sureis," agreed Krenz. "I know. I've had plenty of bad ones. Either they didn't know the work or they
were afraid to make a decision—usually both—or they knew what they were doing but were rude and
unpleasant bastards to work for. It's not that common to find a foreman who doesn't have either vice."

Engler made aface. "'l didn't really know what | was doing."

A sudden flashing image of Stiteler came, and he paused while he desperately tried to fend it off. It was
the same image as most of them. There'd been a moment there, after Robert had been sammed into a
stanchion, when his body seemed to be glued in place by the force of the blow. His face had been
untouched, but the back of his head had been completely crushed. Eyes still open but empty, the man
already dead, with blood and bits of his skull and pieces of his brain starting to ooze down the metal
column.

Thorsten closed his eyes and shook his head. That seemed to help, sometimes.

When he opened his eyes, he saw Achterhof gazing at him. Sympathetically—and knowingly.

"Go talk to the up-time women, Thorsten," the CoC organizer said softly. "If you can't pay right away,
they'll make arrangements.”

Engler took aslow, deep breath. "All right, | will. Where istheir business?"

"It's actually a government enterprise. Part of what they call the 'Department of Social Services.'" The
waitress arrived with Achterhof's beer, and he paused long enough to pay her. Then, with the stein,
gestured in the direction of Government House. "They're in the corner next to the river, on the third
floor. Just ask for the social workers."

Thorsten nodded, drained what was left of his own stein, and then contemplated the empty vessel. More
to the point, contemplated whether he could afford to order another. The very fact that he even had to
think about whether he could do so drove home to him just how quickly his financial situation would
become desperate.

Well . . . "desperate,” in a sense. Finding a job that would pay enough to keep him fed and sheltered and
even reasonably clothed wasn't the issue. Magdeburg was what the Americans called a boom town. If he
started looking early the next morning, Thorsten could have a new job by the end of the day. Maybe
even by noon. But it would be unskilled labor, almost for sure.

The problem wasn't even the work itself, as hard as it would most likely be. Thorsten was not lazy and,
though he was no taller than the average man, was stocky and very strong for his size. In particular, like
most people raised to farm work, he had alot of endurance.

It was the boredom that would slowly—no, not so slowly, not any more—drive him half-mad. Now that
Thorsten had had the experience of ajob that was interesting and challenging, the idea of going back to
spending all day wielding a pick or a shovel was far more distasteful than it would have been afew
months earlier. He'd been spoiled, really.

“I'll have to make arrangements,” he said, almost sighing the words. "Even though | hate being in debt."
He noticed, suddenly, that Achterhof's earlier sympathetic expression had been replaced by something
else. There was now alook on his face that wasn't exactly what you could call predatory. But it
reminded him of the way hunting dogs fixed their gaze on something that might be prey.

"Join the army," Gunther said. He nodded toward Krenz. "Like he's going to do."

Surprised, Engler looked at Eric. Krenz shrugged, smiling perhaps a bit ruefully. "Hey, look, Thorsten.
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They didn't fire me, true enough. But there's not going to be any work for me there until they rebuild the
whole factory. Which will take months—and Underwood and Hartmann are not the old-style type of
masters who'll pay a man when he's not actually working."

The young repairman looked a bit uncomfortable, for amoment. "Besides. 1'd been thinking about it
anyway. It's also a matter of patriotic duty."

Patriotic. That was another up-time loan word in Amideutsch. The notions involved in the term weren't
completely foreign, not by any means. Any German who had citizenship rights in a town—which many
didn't, of course—understood perfectly well that the rights also carried obligations. Including the
obligation to serve in the militiawhen and if the town was threatened. But the Americans gave a
sweeping connotation to the notion that was quite different from the traditional one. Almost mystical, in
away. Asif such anebulous thing as a"nation" was as real as an actual town or village, and could make
the same claims on its citizens.

Now suspicious, Thorsten looked back and forth between Eric and Gunther. "Y ou set thisup,” he
accused. "The two of you."

Achterhof snorted. "Don't be stupid. Of course we did. The minute Eric told me you were moping around
—that was halfway through the morning—I told him to get you down here this afternoon and 1'd recruit
you into the army. Both of you. That'll solve all your practical problems at one stroke—and you can stop
feeling like aworthless parasite feeding on your nation like alouse.”

"I wasn't feeling like aworthless parasite," Thorsten said stiffly.
Gunther's eyes widened, ailmost histrionically. "Y ou weren't? A man as smart as you?"

Thorsten was starting to get alittle angry, but Eric's sudden burst of laughter punctured that. His friend
had a cheerful outlook on life that was often surprisingly contagious.

"He's only smart about things that he's actually thinking about, Gunther," Krenz said, "and he
concentrates his attention to the point of being oblivious about everything else. That can make him as
stupid as a mule about something he hasn't really considered."”

He took a swallow of beer, then raised the half-empty mug in a saluting gesture. Asif he were making
an unspoken toast. "Like the war."

A bit defensively, now, Thorsten said: "Keeping the factory going was part of that."

Achterhof nodded. "Yes, it was. That's why nobody from the CoC came by to urge you—pester you, if
you prefer—to volunteer. But the factory blew up, and even after they get it rebuilt there's no job for you
there. And while I'll admit that if you squint real hard, you can claim that digging a sewer ditchisalso a
contribution to the war effort, it's pushing it. Not to mention being a complete waste of your skills."
Engler made a derisive sound, just blowing air through hislips. "Hal Asopposed to carrying a musket?
At least digging aditch, | don't have to work shoulder to shoulder with some smelly Saxon like Krenz
here."

Eric grinned, and so did Gunther. But that expression on Achterhof's face was predatory now. He might
aswell have been afox in human clothing, sitting at a table and drinking beer.

"Who said anything about carrying a musket?' He issued his own derisive puff of air. "And you can
forget that 'shoulder-to-shoulder' nonsense.”

Eric leaned forward. "They're forming up new units, Thorsten,” he said eagerly. " 'Heavy weapons
squads,’ they're called. Gunther told me he could get us into one of them."
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Thorsten eyed Achterhof skeptically. Granted, the man was one of the top organizers for the CoC in
Magdeburg, and granted also the CoCs had alot of influence in the new regiments. But one of the things
that made those regiments "new" in the first place—even the most ignorant farmboy knew this much—
was that recruitment wasn't based on the same who-you-know methods that were standard for most
mercenary regiments. Instead, it was done—depending on who you talked to—in a manner that could be
described as "fair" or "nonsensical" or "as stupid as you can imagine."

Red tape, after al, was another up-time loan word in Amideutsch. At |east the old-style mercenary
recruiters could generally be depended upon to deliver on whatever promises they made. No such thing
could be said about recruitment into the new regiments. Thorsten personally knew a man—he'd been
working at the plant when Engler first hired on—who'd signed up for the army thinking he'd become a
cavalryman because the recruiter had told him his horsemanship skills were useful and would be prized.
Instead, he'd wound up in the Marines—spending all day on hisfeet standing at attention while guarding
the navy yard, bored half to death. Not even the fancy uniform had consoled him.

And why? Apparently because some careless clerk had jotted down something wrong in his papers. But
try getting it changed, after the fact! In the real world, often enough, we play no favorites was a
gleaming phrase whose immediate and tarnished successor was and we don't pay any attention to what
we're doing, either, followed by the downright sullen no, that's too much of a bother to fix now that it's
done.

"It'strue," Eric insisted.

Thorsten was still squinting at Achterhof. Gunther smiled, took another drink from his beer, and then
shrugged.

"No, | can't guarantee anything. But | know Genera Jackson and he's an easy man to talk to. More to the
point, the Swede Torstensson put Jackson in charge of the new units. And why did he do so? Because
the reason they're called 'heavy weapon' squads is because they'll be using gadgets that only the
Americans really understand that well yet. And the Americans—you know this to be true, Thorsten,
from your own experience—jprize nothing so much as a down-timer who seems to have an aptitude for
mechanical things."

He pointed at Eric with his beer stein. "That's him. And they also prize down-timers who seem to know
how to manage men with mechanical skills. Which isyou."

Another flashing image of Stiteler came. And went, thank God, faster than most.

"Oh, yes," Thorsten said gloomily. "I can just imagine how enthusiastic your Jackson fellow will be,
Gunther, when you tell him that—O happy occasion!—the foreman who managed to oversee several
men getting killed and the whole coal gas plant getting destroyed is now available to be a sergeant—
that's the rank they use, am | correct?—in his new units."

Eric grimaced. But Gunther's smile actually widened.

"It'll be the easiest thing in the world, Thorsten," he said. "After | tell the general that Quentin
Underwood owned the factory—which he knows already—and that he blamed you because he didn't
take the time and spend the money to have you trained properly. Jackson will have you sworn in ten
minutes |ater."

Engler squinted at him. "Why?"

"Ha! You don't know anything about Frank Jackson, do you? Well, he wasn't ageneral up-time, | can
tell you that. He—and the prince himself, you know—were both coal miners. Leaders of their union.
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And Quentin Underwood was the mine manager. And if you think you have alow opinion of
Underwood, ask Jackson about him someday. Make sure you stand back afew paces, though. Y our skin
will likely blister if you don't.”

Thorsten pondered the matter. He'd had so little direct contact with up-timers that he'd never really given
any thought at all to what they'd done or who they'd been in the world they came from. To him, asto
most Germans he knew, all the Americans seemed somehow Adel. True, they didn't fit any of the
existing categories of the nobility, but what difference did that make? They'd ssmply added another one
of their own, which they enforced either by simple prestige or the still ssmpler method of beating
naysayers into a pulp on abattlefield.

A coal miner.

Thorsten came from a village not far from Amberg in the Upper Palatinate. There were iron mines all
over that area. For generations, men in hisfamily had often supplemented their income by doing a stint
of work in the mines. Thorsten himself had done so for afew months, when he was seventeen.

A former miner, for acommander. That might be. . . pleasant. Evenin awar.

Perhaps especially in awar. Anger that had been smmering for aday and half, under the grief and the
guilt, fed by the nightmares and the horrible sudden images, began to surface.

The accident hadn't been Thorsten's fault. Being fair, it hadn't even been the fault of Underwood or the
plant manager. Everyone was being pushed, by the demands of the war. Which was just another way of
saying, by the aggression of Richelieu and Christian 1V of Denmark and Charles of England and the
Habsburg king of Spain.

"So fuck them,” Thorsten growled softly. He liked the way things were happening in Magdeburg, and
everywhere else that he knew of in the Germanies that the up-timers had an effect upon. One of his
uncles and three of his cousins had moved to Bamberg after their village had been destroyed. Thorsten
had gotten some letters from them since. Part of what they talked about in those | etters was their good
opinion of the new up-timer administration of Franconia. And part of the letters seemed very veiled,
which meant that something explosive was brewing down there. Something which the Americans might
not be leading or even really know about, but also something that his uncle and cousins didn't expect the
up-timers to oppose, either.

A prince of Germany—the only prince that all Germans had, commoners for sure; that much Thorsten
had already concluded—who had once been a coal miner. That was aso . . . pleasant to think about.
"Okay," he said, unthinkingly using the one American loan word that had swept over Germany faster
than any plague and bid fair to do the same across all of Europe. "Where do | sign up?"'

Achterhof hoisted his stein in another half-salute. "Right here. In about"—he glanced at the big clock
hanging over the bar—"forty-five minutes. | told Frank to meet us here."

Both Engler and Krenz stared at him.

That vulpine smile that fit so easily came back to Gunther's face. "l told you. I know him. Quite well, in
fact. And he's partial to the beer in this tavern, and doesn't mind getting his general's hands dirty doing
lowly recruitment work. He's very enthusiastic about the new sgquads, too."

He looked down at his stein, which he'd set back on the table. It was amost empty. " Speaking of which
—another round? Oh, stop looking like afretful housewife, Thorsten. I'll buy."
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Achterhof did know Jackson quite well, asit turned out. The first sentences out of the American
genera's mouth after Gunther finished his summary of the way Thorsten had been singled out for blame
with regard to the accident was:

"Quentin Underwood is the biggest fuckwad asshole who ever disgraced the state of West Virginia.

Y eah, fine, he's a competent mine manager. He's also a complete prick and a miserable shithead and if
the cocksucker was lying in the gutter dying of thirst the only thing I'd do iswalk over there to piss all
over the worthless motherfucker.”

He took along pull on his beer. "So forget that bullshit. What mattersis that after Gunther raised this
with me, | went and talked to Mike about it. He was right there next to the two of you all the way
through that nightmare. He told meif | didn't sign you up, assuming you volunteered, 1'd be an idiot. Not
to mention a bigger asshole than Underwood, which probably isn't possible anyway given the laws of
nature."

Another long pull. "So. Thorsten, | can start you right off as a sergeant. We promote from the ranks, so
anything after that is up to you. Eric, you'll be what in my old army we would have called—ah, never
mind—but what it amounts to is atechnical specialist. The thing is, these volley guns aren't that
complicated all by themselves. They'reredly just afancier version of organ guns. But what I'm looking
toward is replacing them as soon as we can with real machine guns. That'll most likely be Gatlings, first
off, but who knows? So | need as many men as | can get who've got the knack for this stuff. Especially
someone like you—thisis what Gunther tells me—who comes from a gunsmith's background.”

When Engler and Krenz reported to the army headquarters the next morning, so it proved. The papers
were already prepared and ready for their signatures, enlisting both of them in one of the new heavy
weapons units. As promised, Engler with the rank of sergeant and Krenz with a specialist rating.

No clerk had made an error.

Given Jackson's command of the more salient features of Amideutsch, Thorsten was not surprised. Paper
was flammable, after al. So were clerks, when you got right down to it.
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Chapter 7

L uebeck
Two hours later that same morning, Jesse Wood and Mike Stearns

were at eight thousand feet, flying toward Wismar. The air was cold and clear, albeit choppy and
turbulent. Jesse noted the course as best he could on the bouncing compass, confirmed it with familiar
ground references, and put in alarge chunk of drift correction. The wintry earth below appeared lifeless,
blotched with large white patches of snow-covered fields and some dark woods here and there. The
aircraft bucked, pitched, and shuddered in the uneven bottom edge of the low winter jet stream. Jesse
looked at an obviously uncomfortable Mike Stearnsin the right seat and chuckled.

Stearns shot him alook. " Something funny?"
Jesse realized that Stearns had misunderstood his attitude and held up a placating palm.

"No, well, yeah, alittle. Do you remember last summer when that group wanted us to concentrate on
ultralights? 'They're cheaper, they burn lessfuel, they're easier to fly." All that horsepucky? Well, every
time | get up here whereit's alittle bumpy or cloudy, | remember how Hal Smith stood up in front of the
resource board and said, 'l build aircraft, not toys.' He reminded me of that German engineer in that old
movie, Flight of the Phoenix." Jesse grinned.

Stearns mustered a small smile of hisown. "I remember. Y ou don't look much like Jimmy Stewart,
though."

Wood was about to reply when a stiff gust swatted the aircraft, forcing him to take a moment to wrestle
the plane roughly back on course.

"Well, anyway, don't worry about this bird. Shefliesjust fine. | would've liked to use a Gustav, but I'm
still learning about them myself." He passed Stearns athermos full of tea. "Here, warm up a bit. But take
it easy, we've got maybe three hours to go with this headwind. We're lucky Hal figured out away to get
alittle heat in this version of the Belle. It's probably twenty below out there."

Stearns took the thermos and nodded his thanks. Jesse let him alone and concentrated on flying. The
cold and the constant juddering of the aircraft discouraged talk as they flew over the seventeenth-century
landscape.

When they finally reached Wismar, Jesse flew low over the town, which looked almost deserted on this
cold December day, save for the curls of smoke from nearly every chimney. The few townsfolk in the
streets looked up at the sound of the aircraft and watched it for a bit, but there were none of the gawking
little crowds there would have been just afew weeks earlier. Jesse reflected again on how quickly the
people of this time became used to the wondrous American machines. He turned towards the airfield as
Stearnstook in the sights.

Jesse flew over Richter Field, checking the wind and surveying the light snow covering on the grass. He
noted many improvements made since hislast visit, over a month ago. No need for atower, as yet, but
already there was a shed big enough for two aircraft and the shack that had been the sole building in
October had been replaced by abig, solid-looking structure with new plank walls. He reckoned that
another low building, surrounded by a berm near the field, must be the armory cum fuel storage. The
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new construction showed the importance placed on this small spot of turf near the frigid Baltic.
Ashetook in the scene, it was as if Stearns read his mind.
"Shame it takes a war to get things done quickly, eh, Jesse?"

Jesse glanced over at his passenger and nodded. Looking down again, he noticed two figures, hands
Jjammed in coat pockets, standing next to the wind sock, faces turned upward. He hooked a thumb
towards his window.

"It's also those boys down there. Nothing very important gets done without the 'Sons of Martha.

After he spoke, Jesse realized that Mike might not understand the reference. The man had had something
of a haphazard education, with just three years of college. But you never knew. He also read extensively
and had awife who was a genuine intellectual .

So, Jesse wasn't really surprised by Mike's nodding reply. "Y eah. Kipling knew athing or two, didn't
he?'

"Yes, hedid. Or will. Or something."

Jesse checked the windsock again and turned downwind for landing.

"Might as well get this beast on the ground."

Later that afternoon, two aircraft moved through the North German sky at five thousand feet, headed
toward Luebeck. "Snarled through the sky," Jesse often thought of it. There was that one advantage to
propeller aircraft compared to the jets that he'd mostly flown up-time. Damnation, they sounded like
warplanes.

Jesse flew as wingman, in arather loose formation off Lieutenant Woodsill's left wing. He'd decided to
let Woody lead, since he knew the way. In any case, he realized that Woody and his copilot Ernst
Weissenbach had not had any recent formation practice.

Best keep ‘emwhere | can see 'em, Jesse thought.

Otherwise, he had absolutely no complaints about the two young officers. Having been left in charge of
the airfield at Wismar and with the original Belle, once athird had been built, the two young pilots had
performed superbly. They'd made good use of the shipments of fuel and rockets sent to them overland.
According to accounts from Luebeck, their observation and harassment of the League of Ostend's armies
besieging the city had been instrumental in holding off several assaults.

Asaresult, Colonel Wood had listened carefully to Woodsill as the lieutenant had described what they
could expect around L uebeck. Though the enemy had crossed the river and nearly cut off the city, they
had not yet gotten any artillery across, apparently content, for the time being, to keep al of ther field
pieces on the west side of the river. That would probably change, especially if the rivers froze solid, but
it meant that, for now, the area near the city's eastern walls was reasonably unmolested. Unless very
unlucky, they could probably land fairly close and reach safety under the city guns before the enemy
pickets could even give warning.

"Aside from scattered pickets and some small cavalry units, the Ostenders aren't very much of a bother
there, sir,” Woody had said. "Naturally, we've been concentrating our attacks on the main encampment
of the Dennies on the other bank."

"Dennies?' Jesse had interrupted.
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Woody hesitated. "Uh, yes sir, that's what folks have taken to calling them."

Jesse was mildly amused. It seemed to be an iron law of nature that soldiersimmediately found
pejorative terms to refer to the enemy. All very politically incorrect, no doubt, but he figured it was fair
and sguare. He was quite sure the enemy reciprocated in full. Going way back, for that matter. A friend
of hiswho was amilitary history buff had once told him that Napoleon's soldiers referred to Austrian
troops as "Kaiserlicks' and English troops as either "the grasshoppers' or—Mike's own favorite—"the
goddams." Jesse didn't doubt at all that the ancient Assyrians and Hittites had done the same.

"Anyway," Woody continued, "we've mainly been concentrating on the Frogs, since they constitute most
of the enemy troops who crossed the Trave and are threatening L uebeck from the south."

"How many are there now?" Jesse asked.

The Air Force lieutenant pursed hislips. "Hard to know exactly, sir. Most of them arrived early on in the
siege, transported by ship, but there have continued to be smaller units arriving by overland march. The
Spanish are apparently letting them though the Low Countries as long as they don't send too many at a
time. We figure by now there are about twenty-five thousand French troops, to add to the Danes' twenty
thousand. Then figure maybe two thousand Spanish—they're mostly cavalry—and one thousand
English.”

Jesse frowned. It said something for Gustav Adolf's gambling spirit—and his confidence in Luebeck's
garrison and fortifications—that he'd been willing to withstand a siege waged by almost fifty thousand
men with a defending force of not more than twelve thousand. Even taking into account the fact that he
was favored by winter conditions—disease in the besieging forces had to be getting terrible by now—
and alarge civilian population that would be desperately supporting him because if he failed the city was
sure to be sacked. Asit had so many times since, the savage destruction of Magdeburg and the slaughter
of most of itsinhabitants by Tilly'sarmy in 1631 had backfired on the imperials. Cities under siege that
might have contemplated surrender in earlier timesrarely did so any longer.

"I didn't realize the English had sent anybody."

"It'sreally atoken force, sir, isthe way we figure it. When | said ‘one thousand' | was probably being
generous."

Woody went back to the map. "We've mixed up the timing and direction of our attacks, trying to keep
the enemy off balance. It's been working pretty well, but if you see ablock of soldiers standing
motionless while everyone else is running, break off your attack run. They know by now that our rockets
aren't all that accurate and any group standing still is probably under the command of a steady officer.
It's pretty clear they're hoping for alucky shot from massed fire to bring us down, the way they got
Hans. We try to discourage that little trick by carrying a couple of black powder grenades. Ernst here,
has gotten damn—uh, quite good at chucking grenades. They're actually more accurate than the rockets,
though they don't have as much punch, of course."

Woody paused and pointed to a spot on the map he had made of the Luebeck area.

"One other thing, Colonel. During our last reconnaissance a couple of days ago, we noticed some
activity in this grove to the south of this one Dennie encampment. Right about here. We'd already
expended our rockets and we didn't get too close. Don't know what it is, but it looked like tents and
buildings of some sort. | recommend we give it another ook this afternoon. Maybe one of us can make a
low pass, while the other flies cover. No telling when we'll have two aircraft here, again.”

The ideawas tempting, but . . .
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Jesse hesitated, glancing at Mike. Thiswas already a somewhat risky enterprise, flying the USE's prime
minister into a city under siege. Adding into the bargain getting him involved in an actual combat
operation. ..

But Mikejust grinned. "Sure, Jesse, go ahead. Don't mind me. Actually, 1'd like to see how it works.
Give me a much better sense of what 'air power' does or doesn't mean in the here and now."

There was always that about Stearns. He was a politician, sure enough, and had most if not all the vices
of the breed. But you couldn't ever accuse the man of lacking balls. Even brass ones, in his case.

Jesse finished replaying the briefing in his mind. The flight from Wismar to Luebeck hadn't taken more
than twenty-five minutes and he could see they were nearing the city. The radio crackled and Woody's
steady voice came out of the speaker.

"Two, thisis Lead. Approaching Luebeck and descending to one thousand feet. L uebeck Radio should
be listening." A pause, then: "Luebeck, Luebeck, thisisthe Richter Express, five minutes out."
Whoever was manning the radio for Gustav Adolf was on the ball.

"Guten Tag, Richter Express, Luebeck here. Have you brought presents for the enemy, today? They've
been getting lonely this past day or so."

"Roger that, Luebeck," Woodsill confirmed. He sounded amused. "And some visitors. Better send for
HisMagesty."

"Roger, Express. Ein moment, bitte."

The Swedish king must have been nearby. The sound of someone fumbling with a microphone and a
muffled, "Closer to your mouth, Y our Mg esty" was followed by the unmistakable voice of command.
"Halla dér, Lieutenant Woodsill. Do you have Colonel Wood with you?"

"Yes, sir. Standby, please. Go ahead, Two."

Jesse was ready. " Good afternoon sir. Colonel Wood here. As promised, we have your mail and will
deliver it shortly."

They didn't think anyone had sold the Ostenders a radio yet, but communications security was always a
good idea. The enemy would soon know there were two aircraft in the area, but there was no sensein
letting anyone, even the radio operator, know who Jesse's passenger was. Word had already been passed
to Gustav Adolf by coded message the day before.

"Very good, Colonel," the bemused sounding monarch replied. "All isin waiting for you."

"Yes, sir, thank you. But first, we must deliver some gifts to your neighbors. We will call again in fifteen
minutes.”

"We will be ready for you, Colonel."

Jesse clicked the mike. He looked over to see Mike Stearns give athumbs up and gave onein return.
Time to get to work.

"Lead, thisis Two."
"Two, Lead."
"It's your show, Lieutenant. Call the shots."

The Richter Express, flight of two, flew low over the besieged battlements of Luebeck. As they passed,
Jesse paid close attention to the flat green just outside the city's east wall. Thousands of faces craned
upward, mouths open, cheering wildly. Most of those cheering people, whether noblemen, soldiers, or
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peasants, had never seen an aircraft until two months ago. Waggling their wings, the aircraft flew the
length of the city and then turned westward towards a decidedly less friendly audience.

As had been briefed, the aircraft overflew the enemy encampment, the pilots taking careful note of
potential targets. From high above, the camp looked like a disturbed ants' nest, as men scattered or ran to
their posts. Jesse could see no tent city, no large horse herd, no grouping of flags and standards—which
would seem to indicate that air power had already made an impact on this bit of seventeenth-century
warfare. Siege cannon facing the city were thoroughly dug in, even from the rear and, all around, men
were jumping in holes dug into the frozen earth. A large train of wagons was hurriedly pulling off the
road leading into the camp from the west. By now, traders and camp followers knew the danger as well
as any soldier. Asthe aircraft passed the camp, Woody gave hisfirst order.

"Two, maintain orbit at one thousand feet just south of camp. Rgoin on command.”

Jesse merely clicked the mike and banked left, turning back over the French camp. Blocks of men had
begun to form on the ground below. Woodsill and Weissenbach continued westward passing from view
of the enemy. Jesse continued to circle, just over the southern edge of the camp. Once, smoke erupted
from aregiment formed up in a square below. Though no sound reached him, Jesse unconsciously edged
upward two hundred feet.

Come on, come on, Jesse thought. Let's get going, Woody.

Asif reading his mind, Woodsill called. "Two, Lead has you in sight, beginning run. Wel'll take aleft
climb out."

Jesse wracked the aircraft around and immediately spotted the other Belle, which, having circled well to
the south, was now at no more than three hundred feet, hurtling at full power. The lower aircraft passed
directly over the trees where the suspected enemy activity had been spotted. Just as he reached the edge
of the trees, Woody turned energy into altitude, zoom climbing to the left. A group of soldiers sent a
futile volley into the sky, far behind the climbing aircraft.

Keeping the lead aircraft in sight, Jesse put the stick over and pushed |eft rudder, putting his nose inside
of Woodsill's turn. Performing athree dimensional aerial ballet, the two Belles continued turning, with
Jesse dliding his aircraft "up the line" until the two were once again areoined flight.

The Richter Express once again flew over the enemy camp. People on the ground a thousand feet below
hugged the dirt in their holes, fearing what might come. Woody reported what they had found.

"Two, target is a hidden gun park under trees. Tents, wagons, guns, and what appear to be unfinished
bunkers. Lots of people down there. We might catch aloaded caisson or two."

Jesse's jaw tightened into a hunter's grin as Woodsill rapidly went on.

"Wel'll racetrack north and south, right-hand turns, ten second spacing. Aimpoint isjust inside the tree
line. Fire at six hundred feet, four rockets per pass, and watch for secondaries. Copy, Two?"

Jesse replied. "Roger. Two copies al. Right racetrack, ten seconds."”

Woody gave the signal. "Lead'sin the pitch . . . now!" Hisaircraft turned sharply right, rolling out just as
sharply when aligned with the target. Jesse continued north, counting to ten, and then copied the other
aircraft's steep turn and rolled out precisely behind it. Focusing entirely on lead, he waited, waited.
Suddenly, the aircraft ahead changed aspect, beginning a dive. Jesse again counted to ten and followed
inadive of hisown. For the first time, he could focus on the target. From a slant range of no more than
half amile, Jesse could pick out shapes among the trees. Conforming to Woody's dive angle, he
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displaced dightly left of Woody's path and waited for him to fire.

Suddenly, smoke and fire burst from under Woody's wings, as four rockets came off their rails and
streaked downward. Woody's aircraft pulled up into a climbing right turn and then it was Jesse's turn.
He'd begun counting when Woody fired, but when he reached ten, he held fire for a couple more
seconds. Woody's rockets had already impacted in the trees, four explosions throwing dirt, branches and
smoke skyward. Just as Jesse fired his rockets, he saw a small figure running out of the woods, chased
by alarger onein skirts. A woman following a child. He didn't have time to look longer, pulling hard
and banking into his turn. He could hear his rockets explode in the trees beneath him as Stearns craned
his neck, looking behind.

"Christ, Jesse, there are women and kids in there!" Stearns shouted.

Busy following the first aircraft, Jesse did not turn his head or answer immediately. As he reached atrail
position behind Woody, he turned toward Stearns and asked, "Mike, did you see any secondary
explosions?"

Hisface pale, Stearnsreplied, "Uh, no. Not that | could tell."

"Okay," Jesse said. "Maybe wel'll get lucky next pass.”

He didn't say anything further. With Stearns—in this respect, he was different from most politicians
Jesse had known—you didn't have to waste time with stolid and antiseptic little speeches about the
"unfortunate but inevitable side effects that come with war." Mike detested the phrase collateral damage
as much as Jesse did himself, and he was perfectly aware that given the nature of seventeenth-century
armies, amost al of them had lots of camp followers mixed in with the soldiery.

Y ou simply couldn't fight against such an army without accidentally killing or wounding some women
and children. Mike's protest had been the simple horror of the moment, that he'd just swallow and et go.
Unlike—some very sour memories got stirred up here—any number of politicians Jesse could remember
from back up-time. Men who had no hesitation ordering something done—nor any hesitation thereafter
washing their hands of the consequences that had been guaranteed by those same orders.

The second pass was performed like the first, except that they now had smoke and dust as an aimpoint.
Woody aimed to the right side of the smoke and Jesse dightly more left. Once again, Jesse and Mike
watched as rockets hurled from Woody's aircraft. This time, as they impacted, there was a huge
secondary as one of the rockets found something very explosive. Fire and smoke belched upward with a
gigantic sound. Without thinking, Jesse fired his rockets and stomped left rudder, turning to avoid the
still climbing smoke and debris. The blast's concussive force shoved them sideways. Stearns stared out
the window on his side, peering intently downward until the turn took the scene from hisview. As he
regained control and rolled out, Jesse could see where his rockets had struck. He saw no secondaries, but
there were several fires burning down there and he could see people prone on the ground. Where
Woody's rockets had struck, there was nothing but a large smoke-filled gap, the trees blown flat, flames
and smaller explosions hiding the ground itself.

The rockets had done better than they usually did. Quite a bit better, in fact. But that was part of war,
also. You got good luck aswell as bad. More of the former than the latter, if you were aggressive but
kept just this side of recklessness.

Once the two aircraft had rejoined, Jesse could smell his own acrid sweat and tried not to consider what
might have happened if he had flown directly behind Woody on that pass. He'd crossed that line some,
he knew. Thisreally had been too risky, after al, with Mike on board. There'd probably be hell to pay
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after Admiral Simpson found out.

So beit. Jesse wiped his brow and grasped the radio mike.

"Lead, Two. Good show, gentlemen. Well done. | suggest you revisit that spot in aday or two. That
secondary was no caisson. It was probably a hidden magazine. Keep hitting the tree line all around their
camp. They're sure to have more such stores around the perimeter. Oh, one more thing. Should we ever
do that again, | suggest that a thirty second spacing between aircraft might be more suitable.”

Woody replied crisply, "Yes, sir. That might be more comfortable.”

Jesse felt almost calm, now. "Excellent work, Woody. By the way, you are now a captain and Ernst is
now afirst lieutenant. Now let's complete this mission and the two of you can go home and wet down
your promotions. I'll be sending you some help before very long."

The rest of the flight went smoothly enough. While Woody and Ernst distracted the French pickets by
overflying their positions, Jesse slipped in behind, flying slow and low. Lined up on the grassy sward
just outside the city wall, Jesse carefully picked his aim point and flew his approach only afew knots
above stall speed. Power up and nose abnormally high, he firmly dropped the Belle onto the turf, rolling
to astop in only a short distance. He actually had to add power to taxi toward the outlying bastion where
Swedish soldiers waited to aid them. After Jesse had shut down, the soldiers pushed the aircraft into
dead space next to the bastion and surrounded the machine with fascines readied for the purpose. It
would be well guarded for their overnight stay.

Back | Next
Framed
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Chapter 8

Mike found Gustav Adolf waiting for him in one of the many rooms of Luebeck's Rathaus, which he'd
turned into his central headquarters for the siege. He had only one aide with him, Colonel Nils Ekstrom.
He and his brother Siguard were among the small circle of Swedish officers that Gustav used for the
most delicate matters. That was asignal, in itself, that the emperor wanted to be able to speak freely—
which, with Gustav, usually meant bluntly. If he'd had his usual coterie of officers, he'd be quite abit
more discreet. But Ekstrom was his closest adviser in Luebeck, and Mike knew the emperor had
complete faith in him.

Mike had to struggle alittle to keep his expression solemn. There was something about the bearing of
the emperor and the colonel—perhaps they were breathing a bit too heavily, it was hard to know exactly
—that made it clear to Mike that they'd just gotten here themselves. Having walked there very quickly,
so they wouldn't have to admit to Mike that they'd actually been standing on the city walls watching his
plane land, just asif they were one of the city's bumpkins, instead of awaiting his presence in royal
serenity.

Aswas hisway, Gustav went right past the usual formalities.

"So!" he half-bellowed. "Deny it if you will! It was you who gave the order to pass our medical secrets
to the damned Spaniards outside Amsterdam.” The sneer that followed was as royal as you could ask
for. "Or will you try to claim—I believe you scheming up-timers call it ‘plausible deniability'—that the
fault was entirely that of the nurse. Anne—Anne—"

He cocked an eye at Ekstrom.

"Anne Jefferson," the colonel supplied. "Although it might be Anne Olearius, now. She was to be
married to that Holstein diplomat, I'm told, and she may insist on that peculiar American custom of
women changing their last names to their husbands'.”

"It's actually an English custom initsorigins, | believe," Mike said mildly. "They're not married yet,
anyway. Asfor the other, Your Majesty, the answer isyes. Of course I'm the one who gave the order.
L eaving aside the fact that she's no more careless than any good nurse, why would Anne have been
carrying the formulawith her in the first place—when she was simply posing for Rubens?’

"Hal You admit it, then!"
That was. ..

About athree-quarter bellow. Between the volume, the tone, and various subtleties in the emperor's
expression lurking under the bull walrus ferocity on the surface, Mike decided Gustav Adolf wasin
negotiating mode. He did have atemper, and he was perfectly capable of throwing a genuine royal
tantrum at whatever subordinate had roused hisire. But he was very shrewd, too, and knew that his
famous temper could also serve as a useful bargaining ploy.

It was all old hat, for Mike. In times past, when he'd been the president of his mine workers local having
a confrontation with management, Quentin Underwood had used exactly the same tactic. Granted,
Gustav was much better at it—not to mention having the status of an emperor instead of a mere mine
manager, to give weight to the thing. But a bargaining tactic is atactic, no matter how different the
circumstances of the negotiation.

file:///K|/eMule0.47c/Incoming/Eric%20Fint%208& %20Da...20-%201634,%20The%20Baltic%20War/A141652102X __ 8.htm (2 of 9)19-4-2007 23:58:27



- Chapter 8

S0, he responded with his usual riposte. Calm, forebearing reason. Not quite suggesting that the emperor
was afive-year-old having a childish fit, but bordering on it.

" 'Admit' is hardly the correct term, Y our Majesty. The ploy was obviously to our benefit and could not
possibly do us any harm.”

"Do us no harm! Y ou may well have saved the lives of thousands of enemy soldiers—the same ones
baying at our alliesin Amsterdam like a great pack of wolves."

"Oh, hardly that, Y our Mgjesty. To begin with, chloramphenicol is so hard to make in any quantities—
even for us, much less the Spaniards—that providing them with the formulawas almost entirely a
symbolic gesture. | doubt if more than a dozen Spanish soldiers will benefit from it, over the next year—
and they will be entirely top officers, not the men who would be storming the ramparts. Asfor the rest

He shrugged. "My wife tells me that after the first week, the Spanish have not been pressing the siege.
And pressed it even less, after we passed them the formula. They're behaving like watch dogs, not
wolves. Which makes perfect sense, since the cardinal-infante isreally aiming at a settlement, and
would far rather keep Amsterdam and its productive population intact than see it all destroyed in a sack.”
Gustav glowered at him, for amoment. "Still. Michael, you are trying to maneuver me. Do not deny it!"
Mike decided it was time to show alittle of the bull walrus himself. So he amost sneered. Not quite.
"Oh, for the love of—"

Now, asigh, amost histrionic. Not quite.

"Gustav Il Adolf, you've been aking for over twenty years—and a smart one, to boot. Y ou know
perfectly well that every adviser you have is trying to 'maneuver' you—if you insist on that term—
practically every time they talk to you."

"Not me," said Ekstrom mildly.

Mike glanced at the colonel, and gave him an acknowledging nod. "No, Nils, not you. Not directly, at
least. But—don't deny it, since we seem to be demanding that all cards be placed up on the table—your
whole stance toward the emperor is a maneuver, in one sense. Yes, | know you simply try to help him
determine what his own wishesreally are. That's part of what a monarch needs."

Mike smiled. "Let's say that the emperor isusing you as atool to maneuver himself, if you prefer.”
Ekstrom smiled back. "Yes, | would prefer it. And it's not a bad description of my duties'—he glanced
apologetically at the emperor—"if Y our Mgesty will allow me the liberty of saying so."

Gustav puffed out his thick blond mustache. "And why not? Since my prime minister takes far greater
liberties."

He began pacing alittle, half-stomping in the heavy cavalry boots he favored. That was afamiliar sign
to Mike—to Nils also, judging from the slight look of relief on the colonel's face. It meant the sumo
wrestler preliminaries were over, for the most part, and the serious negotiations were about to begin.
"And you think we should do everything in our power to move that along," the emperor said. Almost
growling the words, but not quite.

"Yes, Your Mgjesty, | do."

"Why? Michael, | am quite certain that when | launch our counteroffensive in the spring that | will crush
the Danes and beat the French bloody. That stinking traitor Bernhard also, if he lets his arrogance rule
him instead of his brain, and getsin my way. The Spaniards too, if they come out into the field."
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"But they won't," said Mike firmly. "I don't care what they promised the French. The Spanish shed most
of the blood in the naval war, and they are in no mood to do the same on land. Don Fernando has never
sent more than atoken force to the siege here. And when the fighting starts in the spring, he'll only move
his main forces out just far enough to look like he's doing something—~but will make sure he can get
back behind hisfortificationsif your offensive succeeds."

He gauged that the time was right to adopt informality. " Gustav, on that subject we have—being blunt,
the Committee of Correspondence in Amsterdam has—superb intelligence. Partly, by the way, asaside
effect of the medical assistance we've been providing the army outside the walls of the city. Gretchen's
made sure that at least half of those medical advisers are CoC members.”

That roused the emperor's temper again, as Mike had known it would. But since it would happen in any
event, best to get it out of the way now.

"That damned Richter! All we need in the mix isthat she-devil in Amsterdam! And that was your doing,
too! Deny it!"

"Wéll, in thisinstance, | will deny it," said Mike patiently. "None of us had any ideathe NUS embassy
to the Netherlands would wind up getting trapped in a siege in Amsterdam. Or"—he arched an eyebrow
—"are you now suggesting I somehow manipulated Richelieu and Christian 1V and Charles | and Philip
IV into forming the League of Ostend and launching a sneak attack on the Dutch? If so, that makes me
the devil himself."

Gustav waved a meaty hand impatiently. "Fine, fine. Y ou did not plot and scheme to plant Richter in
Amsterdam. She's still there, stirring up trouble.”

Mike maintained the same patient tone. "By all accounts the city's population is not restive at all.
Gretchen's people are actually helping to maintain morale and discipline. Becky tells me that Fredrik
Hendrik has now had three meetings with her, all of which went quite cordially."

Gustav stopped his pacing and frowned. "Is that true?

"Yes, itis. Even Gretchen is now willing to admit that a good settlement in the Low Countries would be
preferable to a degpening of the conflict. So Becky tells me, anyway." Mike smiled. "Mind you,
Gretchen's definition of a'good settlement' is pretty astringent.”

"Hal | canimagine! Not only complete freedom of religion but sheer anarchy of expression and belief!"
The emperor's mustache was practically quivering.

Mike responded a bit stiffly. "I simply think of it as freedom of speech, freedom of the press, and the
freedom to assemble. We have the same principles encoded in the constitution of Thuringia, as you well
know, and—as you well know, also—I am doing my level best to incorporate them in the new
constitution of the USE. | probably won't be able to pull it off—yet—because | think Wilhelm will win
the election. But those are my beliefs, and | will not waver from them."

The emperor got adistracted look on his face. " Speaking of which, when do you propose to hold the
elections?' He gave Mike alook through those bright blue eyes that reminded Stearns that the emperor
was a very shrewd man, beneath the sometimes blustery exterior. "Y ou know—if you were a proper
schemer and plotter—you would hold the elections right in the middle of the campaign. Most Germans
would be more comfortable with Wilhelm Wettin as their prime minister, | think also. But . . . in time of
war? I'm not so sure, Michael. Y ou might get reelected.”

Mike shrugged. "And so what? The war would be over, soon enough, and then | would face a reluctant
electorate when it came time to implement the policies | want. Better, | think, to let things unfold at their
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own pace. Once Germany has the experience of Wettin in power, people may feel differently about
things."

Ekstrom had been following the discussion closely, and by now had become an astute observer of the
politics of the USE. "Y ou think he will insist on restricting the franchise? That will be the explosive
issue, you know, not the religious business. | wouldn't think Wilhelm would be that stubborn.”

Gustav Adolf was now listening intently also, but not saying anything. There was more in his stance and
expression of an interested and curious observer than that of a ruler who had to make a decision any time
soon. Mike wasn't positive, but he didn't think Gustav had any definite opinion on the subject of who
should—and should not—be a citizen of the United States of Europe.

There was no reason he needed to have one, after all. Not yet, at least. His title of Emperor of the USE
might be abstractly more prestigious than his title of the King of Sweden, but Gustav's real power
stemmed from the latter, not the former. In Sweden, he ruled as a monarch, with none of the
constitutional restrictions he faced as emperor of the new German nation. And as thorny and potentially
volcanic as the problem of defining citizenship was for Germans, it was simply not an issue in Sweden.

"Left to hisown devices, Nils,” Mike said, "I think Wilhelm would prefer to just let the controversy over
citizenship die a natural death. He knows that my party will introduce a proposal for complete and
universal adult suffrage, whether I'm still the prime minister or smply the leader of the opposition. And
no matter what, | can't see any realistic outcome of any election held within the next year or two that
didn't produce a legislature at least one-third of whose members belonged to my party. In the lower
house, we might even wind up with amajority. So all Wilhelm would have to do is quietly seeto it that
enough of his supporters agreed to it. And since the prime minister has no say-so over measures adopted
in aspecia congtitutional convention, he couldn't even be blamed for not vetoing it."

"But . .." The emperor cocked his head.

Mike shrugged again. "He owes too many favors, Gustav. Way too many. He made the mistake—thisis
my opinion, anyway—of going for aquick victory instead of taking the time to solidify his position.
Those 'Crown Loyalists of hisare not really a political party so much as a coalition of several different
parties, first of al. Second, they don't have anything you could properly call a program. What they have
isbasicaly just a pastiche." He grinned, rather sarcastically. " "What we don't like about Mike Stearns,’
isreally all it amounts to—which is not the same thing as ‘what we believe." And finally—"

He started scratching his jaw, in an old mannerism, before remembering Francisco Nasi's insistence that
it was abad habit for a political leader. Before she left, Becky had told him the same thing.

"And finally"—nhe dropped his hand—"the only real cement that holds that ramshackle 'party’ of his
together is a complicated crosshatch of favors exchanged between Wettin and alarge number of people,
most of whom—almost all of whom, except for Quentin Underwood and a few other up-timers—are
noblemen of one sort or another. There are afew of them, like the landgrave and landgravine of Hesse-
Kassel, who are smart enough and secure enough that | think they'd just as soon see the citizenship issue
buried. Ironically, | think Wilhelm's brother Ernst feels the same way about it."

That last sentence was as much of a question aimed at the emperor, asit was a statement. Ernst Wettin
had decided to let his brother Albrecht assume the position of Duke of Saxe-Weimar after Wilhelm
abdicated in order to run for office in the Commons. Instead, Ernst had accepted Gustav Adolf's offer to
become the imperial administrator for the Upper Palatinate. Officially, he still retained histitle as one of
the dukes of Saxe-Weimar, but that no longer really meant very much.
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Gustav nodded. "Yes, | think you are right. Judging from what | hear from General Banér, at least. Ernst
istoo fussy for Banér's taste—of course, amost anyone istoo fussy for that man—but he never issues
the sort of complaints about stupid petty aristocrats that he normally bestows on German noblemen."

Mike decided to let the matter drop, for the moment. He was tempted to probe alittle further, to seeif he
could get the emperor to take a definite stance on the citizenship issue. But . . .

Onething at atime. He had an immediately pressing issue to deal with. And one that he could no longer
handle by—he'd admit to himself the charge had been true enough—maneuvering Gustav Adolf. To do
what needed to be done now, he had to have the emperor's full agreement, or it would all unravel come
next spring.

Gustav, as perceptive as he normally was, spotted the moment also. "Y ou want to keep driving the
negotiations with the Spaniards. Or rather—since what you obviously have in mind is splitting the
Spaniards—with the cardinal-infante."

"Yes"

Gustav, cheerfully defying all counsels concerning the proper mannerisms for august political leaders,
began tugging at his mustache. "It's tempting, Michadl. Yes, it is. As God is my witness, | can think of
few things that would delight me more than seeing those stinking Habsburgs divided and quarreling
among themselves as much as possible."

He left off the mustache-tugging and held up an admonishing finger. "But! Two things concern me. The
first—the ssmplest—isthat | am also sure | can overrun the Netherlands myself."

Catching sight of Colonel Ekstrom's slight wince, the emperor barked alaugh. "Y ou too! Another
skeptic!"

He went back to his mustache-tugging. "Well. | should have said, the three northern provinces. None of
them have any great allegiance to the United Provinces, being mostly Catholics. | agreeit would be
unwise to try to push further, into the Dutch heartland.”

Mike took a deep breath. They had now entered very perilous territory. For all that he basically liked and
admired Gustav Adolf, he never let himself forget that at bottom the king of Sweden was not that much
different from any monarch of the time. He was an imperialist, at heart. For seventeenth-century rulers,
grabbing as much land as possible was second nature. The nationalist sentiments that would dominate
Europe before too long were still nascent in most places, although you could easily see them emerging if
you looked and knew what to look for.

But no monarch did, not even Gustav Adolf. They thought in dynastic terms, not national terms—even
those of them who, like Richelieu or Gustav himself, had carefully studied the histories brought back in
time through the Ring of Fire. There was simply that deep-seated part of them that didn't quite believe
that any ramshackle dynastic territory they built up would surely come to pieces, sooner or later, if it
didn't have firm roots in popular sentiment.

Again, however, Mike decided to let it lide. He was pretty sure that Gustav's desire to add three small
Dutch provinces to his dynasty wasn't really important to him. Assuming Gustav won the war, Mike
intended to keep just enough to alow the USE Navy to dominate the Zuider Zee, if need be. Hisown
motives were mostly as away of throttling the life out of the slave trade while it was still in itsinfancy.
But he was fairly certain that Gustav would settle for that, over time, simply as atoken of his triumph.
The emperor's real territorial ambitions were toward the east. First, once the war with the Ostenders was
over, Mike knew that Gustav was determined to punish the electors of Brandenburg and Saxony for their
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treacherous behavior by expropriating their territories outright. He'd do what he'd already done with
Mecklenburg and Pomerania, ssmply add them to the USE as provinces.

So much, Mike had no quarrel with. In fact, he was for it. Saxony—even Brandenburg in this day and
age, which hadn't yet undergone its metamorphosis into Prussia—were both German lands. But the
problem was that any war with Saxony and Brandenburg was almost sure to bring in the Poles, and
Gustav would then use that as a pretext to try to conquer Poland. Or a good chunk of it, at least. From
his point of view, why not? Poland and Sweden had been fighting for decades, and it wasn't asiif the
king of Poland didn't claim that he should rightfully be the king of Sweden. Serve the bastard right.
Except, if that happened, Mike knew full well that the USE would simply be tying an albatrossto its
neck. Giving itself the same grief with Poland that, in a different universe, the Russians had done—more
than once, and it had never worked.

But .

Letit dlide, just let it Slide. That was going to be quite literally a battle royal, when it happened. But it
was a problem that wouldn't arise for about a year—and Mike had the situation in the Low Countries on
his plate right now.

It was better, for the moment, to deal with Gustav's other objection. Mike was pretty sure he knew what
it was going to be—and, if so, he thought he could persuade the emperor to follow his advice.

"And your second reservation, Your Mg esty?"

Gustav dropped his hand from the mustache and spread both arms wide. "Oh, come, Michael! Surely it's
obvious. Theinevitable result of your plotting and scheming—your wife's, too! even worse than yours!
—will be apowerful realm in the Low Countries. More than that. A united Netherlandsis bound to
sweep into it any number of the surrounding small principalities. What you propose is hothing less than
the recreation of old Burgundy. And is that—"

Gustav went right back to his mustache-pulling. A bit enviously, Mike reflected that there were some
advantages to being aking. To hell with advisers nattering you about perfectly comfortable habits.
L'Etat, ¢'est moi—and that includes the damn mustache.

"Isthat really in the interests of the United States of Europe?' Gustav concluded. "Or Sweden, for that
matter, especially since—I will brook no arguments on this, Michael—you know | have every intention
of recreating the Union of Kalmar. Once I've finished pounding that drunken Danish bastard Christian
into apulp.”

There was no way Mike was going to stick his thumb into that issue. Not now, anyway. Personally, he
had reservations concerning the emperor's plan to forge the first united Scandinavian realm since the
Middle Ages. Maybe it would work, maybe it wouldn't—but, either way, it was not an issue that directly
confronted the USE.

"L ook at the problem the other way, Gustav. Y ou read the histories. Half the grief suffered by Europe—
the western part, anyway—came from that endless back-and-forth between the Germans and the French
over the territory in the middle. In the here and now, and all the way through the next two centuries,
mostly as aresult of French aggression. Thereafter, usually, because the Germans got strong enough to
respond in kind. And to what purpose, in the end?’

The emperor scowled slightly, but said nothing.

"No purpose at all—but tens of millions of people lost their livesin the process. So | think it would be
wise to do what we can to forestall the mess altogether. And | can think of no better way to do it than to
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create a nation in the middle which is powerful enough—unlike the Holland and Belgium of my old
universe—that both the French and the Germans have to think twice before they decide to pick afight.
"Besides that," he pressed on, "having a commercially prosperous and industrious Netherlands will be to
our benefit economically. And they can't ever pose areal military threat, because even arecreated
Burgundy simply can't have alarge enough population to field big armies.”

"They could certainly become a major naval power," Ekstrom pointed out. " The Dutch have managed
that much on their own, even today."

There wasn't much vehemence to his statement, though. It was more in the way of an observation than
an argument.

Mike didn't even have to answer that himself, in the event, since Gustav Adolf did.

"I am not much concerned about that, Nils," he said. "Without Denmark, they can't bottle usup in the
Baltic. And"—here, a heavy shrug—"I do not foresee us having to squabble with them much with regard
to the world beyond.”

He was eyeing Mike by the time he finished, but didn't add anything. Mike was almost certain that
Gustav knew how unyielding Mike intended to be over the slave trade—an issue that would certainly
produce clashes with the Dutch, no matter what political entity emerged in the Low Countries. True, the
Dutch weren't involved much in the slave trade yet—but "yet" was the operative term. They almost
surely would be, within a decade at the latest. The same powerful commercial dynamics that had led
them to become one of the leading nations in the slave trade in Mike's former universe applied just as
fully in this one.

But, as with the issue of USE citizenship, the slave trade was simply not an issue that a king of Sweden
cared much about. Not directly, at least. Neither Sweden nor any of the Scandinavian countries had been
significant playersin the slave trade, in the world Mike came from, and there was not much likelihood
they would be in this one either.

Like Mike himself, the emperor had enough sense to let issues slide for atime, that didn't need to be
dealt with immediately. His gaze was very keen, now, his eyes seeming to be as blue as blue could get.
"All right, Michael. Let's get down to the heart of things. Y ou did not undertake such a flamboyant and
somewhat risky venture as flying into L uebeck—I admit, it was splendid for the morale of my soldiers—
simply to chat with me. Y ou have something specific in mind. Something you suspect—ha!—I would
dismiss out of hand if it came to mein the form of aradio message.”

"Yes, | do. Here'swhat | propose. . ."

Gustav didn't explode, when Mike finished. Not in atemper tantrum, at least. He did, however, erupt
into atruly imperial spasm of uproarious laughter.

"Hal Hal" he finally managed to exclaim. "Never since Menelaus has a husband displayed such an
obsession for awife! But that pitiful Greek wench ssimply launched a thousand ships and destroyed a
city, so her husband could bed her again. To do the same to your wife, you propose to launch an entire
nation!"

Mike could have argued that, of course, any which way from Sunday. It was actually not true at al that a
crude desire to see hiswife again after an absence of many months—fine, copulate with his wife again—
was the motive impelling him forward.

WEell, not the first one, anyway. Not even the second. The third, he'd grant.
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But he said nothing. Partly because that third motive was pressing so closely on the first two that he
wasn't quite sure he could pull it off with a straight face. And partly because the ribaldry had put Gustav
in such a good mood.

"The cardinal-infante would have to agree to a cease-fire, though," Ekstrom cautioned. "l don't see any
way you could land the plane in the city itself."

Mike nodded. "Well, yes. That would have to be part of the deal—and as good away as any to test his
trustiworthiness."

Finally done with his laughing, Gustav peered at Mike. "And you are willing to be the bait? Well, | can
see that. Sheisavery beautiful woman. And not unfaithful, like that wretched Helen. What was
Menelaus thinking, the idiot?"

Back | Next
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Chapter 9

Magdeburg
Thorsten found the office easily enough. After he entered Government House, for the first time since
he'd settled in Magdeburg, he discovered a big plaque posted right next to the entrance that listed every
officein the building and specified which floor they were on and even gave the room they were using a
number. Then, once he reached the third floor, there was another plague facing the stairwell that listed
the offices on that floor—with arrows pointing either to the left or right, along with the name and
number of the office. Only avillage idiot could not have managed to find their way.
Hefound it all rather amusing. The term Amerikanisch had many connotations in Amideutsch, most of
them quite positive. But one of the prominent connotations was "fussy, obsessed with detail, precise to
the point of absurdity." Those neat plagues and arrows were a perfect illustration of the trait. Everything
must bein order!
What was amusing about it was that Gunther Achterhof had told Engler that in the universe the
Americans came from, they percelved themselves as "rugged individualists'—whatever that might
mean, exactly—and it was their accepted mythology that Germans were the world's natural bureaucrats.
Germans! Who squabbled about everything, including even the language they spoke, and were notorious
throughout Europe for the production of religious sects, mass rebellions, mercenary soldiers—
everything except order.
So, getting to the right office was easy. And, sure enough, there was another precise plague on the door:
Room 322
United States of Europe
Department of Social Services
When it came time to enter, though, he found himself hesitating. Unlike Gunther, he'd had very little
contact with up-timers—and that, only with male Americans. But this office was reputedly run by
Americanesses, and the stories about them were enough to make any sane man pause.
Incredible women, by all accounts—although the stories Thorsten had heard rarely agreed with each
other from that point forward. Some legends claimed they were the most lascivious creatures in the
world, practically outright succubi. Others claimed they could find an issue concerning sex over which
to take offense that no one else could possibly discern. The deadliest females in the world, and the most
fragile femalesin the world. Sorceresses and fools at the same time, who could undertake chemic
wonders but had no more sense than a chicken when it came to a multitude of practical matters.
Thorsten didn't know what to think—and was not at all sure he wanted to find out.
He paused with his hand on the door handle for awhile. Finally, he decided to open it. They couldn't
possibly be any more peculiar than his great-aunt Mathilde, after all. So, fortifying himself with the
image of Mathilde's fierce eyes—badly crossed and nearsighted, but always fierce—and her constantly
disheveled hair and the bizarre utterances that issued from a mouth whose teeth were about the worst
anyone had ever seen, he entered the office.
And found himself staring at a young woman seated behind a desk, looking up at him with asmile.
About his age, he thought, somewhere in her mid-twenties. Hard to be sure, though. One of the things
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Americanesses had a reputation for—most accounts agreed on this—was that they seemed to have a
peculiar resistance to aging. Some pointed to that as a sign of witchcraft, but most people ascribed it to
their well-known chemic skills.

It was certainly impossible to imagine this woman as awitch, whatever her age. If someone had set
Thorsten to the task of picturing a woman who was the exact opposite of his great-aunt Mathilde, he
didn't think he could have come up with anything better.

To begin with, where Mathilde had been always been very short and became shorter as she grew old—
shorter and hunched—this woman was tall. That much was obvious, even seated as she was. Secondly,
every hair wasin place. True, the style of the hair was perhaps a bit strange, cut short the way it was, but
not really al that much. More important, the hair was colored a rich brown, almost chestnut, and very
healthy looking, where his great-aunt's hair had gone from an ugly black to a still uglier gray without
ever once losing its most distinguishing characteristic, which was looking like a sheep that had gone
unshorn since it was alamb—>but had had many an encounter with briars and thorns. Family legend had
it that small animals and birds were occasionally spotted nesting in Great-Aunt Mathilde's hair. Even as
boy, Thorsten had had his doubts, but . . . you never knew.

The eyes were completely different, too. Straight, not crossed; a bright and clear greenish color that went
superbly with the hair, where Mathilde's eyes had wavered from a sort of muddy blue to a still muddier
gray, depending on her mood of the moment. More striking still was that the green eyes studying him
seemed friendly. Mathilde's mood of the moment had either been frenzied or angry or ssimply crotchety—
but never friendly.

But all of that Thorsten noticed ailmost as an aside. From the moment he set eyes on the woman, his gaze
was riveted on one feature alone.

So. At least one legend proved to be true, in every particular. The woman's teeth were perfect.

Perfect, and . . .

Also stunning. Because the teeth came as part of a wide mouth that had a smile on it that was the most
beautiful smile Thorsten had ever seen. It would have been alittle scary, if it hadn't been for the friendly
green eyes floating somewhere above.

"WEell, you sure took your time about it," the woman said, somehow managing to smile more widely
still. "I was starting to wonder if I'd need to get help, come nightfall, prying your hand off the handle so
we could leave for the day. Or if | could do it myself, with a crowbar."

Startled, Thorsten glanced behind him. Only then realizing that he'd turned down the handle before he'd
paused for awhile.

"Ah," was al he could think of to say.

The smile stayed on her face, but at |east the mouth closed. Thorsten thought if a man stared at those
teeth for too long, it might turn him to stone. Or something.

"Never mind," she said cheerily. "Y ou managed to get in. I'm Caroline Platzer, by the way. I'm the
receptionist here, three mornings aweek. What's your name, and what can | do for you?'

Thorsten cleared histhroat. "My nameis Thorsten Engler. A pleasure to make your acquaintance,
Fraulein."

He thought he was safe enough, using that last appellation. So far as he could see, the Platzer woman
wasn't wearing one of those gold rings that Americanesses used—so legend had it, at |east—to signal
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thelir status as married women. He couldn't be positive, though, because even while speaking to him her
hands continued to fly about the desk, doing . . . whatever it was a "receptionist” did. He might have
missed one of the fingers.

She startled him with a soft laugh. "Oh, relax, will you? Herr Engler, | promise you | won't bite. Even if
you do use one of the—how many are there supposed to be, by now?—eighty-three thousand, six
hundred and forty-two Absolutely Forbidden Words in my presence. That includes any one of the five
hundred and six Absolutely Prohibited Forms of Address, except three.”

Warily, Thorsten eyed her. "And those three.. . . are which?'

"If you call me abitch or acunt or atwat, I'll knock your head off." Her right hand came up, waggling a
little. "A broad or adame. . . depends.”

He stared at her. He was familiar with the terms "bitch" and "cunt," since the words had been absorbed
into Amideutsch. He had no idea what "twat" meant, but in context, he could guess. "Dame" was
obvious, athough he suspected he'd encountered a different connotation than the usual one.

"I would never do such athing anyway," he said. The words came out automatically, not even a protest
so much as a simple statement of fact. Most of his mind was still trying to make sense of "broad.” He
understood the approximate meaning of the term, but could see no connection to women.

Her eyes crinkled. "Y'know, | believe you. Would you like some tea?"

Without waiting for the answer, she rose from her seat and went over to a counter where a pot waited,
simmering on a peculiar little mechanical candle of some sort. On her way, Thorsten saw one guess
confirmed. She wasindeed tall. Slightly taller that he was, he thought, though not by much. Less than an
inch.

Then she bent over to reach the jar of tea nestled on a shelf below, and the sense of the term "broad"
became instantly clear to Thorsten. Just asinstantly as the stirrings of an erection.

Dear God in Heaven. None of the legends had prepared him for this.

Y es, certainly, she was a bit exotic and a bit startling with that direct manner she had, and she was a bit
of thisand a bit of that and it was all silly nonsense. She wasn't even beautiful, although she came
awfully close. What she was, was something Thorsten had felt and understood since he was fourteen
years old and had first laid eyes on one of his second cousins.

Desirable. Sheer and unalloyed, it was as ssimple as that.

Poor Brigida, that had been, who had died in the first epidemic that swept the village. She'd only been
sixteen years old, alittle older than Thorsten at the time. But for every day that had passed in the two
years since the glorious moment he first met her and the horrid time they took her body away to be
burned, he had desired her. He'd been completely smitten, in the way boys often were and young men
were never supposed to be, once they entered adulthood and had to be practical about such things.
Thorsten had never expected to encounter that sensation again. Certainly not under these circumstances.
Fortunately, while those thoughts and emotions roiled through him, the Platzer woman was looking

el sewhere as she went about the business of preparing the tea. By the time she turned around to face him
and, still smiling, handed him a mug of tea, he was reasonably composed again.

"Reasonably composed,” that isto say, in the way that a twenty-six year old man will be when raw
desire is sweeping through him, back and forth, like great waves washing over a ship's deck in a storm.
Not more than one-fourth of his brain was able to concentrate on anything besides the woman herself.
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Fortunately again, the heavy workman's clothing he was wearing to fend off the December cold kept the
half-erection from showing. He did manage, as casually as he could, to wipe his mouth with his hand.
He was afraid there might be drool showing. He had no idea at all how a man went about courting an
Americaness, but he was quite sure that starting off by acting the uncouth boor would not be helpful at
all.

"Y ou still haven't answered my question, Herr Engler," she said, resuming her seat behind the desk.
"What can we do for you? And would you please sit down?' She pointed at a chair behind him and a
little to his left.

A bit clumsily, Thorsten sat down. Clumsy, because three-quarters of his attention was elsewhere. Her
fingers were gorgeous. He could imagine them—

That way lay disaster. Hastily, he broke off the surging reverie and wracked his brain to think of
something appropriate and intelligent to say.

Informality. That little piece of the many legends got jostled |oose and rose to the surface. Almost al of
them agreed on that, too, so it was probably true.

"Please, call me Thorsten." That came out much more stiffly than he'd intended. But he was afraid to
smile. His mouth open that far, drool was sure to come.

"Thorsten it is, then. And please call me Caroline." She leaned forward a bit and waved afinger at him,
playing the scold. "But | warn you, sir! It's'Caroline,' not 'Carol.' Cross that line at your peril."

The same finger, alas. Was there any part of the woman that was plain, at least, since he couldn't
imagine anything actually ugly. Something he could focus on to keep from dliding into the behavior of a
village idiot or—worse yet—a school boy.

The best he could come up with was: "I would not dream of it. Caroline it shall always be."

Hesaid it too intently. Too . . . roughly, amost. She would think he was coarse.

And, indeed, the smile that seemed permanently fixed now faded some. And, suddenly, she had a
different look in her eyes. But it didn't seem to be one of irritation or revulsion. Simply . . .

Startled, perhaps?

Who could say, with an Americaness?

Luckily, he still had enough of hiswits to remember that she'd now asked him the same question twice.
Or maybe it was even three times.

"Friends told me | should come here. Today, because | just enlisted in the army and | will soon be
leaving for the training camp. | wasinvolved in the accident at the coal gas plant. Very closely involved.
And. .. wedll, I am having nightmares. And | keep seeing images of what happened. Very vivid images.
They told me | might be suffering from some sort of—of—what isit called?

Caroline was not smiling at all, now. "Post-traumatic stress disorder. We heard about the accident, of
course. That must have been horrible."

He took abreath. "Yes. It was. Does thismean | might be.. . . ah, going insane?’

She shook her head, very forcefully. "Oh, no, nothing like that. In fact, you may not have PTSD at all.
Thorsten, all the reactions you're having are perfectly normal, after people go through an experience like
that. We don't define it as PTSD until quite a bit of time has passed. It's only if the symptoms such as
nightmares, flashbacks, hypervigilance—there alot of them and they vary from one person to another,
but those are the most common—don't fade, that we conclude something abnormal is happening. But
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‘abnormal’ does not mean insane. There's nothing at all wrong with your mind."

She leaned forward still further, lowering her head and pointing to the back of her skull. Which, of
course, was aso shapely. Thorsten was racked by a sort of thrilled despair.

"Back hereiswhat we call the limbic part of the brain. To simplify some, you can think of it as the most
primitive—and most basic—part of the brain. It's where automatic responses and our animal instincts are
centered. But it's not where thoughts are formed and emerge. That happens here"—she raised her head
and pointed to her forehead, using both forefingers this time—"in what's called the cortex."

She paused briefly, gathering her own thoughts. "What seems to happen with PTSD isthat the traumatic
memories get stored in the limbic part of the brain, instead of the parts where they would normally get
stored. We don't know why it happens, really. Or rather, why it happens to some people and not to
others. But once it does happen, the problem is that the memories are now locked into a part of the brain
that doesn't think rationally and doesn't respond to reason. That's why traditional talk therapy doesn't
usually work all that well, with PTSD. In fact, alot of specialists—Maureen Grady, who set up and runs
this department, being one of them—think talk therapy by itself is more likely to be harmful than
helpful. They think all it doesis keep stirring up the traumatic memories without doing anything to
alleviate them."

Thorsten tried to sort through what she was telling him. Relieved, finally, to have something interesting
to think about other than Caroline Platzer herself. That would help him . . . he though the American
expression was "keep his cool."

It was interesting, too, even fascinating. It had never occurred to him to think of the brain as something
with different parts that did different things.

"So—perhaps | do not understand something—what you are saying is that there is not much that can be
done for me. Yes?'

"No, not exactly. There are some techniques for dealing with PTSD that seem to be successful much of
thetime, or at least helpful. Using mental imagery as away of soothing your limbic system before you
engage in talk therapy often helps. There's even"—nhere she chuckled softly, and shook her head alittle
—"don't ask me how it works, because it's always seemed like magic to me. Maureen could explain it to
you. It's a peculiar method of getting a person's eyes to move rapidly back and forth while they're
undergoing therapy—a lot of times the therapist just has them follow their finger—which seemsto
decouple the limbic responses. Like | said, it seems like magic. But, however it works, it does seem to
work alot of the time."

She leaned back in her seat and half-turned, glancing first at a clock on the back wall and then at one of
the doors behind her. "Maureen's seeing a client right now, but she should be free, in a moment. I'll talk
to her about giving you the finger therapy. It's also useful even for people just suffering from temporary
symptoms.”

She turned back to face him, lacing her fingers together. Caroline was the sort of person who gestured a
lot when speaking, so her fingers had been fluttering about. Now, for the first time, al of them were still
and visible. HE'd been almost certain already but now he could definitely see that while she was wearing
three rings, not one of them fit the description of an up-time wedding band. And none of the three rings
was on the finger that, if he remembered correctly, was supposed to hold the wedding band.

He could only hope that that legend was true, at least. Any number of the others had already fallen like
pigs at slaughtering time.
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"But the main thing," she continued, "is ssimply that it's much too soon to determine if you have PTSD in
the first place. Y ou may very well not be suffering from it at all, Thorsten."

The door behind her opened, and a middle-aged woman emerged, followed by another. From various
subtleties of dress and manner—mostly the latter—Thorsten knew that the second woman was the up-
timer.

His assessment was confirmed an instant | ater.
"Thank you, Maureen," said the first woman. "l shall see you next week, then."
"Y es—but at noon, not the usual time, Cleopha.”

While the German woman passed through the outer room, nodding in afriendly way to Caroline and a
polite way to Thorsten, Maureen held her door open. Once Cleopha had |eft, she glanced at Thorsten and
then looked at Caroline.

"Can | speak to you for amoment, Maureen?"

"Of course, Caroline. Comein."

Once Thorsten was alone in the room, he was finally able to relax a bit. "Relax," at least, in the way that
atwenty-six year old man will relax while his mind seems to have dozens of ideas ricocheting about at
random—all of them involving aplot or scheme or ploy or maneuver to figure out how he could
possibly manage to see this woman again, each and every one of which heisamost certainis
completely harebrained.

After Caroline finished her quick summary of the Engler case, Maureen Grady shook her head. "God,
that accident was horrible. Dennis got there toward the end, you know. There were still pieces of people
lying al over. One corpse he saw hadn't even been decapitated. The head was ssimply disintegrated.
Dennis almost vomited."

Caroline grimaced. Maureen's husband Dennis was a cop, and as hard-boiled as most cops are. It took a
lot to penetrate his hide.

Maureen was now consulting her calendar. "Did he tell you when he'd be leaving for boot camp?’
"No. | don't think he knows himself."

"Damn army!" Maureen said, half-chuckling. "Whatever else is different between this universe and the
one we left behind, one thing for sure and certain stayed the same. The army's motto is still *hurry up and
wait." "

She pushed the calendar aside. "I can see him tomorrow, at two o'clock. After that . . ."

She shrugged dlightly. "We'd have to wait anyway, even if he weren't going into the service. But it might
still be helpful for him to have a counselor to talk to. Do you want to handle it yourself? It doesn't need
to be here, since you're mostly at the settlement house. Y ou could set it up to see him over there, in one
of the spare rooms."

Caroline issued the same sort of half-chuckle. " 'Spare rooms! A broom closet, maybe."

She hesitated, then looked at the door beyond which an unseen Thorsten Engler was waiting. Then, still
hesitating, looked out of Maureen's window.

"Oh, don't tell me," Maureen said. The chuckle that came out this time was a full one,
Caroline made aface. "For Pete's sake, Maureen, | just met the man. Still .. ."
She gave Maureen alook that tried and failed to be aloof. " Seeing as how you insist on maintaining the
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social workers' professional ethics code, in every jot and tittle . . ."

"You'redamn right | do, young lady. | don't care if we'd been planted back in the Stone Age. If you take
someone on as aclient, that will be your one and only relationship with that person. Ever. | don't care if
it's twenty years later."

Caroline nodded, and looked back out the window. She hadn't expected a different response—and, for
that matter, didn't disagree with Maureen anyway. There was avery good reason for that tight-laced
code of ethics.

Mostly, she realized, she wasjust startled. Twice, today, and by the same man. That . . . certain sort of
startlement. The one that suddenly, unexpectedly, makes you focus on a person. She hadn't felt that since
the Ring of Fire, which had torn from her the man she'd loved since she was seventeen and had been
planning to marry in six weeks. Hadn't really expected she ever would again.

“Inthat case, no," she said. "I think it might be better if someone else took him on asaclient."

"Fine." Maureen was all business, now, back to checking her calendar. "If he wants to see someone
before he leaves, tell him | can set something up. Lutgardis would do fine. So would Maria Magdalena
or Rosina. Maybe Gertrud, too, although I'd be happier if she had a little more experience. We'll manage,
one way or another."

Maureen made sure to get agood look at the Engler fellow, as she ushered Caroline out the door.
Nothing too long or rude, of course. Just enough to get a sense of things.

She was quite satisfied by the brief study. Engler had that certain unmistakable ook about him. Caroline
wouldn't really grasp it, of course, since she was too close to the matter. But to Maureen it was obvious.
Rather a good-looking man, too, even if you couldn't really call him handsome. Dark-haired, blue-eyed,
guite a nice mouth and a perfectly acceptable nose. A bit on the stocky side, maybe—but to make up for
it he seemed to have better teeth than usual.

But all that wastrivial. What mattered was the look on his face, that Maureen had seen but Caroline
hadn't because she'd been too busy 1ooking somewhere else while Engler tried and failed miserably to
keep from ogling her.

Okay, "ogling" wasn't really fair. He seemed a perfectly polite man. But it was still The Look. The one—
perhaps the only one—that made men really, really cute. She could remember the same ook on her
husband's face, years back, when he'd spent two hours skittering all over before he finally asked her out
on adate. By the end, she'd thought he might have a complete meltdown before he managed to get the
words out.

It was the look on an ox's face, she imagined, when the hammer comes down. She'd never worked in a
slaughterhouse, so she wasn't positive. But if it wasn't, it ought to be.

She checked to make sure the door was closed. It was a nice thick heavy seventeenth-century door, too.
Not quite soundproof, but close enough. Then, started hopping up and down and pumping her fistina
cheerleader's gesture of victory.

"Yes! Yes! Yes! About fucking time!"

“No, you wouldn't be seeing me, Thorsten. | only work here part of the time, anyway. Just in the
mornings on Mondays, Tuesdays, and Thursdays. Most of the time | work at the settlement house. Are
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you familiar with it? It's almost on the river, not far south of the navy yard."
"Oh. Yes, I've seen it. Never went in, though."

She gave him her best smile. "Y ou should drop by some time, then."

"I would not wish to intrude.”

"Oh, don't be silly. It'd be nice to see you again. Redlly, it would."

Back | Next
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Chapter 10

The siege lines of the Spanish army in the Low Countries, outside the walls of Amsterdam
"Thiswould be an irrevocable step, Y our Highness. | do not say you should refuse, smply . . ."

Pieter Paul Rubens shrugged. "Simply be aware, from the beginning, of the likely consequences. They
will most probably be severe."

Don Fernando turned his eyes away from their examination of Amsterdam's walls to look at Rubens.
The Habsburg prince most people called the cardinal-infante—he was the younger brother of Philip IV,
king of Spain—knew from his reading of the up-time texts that as the centuries passed, Rubens would be
remembered almost entirely for his art. But in the world he lived in, he was just as well-known for being
one of Europe's premier diplomats.

And not by accident. In the weeks—months, now—since the siege began, Don Fernando had come to
have the same confidence in the artist that most members of the Habsburg dynasty did. Members of
other dynasties, for that matter. Whatever his private opinions, which he generally kept to himself,
Rubens invariably gave counsal designed to help the person asking for it determine what they actually
wanted in the first place. He did not ever seem to have—to use the American expression the prince had
learned from the nurse, Anne Jefferson—"an ax to grind."

A charming expression, as were several others the prince had learned from Jefferson in her various visits
to the Spanish camp. Vigits that she'd officially made as a model for Rubens, but which had actually
been disguised diplomatic maneuvers of one sort or another. Both the cardinal-infante and his opponents
on the other side of Amsterdam's walls, the prince of Orange and the Abrabanel wife of the USE's prime
minister, had found the young and innocent-looking nurse a most handy instrument for conducting what
amounted to negotiations while officialy fighting a bitter siege.

But he was not thinking of those charming expressions, explained to him by avery charming woman. It
was something else she'd said to him, in her last visit, that had been gnawing at him for days, now.
Especially coming on top of many months of growing doubts and uncertainties. To use another one her
expressions, the straw that broke the camel's back.

"| asked her," he said abruptly, "what she—an educated woman, quite intelligent—knew about the
Habsburgs. Not today, but when she still livedinthat . . ."

He waved his hand, vaguely. "Future world she came from."

He would leave it at that. The prince knew of the speculations and arguments that had been roiling
Europe's theol ogians and philosophers—not to mention kings and princes and their advisers—since the
Ring of Fire. They ranged from crude and simple accusations of demonism and witchcraft to logical
arguments that were so convoluted they were impossible to follow at all. Inevitably—God knows how
they managed it, but they did—a number of the theologians had even tied the debate back to the dispute
over transubstantiation versus consubstantiation.

One bishop in southern Italy had gone so far as to suggest that the Ring of Fire somehow called into
guestion the Nicene Creed. Of course, the man was obviously alunatic—the proof of it being that he'd
advanced the argument within reach of the Spanish Inquisition. A reach which had grasped him as
quickly and surely as a snake seizing a mouse.

file:///K|/eMule0.47c/Incoming/Eric%20Fint%208& %20Da...20-%201634,%20The%20Balti c%20War/A141652102X __10.htm (2 of 9)19-4-2007 23:58:28



- Chapter 10

Rubensinclined his head. "And her responsewas.. . ."

Don Fernando could feel hisjaws tightening. " She was quite startled, you understand. And | pressed the
matter—perhaps rudely—because | really wanted to see what her answer would be."

He took a deep breath and let it out. "Worse than |'d feared. Far worse." He could still remember, quite
vividly, the nervous way the nurse's eyes had shifted about. As she so obviously tried to think of
something pleasant she could say. Inoffensive, at least.

She'd failed, because the prince had not given her time. He had been rather rude, he could see now. Still,
the rudeness had served its purpose.

"What she said—her exact words, Pieter—was: 'Well, you suffered from alot of hereditary illness. And
you all had that famous lower lip." "

Rubens smiled faintly, as did the prince himself. Hard not to—since Don Fernando himself had the
famouslip.

"Perhaps . . ." said Rubens. "Please remember that—yes, the woman is quite intelligent, but still—she
had a limited education. Tightly focused, it would be better to say."

"And what does that matter?' demanded the prince, with some exasperation. "It makes it all the worse,
in fact. She's certainly no more poorly educated than most people of her time. Which means that her
unstudied response is a good reflection of what posterity will remember about us. What the world will
remember. Who cares what afew scholarsin that future might think?"

He waved his hand again, not vaguely but firmly. "And what they think is not much different, anyway.
Don't play the diplomat here, Pieter. I've read some of the scholarly accounts."

Don Fernando had to force himself to loosen his jaws. He'd almost snarled the last few sentences. It
wouldn't do to have Rubens think he was angry at him. He wasn't, at all. He needed the man's sage
advice, now more than ever.

"We were—are, damnation—the greatest dynasty ever produced by humanity. If that sounds arrogant, so
be it. Who compares to us? The Plantagenet dynasty of England that those up-time accounts romanticize
so grotesquely? They were limited to part of an island and part of France, and they only lasted three
centuries. We've aready lasted longer than that, and according to those same up-time accounts, will—
would—ah! how does one express it grammatically?—better those idiot |ogicians should concentrate on
that practical problem—Ilast well over half amillennium. And we dominated the entire continent almost
throughout. As we do today. As we have since at least Charles V. And not just Europe! Half the world,
for the past century."

Now he waved—again, firmly—toward the east. "l even examined what | could find about the Chinese
and the Persians and the Hindus. None of them, so far as| can determine, ever produced a dynasty that
lasted longer than the Plantagenets. Nor did anyone in the ancient world. The famous Roman Antonines
didn't even last two centuries."

He looked at Rubens, almost glaring. "Y ou've read more of the texts that | have, | imagine. Did you
encounter anything different?’

After a pause, Rubens shook his head. "No, Y our Highness. | did not."

"Thought so! No, Pieter, | am not mistaken about this. Let things continue as they did—as they will, if
nothing is done—and our posterity in this universe will be the same. Some sort of horrid diseases, and"'—
he flicked his fleshy lower lip with a finger—"this stupid thing. Not even a nose!"
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He lowered the hand and clasped the other behind his back. Then, began rocking on hisfeet alittle.
"Will you keep our discussions privy, Pieter? | mean, from my brother as well."

Rubens nodded. "Yes, Y our Highness. | do that with all such discussions, in any event. But in this
case..."

The artist and diplomat gazed at Amsterdam. "In this case, | have been coming to many of the same
conclusions myself. And being a Catholic and not a blithering Calvinist, | know that God gave us free
will."

Now he looked at the prince directly. "And that good works will receive their reward in the afterlife.”

The prince smiled. "Of course, thetrick is defining ‘good works' in the first place, isn't it? And then, only
being able to hope that the saints and the angels and the Lord Himself will agree with your definition.
Which, aas, you won't discover until it'stoo late to correct whatever errors you made.”

Rubens smiled back. "Yes, indeed. That is the difficulty. Inevitable, of course. Without that uncertainty,
'free will' would be meaningless."

There was silence, for atime, as the prince and his adviser both went back to their study of Amsterdam'’s
fortifications. It was a pointless study, really, just ameans for the prince to finally steel hiswill. By this
time, he knew every foot of those walls. And knew, aswell, just how terrible the cost would be of
passing through them. The heady and triumphal glory of the first weeks of the reconquest of the United
Provinces had long gone. Ages past, it seemed, even though it had only been afew months,

"Enough,” he said quietly. "Let my family rot in Spain, asthey certainly will so long as they listen to
Olivares and hisilk. With my brother and the count-duke demanding from me every week more and
more treasure from the Low Countries. They insist | must despoil and ruin the Netherlands—and for
what? So they can piss it away down a bottomless toilet, as they have done for a century with the New
World's silver. Let my cousinsin Austria do the same, if they choose, as they did in another world. | will
start here, anew. My dynasty had six centuriesin that other world. Inthisone. . ."

He laughed softly. "What do you think, Pieter? If | claim afull millennium as my goal, would that
congtitute the sin of pride?"

"I couldn't say, Y our Highness. I'm not atheologian. But | am an artist, and | can promise you some
splendid portraits.”

He eyed the prince's costume, which was a purely martial one. "I assume you will not wish to posein
your cardinal's robes."

Don Fernando grinned. "Be a bit awkward, wouldn't it? Since the most important portraits will be of me
and my future wife—whoever she might turn out to be—surrounded by our children. That is, after all,
the first thing you need for a successful dynasty."

"Indeed.” The diplomat pursed his lips, for amoment, thinking. "Dispensing with the title of cardinal
should not be too difficult, | think. Y ou could ssmply resign unilaterally, although that would cause a
stir. But the pope is generally quite practical about these things, and | know—I've spoken to him—that
Urban is none too pleased with the endless war."

"I've come to the same conclusion,” the prince said. "As God Himself knows, it'snot asif | ever wanted
acardina'srobesin the first place. My father and his advisersinsisted onit. That leaves. . ."

His eyes became dlightly unfocused, for amoment. "A wife. It will have to be someone acceptable to the
haughtiest monarch or nobleman in Europe. That's essential.”

file:///K|/eMule0.47c/Incoming/Eric%20Fint%208& %20Da...20-%201634,%20The%20Baltic%20War/A141652102X __10.htm (4 of 9)19-4-2007 23:58:28



- Chapter 10

Rubensinclined his head. "Y es, of course. Under the circumstances, a morganatic marriage—anything
that even had awhiff of it—would be out of the question." He went back to pursing hislips. "I can begin
some discreet inquiries. There are not really all that many options, you understand?’

Don Fernando gave him a quick, stoic nod of the head. "Y es, Pieter, | know. Do your best to find
someone reasonably pleasant and not too ugly, if you can. But what mattersis that she be fertile and
young enough to bear a number of children. Therest | can—will have to—just live with."

His expression brightened. "But what | am saying? First | have to win this war—or get a good enough
settlement, at least. A wife can wait. Must wait, in fact. No suitable bride will be found for aking who
doesn't have arealm to show for the title. Even the Germans would laugh at such aone."

Rubens was alittle amused to see the way the prince—a man still in his early twenties—so obviously
found the demands of war more congenial than the demands of marriage. Of course, for royalty, that
attitude was not so unusual, even in much older men. Very rarely was congeniality, much less affection,
asignificant factor when it came to choosing spouses. Asit would not be in thisinstance, either.

Within seconds, after a polite but brief dismissal, Don Fernando was consulting with his officers over
the best place to prepare what the Americans called a"landing field." Before too long, Rubens was sure,
the prince would come to the inevitable conclusion that—since neither he nor any of his officers had
ever seen an airplane—they would need to send an envoy to Amsterdam to discreetly inquire if the up-
timersresiding in the city could provide them with some advice.

Rubens himself would probably be the envoy chosen, in fact.

As he walked back to his quarters, picking hisway carefully through the trenches and earthworks that
had turned the land around Amsterdam into something that reminded him of nightmarish paintings by
the elder Brueghel, Rubens mused over which up-timer would be sent as a consultant.

Not Anne, unfortunately, as much as Pieter liked the woman. The young nurse had several times
commented jokingly on her complete ineptitude with up-time mechanical devices. "Outside of nursing
and medical equipment, I'm hopeless. | can change alight bulb and that's about it. Ask me to tell a spark
plug from an alternator, and I'd have to go eeny-meeny-miny-mo."

The terms themselves had al been meaningless to Rubens, but the gist of the statement was clear
enough.

Who, then?

Probably the big one, who was married to the agitator woman, Gretchen. Jeff, his name was, if Pieter
remembered correctly. The artist had gathered, from various comments he'd heard, that the young man
was considered a"geek." So far as Rubens could determine, that referred to a person who was obsessed
with up-time devices and mechanical skills—something called "electronics,”" especially. Like some
astrologers and alchemists of his own time, it seemed, about whom similar jokes were made.

Odd, really. From the man Jeff's appearance, Pieter would have assumed he was a simple soldier—and
perhaps a brutish one, at that.

He paused for amoment, after negotiating his way through a particularly tortuous set of trenches, and
gazed back at Amsterdam.

But that was the key to it all, he thought. In a small way, that contradiction between a young up-timer's
appearance and the lurking truth behind it was a good symboal.
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How else describe that titan who stood behind the boy? Who had in some way, even been responsible
for creating him. A brute on the outside, but underneath . . .
Rubens resumed hiswalk. Very slowly now, because his thoughts were mostly elsewhere.
The cardinal-infante's confidences had come as no surprise. Rubens had been expecting them, before too
long. The enemy's proposal to allow their prime minister to fly to Amsterdam and land safely beyond the
wallsright in front of the Spanish guns had ssmply been the immediate trigger. Had the proposal not
been made, the prince would still have done the same a bit later.
Rubens had seen it coming, for weeks. Partly because, from hislong experience as a diplomat, he could
see the logic and sense the way it was unfolding in the mind of the prince who sought his advice and
counsel. But mostly for the smplest reason of all.
Pieter Paul Rubens, a man who had been faithful to the Habsburgs all hislife—and he was now fifty-six
years old—had come to the edge of treason. To call things by the name that almost everyone would soon
be calling it. Granted, the difference between a "traitor" and a"loyalist" being something that only
history could finally pass verdict upon. If Don Fernando's scheme succeeded, the world would only
remember the success. All but a sullen few would forget that the triumph began with treason, for treason
it surely was—just as surely as Rubens would be executed for it, if the prince's plans failed and Rubens
fell into the hands of the Spanish crown.
For, even before the prince spoke, Rubens had already decided he would support the plot and do
everything in his power to make it succeed.
And why? Because a titan had been set loose in the world, and the monster had a mind more cold and
savage and ruthless than any king or prince of the day. Not since Constantine, Rubens thought, had such
aterrible soul walked the earth. Perhaps not since Alexander.
And there, of course, lay the quandary. For had not Constantine created the basis for the triumph of the
true church? Had not Alexander, before him, created the world in which that church could arise?
L et the churchmen and the theologians insist that Constantine was a saint who had been impelled by his
own faith. What difference did it make? Suppose the opposite were true, and the Roman emperor had
been motivated by nothing beyond his own ambition. The result was the same, no?
Rubens had reached his quarters, now. He could hear his wife chatting with a servant in the kitchen, but
he passed by the entrance and went to the room set aside for hiswork. There, as if driven by compulsion,
he opened a drawer and drew out the document. He still had the original papers the nurse had left
behind. Acting, he was quite certain, on another's orders.

How to Make Chloramphenicol
The pages that followed that title gave precise instructions for how to manufacture the world's most
potent medicine.
The monster's stiletto, that the creature had driven into the heart of the world's greatest dynasty, hisaim
guided by a dragon's cunning and the force of the thrust by atitan's thews.
Who else could have conceived such an assassin's stroke?

For amoment, he had to fight not to crush the papersin his hands. Those papers that had opened the
door to treason.

A sudden burst of laughter from the kitchen drew him there, again asif under compulsion.
When he entered, hiswife looked up at him, smiling. Helena Fourment, only nineteen years old, of
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whom he was very fond. He would have five children by her, the first of whom was now sitting on her
lap. The last child would be born eight months after his death at the age of sixty-three. Which would
seem to indicate that he never lost that affection, even at the end—nor the ability to expressit.

Seven years from now.

Perhaps. That was his biography in another world. Who could say, in this one?

But he wasn't really looking at Helena. He was seeing another face there. That of hisfirst wife, Isabella
Brant, whom he had also loved.

But that was the past, fixed, certain. Not something even the monster and his minions could change.
|sabella had died five years before the Ring of Fire. Taken from him by disease, at the age of thirty-five,
in the prime of her life.

He looked now at his new daughter. Barely one year old. He had named her Clara Johanna, in memory
of hisfirst daughter by Isabella, Clara Serena.

Who had also been taken from him by disease, at the age of twelve. One of many struck down by
another epidemic.

"|s something wrong, husband?'

"No, dearest. I'm . . . smply preoccupied.”

And he was, suddenly. With a glorious burst of inspiration, such as he had not felt in years. Not since he
first saw the up-time book that depicted his life and work—much of which he still hadn't done, or even
conceived of—and sensed a great emptiness yawning beneath him.

How does an artist paint something he has already painted? Without the master becoming his own
apprentice? Ending alife full of triumphs asif he were nothing more than an understudy?

Another of those impossible quandaries the monster brought with him into the world. But Rubens could
resolve it now, using the monster himself.

He came into the room and wiggled fingers at his daughter, who was staring up at him with the
wondering eyes of achild barely one year into alife that, for half the children in the world—including
some of his—would never be much longer than that.

Then he smiled at Helenato reassure her, while he gently stroked the hair sprouting on Clara Johanna.
"You will live, girl," he said, so softly that he didn't think Helena could hear the words. He hoped not,
certainly, since she would insist on an explanation later, and what could he say? If nothing else, he
would carefully shield Helena from any charges of treason.

"But | must go to work now," he said abruptly, and |eft.

By the end of the day, he already knew it would be one of his best paintings. He had that sure sense of
the thing, that always came with the very finest ones.

A painting that existed in no up-time book, because he had never conceived such a portrait in that other
world. Could not have conceived it. He didn't think Brueghel's fevered mind could have dreamed of it—
nor even the mad brain of Hieronymus Bosch, for all that the structure of the image shared the logic of
Bosch's triptychs.

"The Titan's Choice," he thought he would call it. Or, better still, smply “"The Titan." The choice being
obviousin the painting itself. Cities wracked by flame and destruction issuing from the right hand, clad
in mail and armor. The right hand that any man could resist, with sufficient will and courage. While the
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left hand, unarmored—the assassin's hand, with the main gauche—delivered the fatal blow. Children
spilling out like fruit from a cornucopia. The blow that passed beneath any armor, any defense, any will
or steadfastness or courage, because it did not strike at kings and princes and soldiers at all. It struck the
fathers and husbands hidden beneath.

Of course, he would not be able to show it in public, but that didn't really matter. The joy of finally
recapturing his own creation was enough.

Who could he show it to, after all? Even if Don Fernando triumphed, Rubens would have to conceal it
from the prince become a king. Rubens liked the young Habsburg scion, agreat deal, and he wished him
al the best. A long reign over a prosperous realm, with many children to carry on hisline, sired upon a
convivial and comely wife he actually loved. Had affection for, at least.

For that matter, Rubens was partial to the Habsburgs taken as a whole, and hoped that Don Fernando
would be able to revitalize that great family. But he also knew that Don Fernando's dreams of future
Habsburg glory were already doomed. The best the prince and his heirs would manage—no small thing,
of course—would be to protect and nurture one corner of the world.

The world itself no longer belonged to them. A titan had come, and shaken it loose. For good or ill, it
would be his name that the future would bestow upon thistime, just asit had in ages past upon
Alexander. And would, in the future of the titan's world, bestow upon a man named Napoleon.

His enemies could assassinate him tomorrow, and it wouldn't matter. The deadliest blows had already
been delivered. Alexander died in Babylon at the age of thirty-three—but the Persian world was already
gone, swept aside by the Greek torrent brought by its conqueror. Just as surely as the world Rubens and
Don Fernando had been born in was already gone.

So be it. Rubens had made the father's decision, the husband's decision. In the end, dynasties were a
small thing.

He decided he would leave the face till the last. True, he could request a portrait of some sort—they
might have one of those "photographs’ in their possession, in Amsterdam—~but why bother? That would
require awkward explanations, and he would have several daysto study the titan himself after he
arrived, with no one being the wiser.

He came. He went. For days, that fair but plain face fascinated Rubens. He'd thought he would have to
idealize it—or demonize it, perhaps—but in the end decided the face was perfect as it was. Inscrutablein
its simplicity, just as were the titan's deeds themselves.

A week later, the painting was done. It was the best work Rubens had donein years. A pity it would
have to remain hidden, of course. But whatever else, the work had shattered the artist's paralysis.
Everything he'd done since the Ring of Fire, except this, had been a copy of something, in one way or
another. If not a copy of his own works, those of another—Iike that portrait he'd done of the Gretchen
woman and her magnificent bosom, mimicking an artist of the future named Delacroix.

WEell, not some of the Jefferson portraits, perhaps. But those had been so closely tied to a public purpose
that he'd felt tightly constrained.

He thought he probably still only had seven years left, himself, regardless of what happened. He'd died
of gout, in that world that would have been. From what Anne had told him, there didn't seem to be any
magical medical cure for that condition, not even for the up-timers. Only adreary list of things he
shouldn't eat, and a still drearier list of things he shouldn't do. It hardly seemed worth it, just to gain a
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few extrayears. Sixty-three wasn't so bad, better than most.

He didn't care much, really. They would be seven productive years, perhaps the most productive of his
life. And he always had the consolation—given to precious few men since Adam—of knowing that
almost the last act of hislife would be to impregnate a wife whom he would leave behind in comfort and
good health.

Still, as weeks passed, he felt increasingly dissatisfied. He hadn't even dared show the painting to
Helena. Somebody should see it, before his death.

Finally, he realized that there was one witness possible. Who better, really? And she could certainly be
relied upon to hold the confidence, for a multitude of reasons.

So, in one of the many visits across the lines into Amsterdam—those had practically become aregular
traffic, by then—he passed the word along. And, two days later, his witness arrived at his home.

He ushered her into the small room where he kept the painting tucked away in a closet. He'd chosen that
room because, small and awkwardly designed asit was, it had the only closet in the house that was big
enough. It was avery large painting.

After setting it up on an easel for viewing, he unwrapped the cloth that hid it. Then, waited while she
studied hiswork.

By the time she was done, Rebecca Abrabanel's brown eyes were watery. "Oh, Pieter," she whispered.
"It's magnificent. But it'sso . . . wrong."

She turned the eyes to him, her gaze almost—not quite—an accusing one. "Heis not a cruel man. | can
assure you of that. Very kind and gentle, actually, most of the time."

S0, Rubens knew he had succeeded.

"Of course not. | never imagined he was cruel." Finally satisfied, and in full, he gazed upon his work.
"Nothing but grace can wreak such havoc and destruction, Rebecca. Nothing else can even come close.
Had Lucifer understood that, we would never have needed for the Christ to be sent at all."

Back | Next
Framed
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Part Two

Frenzies bewilder, reveries perturb the mind

Chapter 11

The Tower of London

January 1634

"I think I'm going to tear my hair out,"” MelissaMailey announced, to no one in particular. She was
looking through one of the windows in St. Thomas' Tower that overlooked the Water Lane that
separated it from the Inner Ward and the rest of the Tower of London. Glaring through it, more precisely.

Sitting next to each other on an ornate divan, not far away in the big central room of their quarters, Tom
and Rita Simpson looked at each other. Then, back at Melissa.

Tom cleared histhroat. "I think it's an attractive shade of gray, myself." His wife winced.
Melissa swiveled her head, bringing the glare onto Tom. "l am not that vain, thank you."

She was fudging a bit. Outside of being clean, well-groomed and reasonably well-dressed, in a
schoolteacher's sort of way, one of the few things about her appearance that M elissa was sensitive about
was her hair color. Perhaps it was because she was a natural dark-blonde who'd spent too many years
being belligerent about blonde jokes. Whatever the reason, as she'd gotten into middle age she'd found
herself dismayed by the gray creeping into her hair, where the wrinkles creeping into her face and the
various little sags in her body hadn't bothered her in the least.

So, for years, she'd dyed her hair. Subtly, of course. Melissa Mailey would just as soon commit hara-kiri
as become a peroxide blonde. In her lexicon of personal sins, being garish ranked just barely below
being reactionary or bigoted.

Alas, while the seventeenth century had plenty of methods for coloring hair, "garish” pretty well defined
the end result for any of them. So, since the Ring of Fire, Melissa had rationed the supply of up-time
hair-coloring that existed in Grantville which suited her needs. But she'd only brought a small amount
when they came to England on a diplomatic mission, the past summer. That had long since vanished in
the months since they'd found themselves imprisoned in the Tower of London.

She looked back out the window. "l propose to tear my hair out not because of its coloring—which suits
me well, enough, | assure you—»but because of the activities and behavior of a certain Darryl McCarthy.
One of your soldiers, let me remind you, Captain Simpson."

Tom settled his massive frame a bit further into the divan. "Oh. That."

"Yes. Oh. That. If he getsthat girl pregnant . . ."

Tom cleared histhroat again. "That'd be a neat trick, Melissa. Seeing as how—being crude about it—he
hasn't managed to get into her pants yet. Well, not pants, ladies' garments being what they are in this day
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and age. Lift her skirtsand undo . . . whatever she's got on underneath.”

Rita Simpson winced again.

So did Melissa. "The operative phrase being 'yet,' | take it. Y ou admit he'strying.”

"WEell, yeah, sure. Of course heis. He's adyed-in-the-wool hillbilly, Melissa. Might aswell ask him to
give up his pickup and Cat cap for aVW and a beret, as ask him not to put the make on a girl. He's got
his self-respect, y'know. On the other hand, he's not being crude about it and he's not even really pushing
al that hard. Just enough for form's sake. Being as how—miracles do happen, from time to time—he's
actually got the serious hots for the girl, he's not just trying to get laid."

Melissalooked back at him, squinting alittle. "And exactly how do you know all this?"

"He talks to me about it, how else?' Tom spread his huge hands. "Who else would he talk to, concerning
this subject? He's a hillbilly, Melissa. He certainly isn't going to discuss something like this with—you
know—"

Hiswife chuckled. "A girl. And he defines anything female asa'girl.

"WEell, not Melissa. He pretty much still defines her as the Schoolmarm From Hell. Her gender comes a
long way second to her innately demonic essence. But, yeah, agirl. It wouldn't even occur to Darryl to
talk to anyone except a guy about it."

Melissatossed her head alittle, indicating one of the rooms to the side. "There's Friedrich."

Tom shrugged. "Friedrich's adown-timer. Darryl gets along fine with down-timers, but thisisn't a
subject he'd feel comfortable discussing with one of them. Even a male down-timer. So that |leaves me—
even if | am his commanding officer."

Sitting a bit further off in achair, Gayle Mason issued a soft, half-grunted chuckle. "Especialy since
rank sits very lightly on Darryl McCarthy's consciousness. It's a good thing you don't have a General
MacArthur sort of temperament, Tom, or he'd have been court-martialed by now."

"Tentimes over," Tom Simpson agreed placidly.
"You're sure about this?' Melissa demanded.

Rita spoke up. "Mélissa, | really do think you're worrying too much. | spend alot more time than you do
in the Tower's residential quarters, because of my medical rounds. It's not simply a matter of Darryl's
intentions. Or the girl's, for that matter. As cramped as everything is in the Tower—and as good-looking
as Victoria Short is—I can guarantee you there isn't more than five minutes at a time when she's out of
somebody's sight."

"The 'somebodies involved usually being her own family,” Tom added. "Who include her brother
Andrew, who's a Y eoman Warder; her mother I1sabel, who is definitely in the 'no sparrow shall fall’
camp of parenthood; her brothers, motivated to watch her by honor, and her sisters, motivated by envy;
severa cousins; and, last but not least, her uncle Stephen Hamilton—"

"Eek," issued from Gayle.

"—uwhom nobody this side of an insane asylum, and sure as hell no level-headed hillbilly like Darryl, is
even going to think of pissing off. Relax, willya? Yes, it's true that Darryl has the serious hots for
Victoria Short. No doubt about it. But | can tell you, Melissa, that the hots are serious enough that he's
even—twice, no less—uttered the young male hillbilly's ultimate curse.”

Melissalifted her eyebrows. "Which is?"

Gayle snorted again. "Can't you guess?' Her voice dropped an octave, roughened, and got a heavier
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West Virginia accent. "Damn, | think I'm gonna have to get married."

"Yup," said Tom. "Except the prologue was a tad stronger than a mere ‘damn.’ The first time it was'lI'm
fucked, aren't 1? The second time it was just asimple declarative 'I'm fucked.' "

Melissa couldn't help but laugh. "O brave new world, that hath such miraclesinit! Well, | hope you're
right. The only thing that's made our captivity here fairly tolerable—well, I'll admit the earl of Strafford
has been civilized—is that the Warders have been so friendly to us."

She gave Rita an acknowledging nod. "Mostly because they think—and rightly so—that she's kept their
kids alive and in good health."

Rita's face darkened alittle. "Mostly. There've still been afew deaths, and it was touch and go with
some others. Still is, with poor little Cecily."

Her husband laid ahand on hers. "That's way better than they expected, love, child mortality rates being
what they are in the here and now. Y ou know it—and so do they."

Melissalooked back out the window. " Speak of the devil, here he comes.”

In the alley below, Darryl McCarthy was heading for the stairs leading up to St. Thomas Tower. The
young American soldier barely returned the friendly nod the Warder on duty gave him. Not surprising,
that, given the expression on his face.

It was amix of emotions. Gloom. Frustration. Y earning. Despair.

Melissa laughed again.

Not far away, in that section of the Tower of London known as the Lieutenant's Lodging, Thomas
Wentworth, the earl of Strafford, was fending off questions raised by his daughter. No easy task, that.
Nan was precocious, not in the least bit bashful, and had the normal lack of tact possessed by any six-
year-old child.

"But why don't you have them standing guard outside the dungeons? A prisoner might escape!”
"There are guards watching the dungeons, Nan," her father explained patiently.

She waved her hand, the gesture accompanied by a derisive noise. "They're just standing on the wall,
here and there. And not too alert, at that. They're lazy, those Warders. Y ou should have at least four of
them outside of every dungeon entrance."

He smiled wryly. "I can just imagine how well the Warders would take to that idea."

"Just tell them!" his daughter insisted. "Y ou're the king's minister! They have to do what you tell them!"
Wentworth briefly considered trying to explain to the child that formal authority and real power were
not synonyms, and that any official who routinely abused his authority would soon find that authority
undermined. In practice, at least, if not in theory. In thisinstance, if he infuriated the Y eoman Warders
by constraining them to tasks they considered irksome, pointless and annoying, they would soon
retaliate by slacking off at every occasion. Be aman never so powerful, he still only possessed two eyes,
neither of them at the back of his head.

Asit was, whatever their sometimes informal manner, the Warders made a superb guard force for the
Tower. They were €elite soldiers and considered themselves such, and did so with good reason.

But, after amoment, he discarded the notion. Bright as she no doubt was, Nan was still six years old.
There'd be time enough, as the years passed, for her to learn that the world was mostly composed of
shades of gray, with preciouslittle in the way of black or white.
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S0, all he did was pick her up playfully and exclaim to his wife Elizabeth: "I have it! Wel'll betroth her to
the tsar of Russial What a natural match!"

That was a joke twice over, actually. The current tsar was no Ivan the Terrible. Russia's so-called "Time
of Troubles" had ended with the ascension to the throne of Mikhail Romanov twenty years earlier. But
the new dynasty's hold on power was still fragile and depended at |east as much on the authority of the
new tsar's father, the Patriarch Filaret, asit did on the tsar himself.

"What'saZar?' Nan demanded. "And who's Russia?"

* % %
Later, early in the afternoon, Strafford made his farewells to hiswife and children.
"I really wish you would spend more nights here, Thomas," Elizabeth said wistfully. "I missyou, often.”
The words pleased the earl. He was under no illusion that his nineteen-year-old wife was really
consumed with passion for hisforty-year-old self. Theirs had been essentially a marriage of
convenience, made the year before. He'd needed a mother for his children after the sudden death of his
wife Arabella; and Elizabeth—more her father, Sir Godfrey Rodes, really—had seen in the newly
appointed Lord Deputy of Ireland a splendid match for his daughter and a way of advancing his own
prospects.
Still, Thomas had become very fond of his new wife, and he knew the affection was reciprocated. He
missed her, too, often enough, in his solitary bed in the royal palace at Whitehall.
"I simply can't, dearest, except on rare occasions.” Wentworth hesitated, glancing around to make sure
that the children were out of hearing range, then said quietly: "Things are a bit tense at the palace,
Elizabeth. It'sall | can do to persuade His Majesty to remain in London, during this unsettled period,
instead of haring off to Oxford as he wantsto do. If | slept outside Whitehall myself that often, it would
just encourage himin. . ."
He left off the rest. Using the word "folly" in reference to the king's state of mind would be unseemly,
evento hiswifein private.
Elizabeth frowned. "Is he still fretting over the danger of epidemic? | thought he'd gotten over that."
"Hedid, for atime. But thereisalot of disease in the city, since we brought over so many mercenary
soldiers from the continent. It flares up constantly, you know. And the queen—"
Again, he left the rest unsaid. And if the king's a fool, half the time, hiswife is an hysteric three-fourths
of thetime. ..
Would be even more unseemly, said aloud. Even to hiswife. Evenin private. Even given that it was true.
Elizabeth shook her head. "Why don't His Mgjesty and the queen come to reside here at the Tower,
then? Y ou were quite right, you know, |'ve become convinced of it. Since you allowed the Americans
held pris—ah, staying in St. Thomas Tower—to oversee the castle's sanitary and medical affairs, there's
been very little disease of any sort here. And that, ailmost all children."
Wentworth sighed. "l tried, Elizabeth. | pointed out that within aweek | could have Wakefield Tower
completely refurbished as aroyal residence. It was used as such by Henry 111, after al. But the king
refused. He said it would seem as if he were afraid of the city's unsteady population.”
Which heis, the earl left unsaid also, despite the fact that the new mercenary companies have a firmgrip
on London.

Daughter of a country squire she might be, but Elizabeth was not dull-witted. Her mouth twisted into
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something halfway to a derisive sneer. "And racing off to Oxford wouldn't?"’

Wentworth rolled his eyes. "Exactly what | said to him. But—ah, come, dearest, let's not squabble. It's
the way it must be."

"Of course, husband. Whatever you say."

Once outside the Lieutenant's Lodging, Thomas headed for the gate next to Wakefield Tower that gave
onto the Outer Ward and, from there, the gate at Byward Tower that allowed egress from the fortress
entirely. But he paused, for atime, realizing that he hadn't spoken to Oliver Cromwell in weeks. Had
rarely even thought about him, in fact. As the months passed with no incidents since Oliver's arrest,
Thomas had come to the conclusion that while he still thought it would be wiser to have Oliver
executed, there was really no pressing need to do so. And.. ...

He liked the man, when all was said and done.

"Oh, why not?' he murmured to himself. Even in London in midwinter, he still had plenty of daylight
left to reach Whitehall. And it was an unseasonably warm and sunny day, to begin with.

There were Warders standing guard at this door, of course. The only door to the dungeons of which that
was true, in the whole castle.

Only two of them, however, not four. Oliver Cromwell was not an ogre, after all. Even if, in another
universe, he'd overthrown the English monarchy, executed the king, and set himself as what amounted to
adictator under the benign title "L ord Protector."

Not a particularly brutal or capricious dictator, granted, judging from the up-timers' history books. But a
dictator nonetheless; certainly aregicide.

After the Warders unlocked the bolts and chains and let him in—which they had to do twice; once at the
entrance and once at the actual dungeon—Thomas found himself in the same small cell he remembered
from his early visits. But it was much cleaner, and while it was still definitely a dungeon it was no
longer a place of sheer misery and squalor.

Oliver even had a small table now, with a chair, along with his sleeping pallet. Unwise, that, looked at
from a certain viewpoint. A desperate prisoner could provide himself with a club by dismantling either
piece of furniture. Quite easily, in fact, asrickety as they looked to be.

Wentworth decided the judgment of the Warders was sound enough, in this case. Oliver was rather well-
built, true enough, but he was no giant. Against two trained Warders equipped with bladed weapons,
he'd have no chance at all armed with a mere club.

Probably more important was simply the man's temperament. There was an innate sureness to Oliver
Cromwell—the term "dignity" came to Thomas, and he couldn't deny it—which would not allow him to
ever descend that far into despair. Did the worst come, and he be summoned to lose his head, Oliver
would not put up a pointless and futile struggle, like acommon criminal might do. He'd simply march to
the execution ground with no resistance. He'd sneer when the sentence was pronounced, spit on the
ground at the king's name, kneel calmly to lay his neck upon the block—and tell the headsman, jokingly,
not to fumble the business.

Cromwell had set aside the book he was reading before Thomas entered. He'd heard them coming, of
course, for well over aminute.
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It was the Bible, Wentworth saw. "Which book?" he asked.

"The Lamentations of Jeremiah, at the moment. Y ou're looking well, Thomas. But you've aged, | think."
Thomas smiled thinly. "What man doesn't, as each day passes? But, yes, | suppose I've aged more than |
might have otherwise."

"He must be a horror of aking to serve. Craven and stupid in big things; petty, spiteful and stubborn in
small ones. No, you needn't respond to that. | hope your wife and children are well."

"Yes, quite well." Wentworth nodded toward the west. "They're living here now, in fact. There's disease
in the city—not quite an epidemic, but too close for my comfort—and | thought they'd be safest here."
Cromwell's smile was thin, but not unkind. "Y ou too, en? Well, you'reright. | have an American visit
me from time to time, cleansing my cell of pests. 'Fumigating,' he calls it, which seemsto be the word
they use for killing pests you can't see."

He glanced at the pallet. "Barely an occasional bedbug, any more. Mind you, it'sabit of amixed
blessing, since the same man who sees to my bodily health hates me with a passion, and spends all his
time here leveling curses upon me."

Wentworth frowned. "Why?"

"He's of Irish stock. And it seems—in that other universe, you know—that | butchered half the world's
Irishmen. So he says, at any rate. | can't really see why |'d bother, myself."

"Neither can |. Beat them about a bit—which is not hard, since you can always find one Irish clan chief
who'll beat another for you, at asmall price—and they're manageable enough."

Now that he thought upon the matter, Wentworth did remember that among the many things he'd read
about Cromwell in the American books that had made their way to England—copies of them, usually—
he'd read something about Cromwell's ferocious reputation among the Irish. But he couldn't remember
the details, since he hadn't cared about that.

A thought came to him. "Does he speak of me, at all? If | recall correctly, in that other universe | served
for years as the Lord Deputy of Ireland, instead of being summoned back almost immediately to
London."

Oliver's smile wasn't thin at all, now. "Oh, yes. 'Bloody Tom Tyrant,' you are. Or were, | suppose |
should say. The grammar's tricky, dealing with that business. Quite a notorious fellow, it seems, in the
Irish scheme of things."

Wentworth returned the smile. "Well. That's a cheery thought."

Cromwell cocked his head dightly. "Why did you come, Thomas?'

Wentworth had his dignity also. He'd lie, readily enough, for purposes of state. But not here, not to this
man. "l don't really know, Oliver, to be honest. | just felt an urge to see you again.”

There was silence for amoment, as both men remembered atime years earlier when they'd served
together as young members of Parliament. They'd been on quite good terms, then.

"But there's really nothing much to say, isthere?' said Oliver Cromwell.

Thomas Wentworth—the earl of Strafford, now—canted his head in agreement. "No. There really isn't.
Goodbye, Oliver."

He left, and Cromwell went back to his perusal of the Bible.

* % %

"Fucking bastard," muttered Darryl McCarthy, as he watched the earl of Strafford passing below the
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windows in St. Thomas Tower, on hisway to the outer gate of the fortress. "Bloody Tom Tyrant."
But there wasn't any heat to the words. In fact, Tom Simpson could barely hear them at all, even
standing at the window right next to Darryl. They didn't really sound so much like a curse, asasimple
mantra a stalwart Irish-American lad might speak aloud. As he steeled himself for amoment of great
spiritual crisis and peril.

"Yeah, thereit is, Tom. I've thought about it until my brain'sjust spinning in circles. No way around it. |
am well and truly screwed, blued and royally tattooed."

"That bad, huh?"

"Y eah. Maybe if Harry Lefferts was here—bracing me, so to speak—but—"

"It's not really the end of the world, y'’know? Hell, | did it myself."

Darryl gave him a glance that was none too friendly. "Y eah. So? Y ou ain't no hillbilly."

"Oh, come off it, Darryl. Even hillbillies do it, more often than not. Can't be more than twenty percent of
you that are outright bastards. Legally speaking, | mean. Figuratively, of course, the percentage rises a
lot."

"Fucking rich kid."

Tom chuckled. "Poor old Doug MacArthur's got to be spinning in his grave, right now."
"Huh? What's that supposed to mean?'

"Never mind. Y ou sure about this?'

"Well." Darryl took a deep breath. "Well." Another deep breath. "Y eah.”

"I mean, really sure? Asin: steps will now be taken. Y ou've been making people kind of nervous, you
know."

That required perhaps half a dozen deep breaths. But, eventually, Darryl said: "Y eah. I'm sure.”

"Okay, then." Tom turned his head, looking toward his wife and Melissa and Gayle Mason, who were
politely sitting some distance away. Thereby, of course, allowing The Guys to conduct their affairsin
the necessary privacy.

But Tom didn't give those three women more than a glance. All up-timers, all Americans, they'd have
only the barest knowledge of how to handle the situation.

No, he needed Friedrich Bruch's wife, Nelly. She was not only a down-timer, but she'd been born and
raised in London.

He was about to call out her name when he saw her emerge from the small room she shared with
Friedrich.

"Nelly! Just the person | was looking for." He hooked athumb at Darryl. "Our young swain here wants
to know how afellow goes about proposing to agirl, in the here and now."

Nelly smiled. Ritaand Gayle grinned. Melissalooked to the heavens.
"Well, praise the Lord," she said.
Darryl scowled at her. "Melissa, you're adamn atheist.”

Still looking at the ceiling, Melissa wagged her head back and forth. "True, been one since | was twelve.
But maybe | should reconsider. Seeing as how | think I'm witnessing an act of divine intervention."”

Several hours later, after Gayle took down all the radio messages relayed from Amsterdam that had
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come in during the evening window, she came into the main room with abig grin on her face.
"Speaking of divine intervention, you're al going to love this. Especially you, Rita." She held up a
message in her hand, one of the little notepad sheets she used to record radio transmissions.

"What isit?' demanded Rita, rising from the divan and extending her hand.

"Tut, tut! It's not for you, dear, it's for your husband." Still grinning, Gayle came over and handed the
message to Tom, who'd remained sitting.

Tomread it. Then read it again. Then, read it again.

"Well," Ritaasked impatiently. "What?'

"It'sfrom Mrs. Riddle." He reached up and started scratching his hair. " 'Bout the last thing | ever
expected.”

"The wife of the chief justice?' Melissa asked. "Why would she be sending you a radio message?”

"No, not her. Chuck Riddle's mother."

Rita nodded. "Mary Kat's grandma. She was ayear ahead of me in high school. Mary Kat, that is. Not
Veleda. What does she want?"

"Here, read it yourself. Better read it out loud, while you're at it."

Rita took the message and began reciting it so everyone could hear. By the time she got to the last few
sentences, she was rushing.

tom. while you're there. episcopalians in grantville have no priest. should have a bishop too but that gets
complicated. arrange to see archbishop laud. be ordained. as a priest if nothing else but shoot for bishop.
am sure he can make an exception to the rules. best wishes. v riddle

"Ordained?' Rita's voice rose to ashriek. "Over my dead body!"

Melissa Mailey looked concerned. “Tom, you've never said anything about having areligious vocation."
"Well, | didn't have one." He cleared his throat. "Until now."

"Y ou don't have one now!" Rita protested.

Tom settled back in the divan. He seemed to be struggling against a smile—or a grin as wide as the one
still on Gayle's face.

"Yes, | do, dear. You read it yourself. | didn't have one two minutes ago, but | do now." He looked up at
his very non-Episcopalian wife; the grin started to show around the edges of his still-solemn face. "Y ou
can't think of it—a vocation, | mean—as being something that's al inside you. It's like those bishops and
things back in the early church, who wrapped their arms around a pillar of the church yelling, 'No. Not
me!" while the congregation dragged them out to be promoted.”

Melissa nodded, apparently quite solemnly. Rita just looked blank.

Tom continued, "Or, maybe like the prophets in the Old Testament who were just sitting there when the
voice of God mucked up all their plans. Jonah, for instance. God said, 'Go there,' and he said, 'l don't
think so, thank you very much,' so it took some persuading. A calling can come from outside, too."
There was no smile on Rita's face, for sure. "I wasn't born to be a preacher's wife," she hissed. "No. Tell
her no. That's easy enough.”

Tom went back to scratching his hair, lowering his face in the process. In that pose, the grin that was
now spreading openly on his face made him look a bit like aweight-lifter shark, coming to the surface.
"She does have a point, you know. That is, the Episcopalians in Grantville do need a priest, for sure, and
we should really have abishop."
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He pointed to the message still in Rita's hand. "The reason it gets complicated is because none of the
national churchesin the Anglican Polity—that's what we called al right-thinking Episcopalians all over
the world, back where we came from—actually had any authority over each other. But they all
recognized the archbishop of Canterbury as sort of the first among equals, so it makes senseto see if
he'd be willing to get the ball rolling."

He looked over at Melissa, still grinning. "Maybe | should just ask Laud for an appointment? Talk to
him about it? What could it hurt?*

"What could it hurt?" Rita's fists were clenched. "l could end up chairing Ladies’' Aid meetings at a
church | don't even belong to!"

Gayle and Tom started laughing. Even Melissawas smiling, now. "I agree, Rita. Fate worse than death—
and I've chaired alot of godawful meetingsin my day."

Eventually, Rita's glare stifled her husband's laughter. "L ook, sweetheart, I've actually got no intention
of proposing myself. | have no ideawhy Mrs. Riddle came up with the idea. But if you strip that aside,
she does have a point. We've got some Episcopalians in Grantville, with no structure—and no clear idea
how to set one up with legitimate authority. Like she says, we'd be bending the rules—so would Laud,
although he doesn't know the rules have been set up yet—nbut I'm pretty sure she'sright. If | could get the
archbishop of Canterbury to ordain somebody—or send somebody himself—we'd be off and running.”
Tom shook his head. "It wouldn't have to be me, or anybody in Grantville. Maybe the archbishop could
find someone else to send, from England. Someone who wants to be a missionary in foreign parts, or
just someone he'd like to get rid of ."

"He'd liketo get rid of us, | expect," Darryl McCarthy interjected.

"Yes, hewould,” said Méelissa. She looked at the message. "Especially after | passthisaong.”
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Chapter 12

The English Channel

"Well, that's a pisser," said Harry Lefferts, lowering his eyeglass.

Standing next to him at the small ship'srail, Donald Ohde scowled at the vessel in the distance. "Doesn't
anybody have any imagination? They tried this once before, and it didn't work."

"The Channel is notorious for pirates,” Harry pointed out mildly. "I really don't think we got spotted
making our way through France. Especially as fast as we moved.”

Paul Maczka was standing at the samerail, to Harry'sleft. "No ambush, you're saying."

"Can't seeit, Paul. | mean, why would the French bother with a complicated ambush? They had to do it
with Becky's ship, because she was a diplomat and they couldn't let their hand show. Us? We were just
thugs sitting in atavern in Dieppe, dickering to buy aboat. The guy who sold it to us probably figured
we wanted it to turn pirates ourselves. Send in aplatoon of infantry, that's all."

Both Paul and Donald were scowling now. Harry smiled. "Y eah, well, so that platoon gets shot up. They
send in awhole company. We're till fried, guys, before we even set foot on our new boat."

He looked back at the ship pursuing them. "No, thisisjust garden-variety piracy. We still got to deal
with it, though."

Donald shrugged. "Easy enough."

Harry shook his head. "Not so easy as al that. Oh, sure, ole Jeff could just send them packing with afew
grenades. But he didn't care if there were any witnesses left. We can't afford that."

He'd said "ole Jeff" with that certain note of approbation that one righteous hillbilly refers to another
member of the clan. A few years back, he'd have done no such thing, of course. Harry had never been
one of those high school jocks who harassed geeks, but that was simply because such behavior was
beneath his dignity. Does alion harass mice? Still, his attitude toward geeks like Jeff Higgins hadn't
been any different, really.

However, that was then, and this was now. Jeff still wasn't a hillbilly, properly speaking, and never
would be, but Harry was quite willing to extend him honorary membership. He'd landed one of the best-
looking girls around and blown close to a dozen Croat cavalrymen into pieces, hadn't he? What more
could you ask for?

"No..." Harry mused. "We can't do it Jeff's way."

He glanced to the northeast, checking to see that they weren't too close yet to entering the Strait of
Dover. Then he turned his head and looked at the helmsman. That was Matija Grabnar. Like many of the
commandos in Lefferts unit, his ethnic background was a mix; in his case, German, Slovene and
Lithuanian. For whatever reason, Harry seemed to attract hybrids. He claimed it was because his
charismatic personality and proven leadership qualities just naturally drew the cream of the crop from
every nation.

Mike Stearns had once commented that it might even be true—if you defined "cream of the crop” the
way Harry did, and nobody else would except Baal zebub.

"Hey, Matt! Get us out into the middle of the channel, will you? | don't want any witnesses."
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Felix Kasza, who'd been sprawled comfortably on the deck, lounging against the mainmast, rose to his
feet. Then, ambling over, he said: "We do it like Guns of Navarone, eh?"

"Yeah, what | figured." Harry gave the three men around him a dly little grin. "Good thing | overruled
you male chauvinist pigs and let the girls come along, ain't it? Thisll work alot easier with Sherrilyn
and Juliet to dangle like bait."

"I heard that, Lefferts!” One of the two women in the unit, both of them sitting on the deck next to the
oppositerail, lifted her head. "Talk about male chauvinist pigs. Y ou got your nerve. What're we? The
designated rapees?"

Harry shrugged. "Well, yeah—except it'll never get that far."

"Surewon't," she half-snarled. It wasn't a particularly cold day, for thistime of year, but it was late
January, in the English channel. So, sitting on the deck, Sherrilyn Maddox and Juliet Sutherland had
covered themselves with a couple of wool blankets. Sherrilyn flipped part of the blankets aside and
rummaged somewhere beneath for a moment. Her hand emerged holding a very lethal-looking 10mm
automatic.

"They'll have to fuck my dead body—but | guarantee you, Harry, if you aren't dead by then already, I'll
make sure of it. Y ou and your stupid movies!"

All of Harry's male commandos, including Harry, were addicted to action movies. The down-timers,
though not Harry himself, were also addicted to action novels. It was their commonly held and firm
belief that, when it came to fiction, there was no God but Matt Helm and Donald Hamilton was his
prophet. Admittedly, the Sacketts and Louis L'’Amour came a close second.

The woman sitting next to Sherrilyn was the female half of the only married couple in the unit. She took
the pipe out of her mouth, did her—very feeble—best to ook prim and proper, and said: "My husband
will have to agree. He's crazy jealous, you know. His wife being gang-raped by dozens of piratesis
likely to set him off."

Her husband, as it happened, emerged from the hold just in time to hear that. Frowning, he lifted his
head and peered over therail. "Didn't realize they were getting that close," he said. "Guns of Navarone?'
"Y eah, that's the plan.”

George Sutherland planted his hands on either side of the hatch and heaved himself onto the deck. As
big and heavy as he was, that took quite a heave, but he had the muscle for it. It wasn't actually true that
he was particularly jealous. An easygoing and phlegmatic personality combined with nineteen-inch
biceps made him one of the most placid husbands Harry had ever met.

George and his wife were both English, which was the reason Harry had selected them for this
expedition. Better still, they'd both been active in London's theater before a byproduct of a brawl George
had gotten into forced them to flee to the continent. The byproduct in question had been the broken neck
owned by the brother of one of Southwark's more notorious criminal gang leaders. Unfortunately,
between his drunkenness and the chaos of the melee, George had gotten confused. He'd thought the neck
he was breaking belonged to the gang leader himself, which he'd figured would settle the business well
enough.

Once they arrived in London, Harry planned to set up their base of operationsin the sprawling slums on
the south bank of the Thames across from the Tower, where the theater district was located. That might
get atad awkward, if they happened to accidentally stumble across the same gang leader in their
comings and goings. But Harry wasn't particularly concerned about that problem. There was an easy
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solution to it, after all.

Juliet claimed to have become an actress, once she got to the continent where women were permitted to
play roles on stage, although she alowed that her parts had been minor. That most likely meant she'd
started off as a young woman in London as awhore working the theater district, before she got hooked
up with George, who'd been a stagehand. But Harry had never pried into the matter. None of his
concern, first of al; and, second, having a husband the size of George would have made even a Nosy
Parker shy away from the business.

"You'd better stay below, George," said Harry. "Big asyou are, you're likely to make them nervous.
Give Gerd a hand with the fireworks."

Sutherland sucked his yellow crooked teeth, pondering the problem. " Grenades?"

"I'd rather save the grenades, if y'all don't mind." The last phrase was said in English, drawled with a
heavy Appalachian accent, tacked onto the Amideutsch that was their standard lingo.

George smiled, and began lowering himself back into the hold. "Tightwad. But we'll manage.”

By now, Grabnar had the small ship heading into the center of the Channel, miles from either shore.
Anyone on land who observed the unfolding little drama wouldn't really be able to make out any of the
details, even with an eyeglass. Two ships meet; one leaves, one doesn't. Who can say what actually
happened?

Matijawas also, cleverly, making sure the ship lost headway while he was at it. The pirates pursuing
them would notice, probably, but they'd just write it off to panic and lousy seamanship. Harry didn't
think there was much chance they'd get suspicious at al.

Why should they? The English Channel had been infested with pirates for centuries, going back into
medieval times. For the past few decades, piracy in the Channel had been dominated by so-called
"Sallee rovers," because they operated from the port of Salé in northwest Africa, not far from Rabat.
They were usually referred to as Algerines, although the members of the crews came from all over
Europe as well as the Moslem world.

A few rare occasions aside, neither the English nor the French crown had ever made much of an effort to
eliminate the vermin—not even after the Sallee rovers, early in the seventeenth century, became bold
enough to raid towns and villages in Cornwall as well as attack ships. Partly, that was because neither
nation had a powerful navy, and partly it was because the usual victims of the pirates were poor
fishermen. The Algerine pirates were more interested in capturing slaves than cargo.

S0, they'd grown arrogant, which was fine with Harry Lefferts. He'd been dismantling overconfident
bullies since he was eight years old. Six years old, if you counted Fatso Binghampton.

He looked around the deck, and then pointed to atarpaulin piled up untidily toward the bow. "Paul, you
set up with a shotgun. Y ou can hide in there until the business starts. Donald, you go back with Matt at
the helm, and figure on using rifles when the shit hits the fan. Felix, you stay with me. Y ou're the best
shot with a pistol. You got a backup?"

Kasza sniffed. "Do | have a backup?'

"Sorry, didn't mean to offend you."

"Yes, of course | have a backup. Two, if you count the little ankle gun.”

"Ought to do. Blow 'em off the rail, scare the shit out of them, George and Gerd will do the rest."

"What about me?' demanded Sherrilyn. "If you think I'm just going to sit here looking terrified, you can
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"Easy, girl, easy." Harry glanced at the oncoming pirates. They were still three hundred yards away, too
far to really see anything. "Holler down to Gerd to pass you up his ten-gauge. Now's your chance to
prove you can handle a man-sized gun.”

Sherrilyn's sniff was on a par with Kasza's. "He'll whine at me. He loves that ten-gauge. There's
something unnatural about that relationship, if you ask me. Even for you gun nuts, it's over the top."
Harry chuckled. It wasinvariably Sherrilyn's habit to ascribe to the male members of the unit al of the
macho sins to which she was even more prone herself.

Gun nut? She owned at least twenty that she'd admit to. And when it came to the Ultimate Macho hang-
up, Harry was convinced there was no greater practitioner in the world than Sherrilyn Maddox. The
woman simply could not resist achallenge. Evel Knievel with tits. Before the Ring of Fire, she'd been
one of the high school's P.E. teachers. She'd been arock-climber, sky-diver—you nameit; if the sport
was dangerous and within the pocketbook of a West Virginia schoolteacher, she'd doneit.

She'd also been an avid hunter, and while she wasn't in Julie Mackay's |eague—nobody was—she was
undoubtedly one of the best shotsin Grantville. She'd brought home her deer every year, never later than
the second day of hunting season. Her second deer, rather, because she'd already gotten one during bow-
hunting season.

Needless to say, the charge of |esbianism had followed her like atrailing mist for years, despite the fact
that Sherrilyn had been no slouch at proving otherwise. With Harry himself once, in fact, in afling that
had only lasted three weeks but was still afond memory. Very fond memory, indeed, the way that a man
who'd been only twenty himself at the time will remember an affair with awoman eight years older than
he was.

Sherrilyn was alot of fun and somebody you could always count on, even if part of that was counting on
her to blow you off sooner or later. The truth was, outside of a purely formal bow in the direction of
male chauvinist protocol, Harry hadn't hesitated at all when she'd volunteered to transfer from the
Thuringian Rifles to his unit. Leaving aside the fact that he knew Sherrilyn could cut the mustard, guts
and mayhem-wise, her being a woman might come in handy for the unit someday.

Every man in the unit had raised afuss at the idea, of course. And then, of course, every one of them had
hit on her as soon as she joined. Fat lot of good it did them. They would have bounced anyway, even if
Sherrilyn hadn't heard about the ruckus they'd raised over her transfer—which she didn't hesitate to rub
in the faces of the would-be Casanovas once she arrived.

Harry could have told them, but hadn't bothered. Good ole boys, sure, but they just weren't suave and
debonair enough to have profited from his advice anyway. The only way you hit on Sherrilyn Maddox
was to get her intrigued by a challenge. Standard issue lines were a pure waste of time. The way Harry
had pulled it off was to ignore her altogether until he ran across her one day in abar over in Clarksburg,
where he was drinking with afake license, and she'd started making suggestions herself.

"I dunno," Harry had said, looking at her dubioudly. "Word is you're arock-climber. Is that true?"

After she confessed to an enthusiasm for the sport, alittle shudder had swept his shoulders. " Jeez,
Sherrilyn. Y our hands must be like sandpaper. Strip the skin right off a man's back."

Worked like a charm.

He smiled at the memory, as he watched the ten-gauge getting hoisted out of the hold and into
Sherrilyn's hands. He could hear Gerd's voice coming from below, although he couldn't quite make out
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the words themselves. From the tone, though, Gerd was sure enough whining and grousing. There was
something alittle kinky about his love affair with that monster, even if Harry didn't think it quite crossed
the line into outright perversion.

He looked at the pirate ship. Two hundred yards away.

"Hey, Paul! We ought to be starting to get drunk around now."

Maczka frowned at him. Harry's unit had a capacity for prodigious alcohol consumption, when they
relaxed. But they were stone sober any time they were on duty. Then, realizing what Harry was getting
at, his frown deepened.

"I don't think we got any empty bottles. Hate to waste good liquor, pouring it out.”

Sherrilyn looked up from checking the loads in the shotgun. "Pour it into one of Juliet's bowls. Well
make a punch for the celebration afterward.”

Paul nodded and lowered himself down the hatch.

"Bring up my second-best hat, while you're at it!" Harry hollered at him. Then, went over to Sherrilyn
and sat down beside her.

"You'll need the hat to keep your face hidden. Mostly covered by a blanket, lady weight-lifter or not, and
even pushing forty like you are, ain't no way anybody's going to mistake you for aguy, up close."
"Harry, have | ever told you that you have the worst come-on lines of anybody | know?"

"Sure. The morning after we spent the first night in bed together. | couldn't tell if you were really pissed,
though, the way you were laughing."

She chuckled, softly. "Walked into that one, didn't I”? Okay, genius boss, what's the plan?’

"Y ou open it up. That ten-gauge will deafen 'em, even if you miss—which you hardly can't, at this
range, as short as Gerd sawed down the barrels."

“I'll bust my shoulder if | try to fire this thing without—"

"l an't stupid,” Harry cut her off. "Don't bother getting up. Y ou don't really gottaaim it anyway, just
point it in the general direction." He nodded at the blankets covering her and Juliet. "Y ou don't need
both of them now. Roll one of ‘em up tight and use it as a brace for the butt."

Sherrilyn thought about it for amoment, and then nodded. "Okay, that'll work. Well enough, anyway.
But the blanket—the one that'll still be on us, | mean—"

"Way ahead of you, Sherrilyn. | should have said you'll open up the shooting. I'll start the whole
business by yanking the blanket off you and waving it at the foe. Works for matadors, and these guys are
way dumber than any bull."

Paul emerged from the hold with Harry's hat perched on his head. He was climbing the ladder a bit
awkwardly since he held a bottle in each hand. Both were filled with clear liquid. Water, presumably,
taken from the supply they boiled for drinking purposes.

"Y ou hear that, Paul ?'

"You start it, Sherrilyn shoots first, the rest of us pitch in afterward.”

"Right. Pass it on to everybody else, will you?"

Paul leaned over and handed Harry one of the bottles and the hat. Then, moving more easily with one
hand free, came the rest of way out of the hatch and headed toward the stern where Donald Ohde was
talking to Matija Grabnar. He still had time to pass aong the plan to them and get back to the tarp in the
bow before the pirates got close enough to make an accurate count of the crew members of their
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prospective victim.

Not that it really mattered if the count was alittle off. By now, realizing that escape was impossible and
resistance even more so, the ship's crew would be in semi-chaos. A man might be on deck one minute
and cowering somewhere in the hold, the next.

Speaking of cowering. . .

Harry leaned over Sherrilyn and looked at Juliet. Sutherland was still sucking away on her pipe, looking
as placid as a cow.

"Can you really act?' he asked.

She took the pipe out of her mouth. "The audience adored me. I've told you before—I would've been a
star except jealous rivals kept me down."

"Right. So you did." He looked at the pirate ship. One hundred and fifty yards. "Well, here's your chance
to proveit, Lady Sutherland. I'll give the signal.”

She nodded, still as placid as ever, and put the pipe back in place.

"Okay, then," Harry said. "We got afew minutes to relax. Contemplate philosophical thoughts.
Whatever does the trick."

He settled back comfortably against the rail and tilted his head toward Sherrilyn.

"Whaddaya say we get laid afterward?’

"I never screw the boss."

"Okay. I'll ressgn my commission. Become one of the guys.”

"I never screw guysin my unit."

"Damn, you're a hardass, Sherrilyn. Fine. I'll quit the army. Become a civilian. How's that?"

"Like |l said, Harry. Y ou've got the worse come-on lines | ever heard. Three complete losersin arow."”
"Oh, hell, that's nothing. | can come up with way worse come-on lines than that."

She gave him a skeptical glance. "Proveit."

"L ook, Sherrilyn, you gotta face facts. You're anatural dyke, all thereisto it. Your desperate efforts to
go straight are just distorting your soul. Spend a night with me in the sack and the experience will be so
repulsive that you'll finally be able to see your way to dykedom and sexual freedom."

Maddox burst into laughter. Loud enough and long enough that Harry started worrying. Even with the
wind blowing, the pirates were getting close enough to hear.

"Hey, cool it, willya? Or at least make it sound hysterical."
That shut Sherrilyn up instantly. "1 don't do hysterical,” she said, scowling.

Harry looked at the Algerine ship. One hundred yards off, now. From the looks of the figures crowding
in its bow, he estimated a crew of somewhere around thirty men.

"Any minute, Juliet."

She removed the pipe from her mouth and spent a few seconds making sure the tobacco wasn't still
burning. There wasn't really much chance that smoldering tobacco could set a ship on fire, but anyone
familiar with wooden sailing ships wasn't going to take any chances. That done, she stowed it
somewhere in her skirts.

"Just say the word."
Harry saw that Donald and Matt were starting to pass their bottle back and forth, and decided it wastime
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to emulate them. So, he took a swig from the bottle Paul had handed him.

Water, sure enough, with the flat taste of boiled water that hadn't been any too good to begin with. There
was a reason that people in the seventeenth century didn't usually drink the stuff.

He passed it over to Sherrilyn. By now, she had the hat on, tilted forward to cover most of her face. She
took a swig from the bottle, careful not to tilt her head too far back in the doing.

They passed the bottle back and forth a couple of times. Just taking sips, really. The only purpose of the
exercise was to make the oncoming pirates think the despairing crew had decided to indulge themselves
in one last hurried drunk before entering years of ensavement and hard labor at the hands of Moslems
who weren't supposed to drink liquor at all.

True, the Moslems on that ship were probably none too faithful about the business, especialy since at
least half of them would be Europeans whose conversion was pretty much aformality. Algerines treated
their Christian slaves harshly in order to goad their relatives into ransoming them. But if the goad failed,
after afew yearsthey were usually fairly lenient about letting a slave convert to Isslam and get out of
servitude. A fair number of the pirates on that ship would have once been slaves themselves.

That didn't make Harry any more inclined to show them mercy. A man got his ticket punched on the
wrong train, that was his problem. In the Lefferts school of theology, being stupid was the eighth mortal
sin. If he'd been the guy bringing the stone tablets down the mountain, he'd have added Thou shalt not be
a cocksure dumbass to the other ten. He couldn't see where God would have objected, being no dummy
Himself according to all accounts.

"Okay, Juliet,” he said. "Showtime."
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"Give methe bottle," she said.

Harry passed it over, still half full. Juliet rolled out from under the blanket and surged to her feet. It was
an ungainly motion, due to her own chunky build and the need to use one hand to hold the bottle. But
there was plenty of muscle under the Englishwoman's heft, and she was up in less than two seconds.

Once erect, she staggered over to therail and flung the bottle at the Algerine ship. It was thirty yards off
now, coming alongside and preparing to board.

It was a vigorous heave, but her aim was off—or wasn't, more likely. Instead of hitting any of the
pirates, the bottle smashed into the side of the ship itself. A product of the stout German school of bottle-
making, it didn't shatter but smply bounced off into the waters of the Channel.

One of the pirates whooped. Just about all of them were grinning. Leering, it would be better to say.
Juliet flung her hands wide, rolled back her head, and emitted atruly ear-splitting shriek. It was loud
enough and piercing enough that several of the pirates winced. But most of them were too preoccupied
examining her figure. In that pose, even with her heavy winter garments, Juliet Sutherland's female
identity was blindingly obvious. The woman was rather homely, in point of fact. Not ugly, just having
the kind of a heavy, bluff-featured face that would suit her as a matron once she was fifty instead of
thirty. But her figure was the sort that Rubens favored for his paintings.

Some of the pirates started yelling at her. Harry couldn't make out the words. They weren't from any
European language he was familiar with, and by now he was familiar with alot of them. But they didn't
sound particularly Arabic, either. If he remembered right, alot of the Sallee rovers were Berbers. Back
before the Ring of Fire, like any hillbilly, Harry had pretty much lumped all ragheads together. But he'd
gotten alot more sophisticated since then, especially from the months he'd spent traveling with the very
cosmopolitan Catholic diplomat Giulio Mazarini.

Whatever the exact meaning of the words, however, the general drift was obvious. The ogles and the
grins were clear enough. Just in case there was any doubt at all, one of the pirates unlaced his trousers,
pulled out his penis, and waved it at Juliet.

That drew areally ear-piercing shriek. Juliet clapped both hands to the sides of her head, in a gesture of
horror and despair that would have made any actressin the silent-film eralook like a devotee of the
method school of acting. Then she flung her arms apart again, issued another shriek, and began racing
up and down the deck.

"Racing," at least, in spirit. Her actual progress was more of an unsteady stagger. The seas weren't
especially heavy this day, but the deck was rolling noticeably. That was something Harry had already
taken into consideration in his own plans, as he was sure the other members of the unit would have a so.
Thiswould have to be done upclose and personal. The footing just wasn't good enough for fancy
marksmanship.

On her way, Juliet shook her fist at Harry and Sherrilyn. Then, when she neared the stern, shook her fist
at Donald and Matija.

"Fucking cowards!" That was more of a bellow than what you'd call a shriek. Asyou might expect from
awoman with that bosom, Sutherland had a splendid pair of lungs.
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She came back toward the bow, staggering worse than ever now that she had both hands pressed to the
sides of her head again. She aimost fell, at one point. Probably would have, except she regained her
balance by throwing both arms wide and emitting another shriek.

"I am fucking impressed," Harry murmured.

"Y eah, metoo," came Sherrilyn's voice from under the brim of the hat. "Doesit look as good as it
sounds?"’

"Even better. All thistime, | thought she was bullshitting about the jealous rivals."

To be sure, in the world somewhere on the other side of the Ring of Fire, Juliet Sutherland would have
been laughed off the stage. Any stage, even that belonging to an amateur theater group in West
Nowhere. But patrons of the theater in the here and now would have had an equally derisive opinion of
the understated and subdued thespianism of the late twentieth century. They would have thought even
silent-film era stars were pale imitations of True Actors.

Juliet certainly had the Algerines mesmerized. The pirate ship was now completely alongside, with less
than ten yards separating the two vessels. Four of the pirates had grappling hooks ready. Harry estimated
the length of the poles at no more than twelve feet.

Five yards, then. He wanted them as close as possible without the two ships actually being linked
together. Whatever concoction Gerd had come up with in the hold, it was sure to be hellish. Quite
literally, incendiary—and having his own ship burn up was no part of Harry's plan.

In the end, he got nervous enough about that possibility that he decided six yards would do the trick. He
surged to hisfeet, far more athletically than Juliet had done, and yanked the blanket off of Maddox.

Juliet had been watching for it, of course. The moment she saw him move, she issued the loudest shriek
she'd managed yet. Then—she must have undone the lacings while Harry hadn't noticed—she clawed
aside her upper garments and exposed her bosom.

A very impressive bosom, indeed. Between the shriek and the breasts, the pirates barely noticed Harry at
al until he snapped the blanket wide open and hurled it into the air at them.

There was no chance the blanket could make it across the space, even if there hadn't been any wind, but
that didn't matter. Asavisual distraction, it worked ailmost as well as Juliet's tits. The incredible thunder
clap of the ten-gauge going off came as a complete surprise to the Algerines.

One of the pirates holding a grapping hook was flung back asif he'd been struck by atitan, his upper
body shredded and spraying blood everywhere. The men on either side of him were killed also. They
were spun around like tops more than being smashed back, but that did even better because they tangled
up the men next to them. At least one of whom had himself been hit, from the way he was clawing his
face.

Harry waited until the second barrel went off before he sprang to the rail. As good a shot as she was, and
as much as he trusted Sherrilyn, nobody in their right mind is going to get anywhere near the possible
line of fire of a sawed-off ten-gauge loaded with buckshot.

Maddox's second shot took out another grappling hook holder, and the men bunched around him. Harry
was at the side an instant later, bracing hisleft hip against the rail and firing half-sideways with a two-
handed grip. He favored a nine-millimeter himself, which he could easily fire one-handed. But that was
on dry land, not a ship's deck at sea. Even at arange of six yards, he had to concentrate.

He double-tapped the pirate right across from him in the chest. Then he shifted his aim from left to right,
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double-tapping each target as he came to it. Following right behind him, Felix had taken position toward
the stern and was doing the same. A better and faster shot with a pistol than Harry, even starting a bit
later, Kasza had taken down his fourth man by the time Harry killed three—and he'd managed to shoot
another one of the pirates holding a grappling hook, while he was at it.

That left one grappling hook holder still to worry about, but Harry didn't bother looking for him. Speed
was everything in this situation, and he just concentrated on killing the nearest targets, whatever they
had in their hands.

Swords and other hand weapons only, so far as he could see. That was what he had expected. No
sensible pirate captain would arm his men with firearms just to capture an unresisting merchant vessel
with a crew less than athird the size of his own. Leaving aside the ever-present risk of accidentally
shooting one of your own in the excitement of the moment, loaded guns on a ship—and they'd all be
matchlocks, to make it worse—posed too great a danger of starting afire.

The pirates were shrieking themselves now, but Harry blocked that out of his mind. There was just arow
of targets, that's all. The only sounds that registered at al clearly were the sharp and unmistakable cracks
of a semi-automatic rifle going into action from the stern.

Onerifle only, from the sound. That meant Matt, who could see everything unfolding from his position
far better than Harry could, had gauged that the situation was well enough under control that he needn't
take the risk of releasing the helm and adding his own rifle to the mix. And it also meant Harry didn't
have to worry about that last grappling hook. Donald would have targeted that man first, and he was a
superb marksman with any kind of rifle.

Not in Julie's class, of course, but Julie was afreak of nature. What difference did it make? The range
here was measured in yards, not hundreds of yards.

When his pistol ran out of ammunition, Harry just dropped it onto the deck, pulled out his backup, and
kept firing. This ship had solid bulwarks, so there was no danger of the valuable gun slipping overboard.
Maddox had joined Harry and Felix at the rail with her own pistol, and, not more than two seconds later,
Paul Maczka was out from under the tarpaulin he'd hidden under and weighed in with his shotgun at the
bow. Like al seventeenth-century soldiers Harry knew, Paul positively adored pump-action shotguns.
Clickety-BOOM, clickety-BOOM, clickety-BOOM, clickety-BOOM. By the time he started reloading, the
bow of the enemy's ship was a charnelhouse.

Harry decided he could afford to pause himself. Not to reload—he still had four rounds left—Dbut to take
stock of the overall situation.

Good enough, he decided, after aquick scrutiny. They'd killed or wounded close to half of the Algerine
crew aready. More than athird, for sure. And while the pirates still outnumbered them, they were
obviously so stunned by the incredible mayhem that had been visited upon with no warning that they
posed no immediate danger at all. Whatever rumors they might have heard about the rate of fire of the
witch-weapons brought from the future, they'd dismissed as nonsense.

They wouldn't any longer, of course. But, for them, "any longer" was atime span that had shrunk down
to minutes.

"Front and center, Gerd!" Harry shouted.

Gerd popped out of the hatch. Literally popped. George must have been standing in the hold below with
Gerd'sfeet in his hands and just heaved him up.

Gerd rolled when he reached the deck, not even trying to find his feet right away. He was simply
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concentrating on keeping the large canvas package in his hands from getting damaged.

Once he got to his knees, he leaned back over the hatch and held the package out. A very large hand
came up holding a slowmatch and lit the fuse sticking out from the canvas.

It was a very short fuse. Gerd surged to his feet, raced to therail, and pitched the package onto the deck
of the pirate ship.

"Get usthe fuck out of here, Matt!" he yelled, half-sprawled over the rail. Then he just flung himself
down onto the deck.

Matt already had their ship veering aside. Harry and the other shooters sprawled to the deck also, as fast
as they could while making sure their guns didn't go off by accident. The package went off not more
than a second later.

The blast wasn't so bad, but Harry could feel the heat through his heavy coat, even sheltered where he
was. Whatever Gerd had put in that makeshift bomb, it was mostly designed to set the enemy ship on
fire. Harry could only hope it wouldn't ignite one of their own sails before they got far enough away.
"Cut it alittle fine there, didn't you?" Paul hissed at Gerd.

Harry was tempted to add his own admonishment, but manfully resisted. What could you expect?
"Cutting it fine" and "let Gerd handle the fireworks" were pretty much a given. Which, of course, was
the reason Harry had given him the assignment in the first place. As hair-raising as the results might be.
He levered himself up and peered over therail. The Algerine vessel was an already an inferno. Several
more pirates had been killed outright by the blast, at least as many injured—and the intact members of
the crew were paying no attention to anything except getting their two dinghies overboard. They didn't
have a prayer of stopping that blaze, and they knew it.

By now, Grabnar had them far enough away that there was no danger of the fire spreading to Harry's
own ship. Herose to his feet and took afew seconds to study the pirates working at the dinghies. By the
time he was done, Sherrilyn was on her feet aso and standing next to him, reloading her ten millimeter.
A bit guiltily, Harry looked around until he spotted his own pistol, lying against the rail afew feet away.
But there was really no rush, and the weapon wasn't going anywhere. He could reload | ater.

"Y ou're the best rifle shot we got except maybe Ohde," he said to her. "Go to the stern and get Paul's
rifle. Between you and Don, you ought to be able to keep them from launching either of those dinghies.”

The pirates did manage to get one of the dinghies into the water. Or Sherrilyn did, if you believed her
later boast that one of her rounds had cut the last remaining line and dumped the dinghy before any
pirate could get into it. Either way, it didn't matter. That dinghy drifted off, unoccupied, while Donald
and Sherrilyn systematically slaughtered any pirate who tried to lower the other one.

At the end, not more than half a dozen pirates threw themselves into the seato get away from the
holocaust that their ship had become.

"Get us closer and we can pick ‘em off!" Ohde hollered.

Harry shook his head. "Waste of ammo, Don. Just let ‘em be. They'll all be dead anyway, in less than ten
minutes.”

People had swum across the English Channel from time to time, Harry knew, in the world he'd left
behind. But they hadn't been Algerine pirates picked at random, they'd been people who'd trained for it
for years. And he was pretty sure they'd done it at the narrowest stretch of the Strait of Dover, which was
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still many miles away. And he was dead sure they hadn't done it in January. Maybe if he were wearing a
wet suit—and assuming he was a good enough swimmer in the first place—a man could make it to the
French shore, well over ten miles away. But these pirates didn't stand a chance. Hypothermia would take
them under before they got amile.

No, there'd be no inconvenient witnesses to make awkward comments about the little group of
disreputable-looking travelers who'd be arriving in London soon. Disreputable didn't matter, certainly
not in Southwark. Dangerous as demons did, until the demons finally bared their fangs at the Tower.
George came up out of the hold. "You all right, love?

"It was horrible. Look at this!" She'd never relaced her vest, having concentrated entirely on just getting
out of the way once the shooting started. Her breasts were more impressive than ever, now that she
hauled them out in her hands. "They're frostbitten!"

George ambled over. "Not to worry. Come down below and I'll take care of the problem. Between me
and some rum—especially me—they'll be as good as ever in no time."

"Right." She stuffed the medical objects in question back where they'd come from. Then, gave Harry a
very haughty look. The sort that would have fit areal dame far better than did her face.

"See? Didn't | tell you? It was jealousrivals did mein."

"I never doubted you once," said Harry. Proving, despite his flamboyant reputation, that he followed the
eleventh commandment with devout scruple even if he was none too diligent about the other ten.
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Chapter 14

Magdeburg

"WEell, go in, why don't you?" Eric Krenz had his arms crossed and his hands tucked into the folds of his
heavy coat. "It's cold, Thorsten. | always hated January even before an up-timer told me we'rein the
middle of what they call 'the Little Ice Age.""

Thorsten was very cold himself, it being one of those clear-skied days in midwinter when everything
seemed to turn to ice. But he still wasn't ready to take the last few steps to reach the entrance to the
settlement house. M ostly—so he told himself, anyway—because the settlement house was actually a
large and impressive-looking monastery. The oldest surviving structure in the city, in fact, founded
centuries ago.

The Kloster Unser Lieben Frauen, asit had formerly been known. The literal translation into English
was "the Monastery of Our Loving Women," but it was actually a convent dedicated to the Virgin Mary
—and it was till referred to as such by Magdeburg's more devout inhabitants, who cast a skeptical eye
on the new activities to which the ancient building was being put today. The Lutherans, perhaps oddly,
even more than the Catholics from whom the monastery had been seized after Gustav Adolf established
his control of the city and began rebuilding it from the devastation left by Tilly'sarmy in 1631.

But perhaps that was not so odd. There weren't that many Catholics in Magdeburg, which had been the
center of Lutheranism in Germany since the previous century. Or, at least, not many who made a point
of it. Feelings could still run high about the horrible massacre, which had happened less than three years
earlier. Since the emperor had allowed the Catholics to retain the small cathedral of San Sebastian not
far from the huge L utheran Dom, and his soldiery—the CoC, still more so—kept the religious peace in
the city, Thorsten imagined the city's Catholics were inclined not to make a fuss about the former
Kloster.

"Thorsten, I'm freezing. And we've only got a one-day leave. Either shit or get off the pot. If you can't
work up the nerve to see the Americaness again, then"—Eric snatched a hand from beneath his coat and
pointed to the north; then stuck it right back—"there's a nice warm tavern not two blocks away."

A tavern sounded . . . very tempting. Warm, good beer—and most of al, afamiliar and comfortable
situation. As opposed to marching into a monastery-become-peculiar-charity-project, where lurked a
young female who intimidated Thorsten almost as much as she attracted him.

In the end, the decision was made for him. The big door to the settlement house opened and Caroline
herself emerged. With the same incredible smile on her face that Thorsten vividly remembered.

Did more than remember, actually. In the weeks since he'd last seen her, he'd used the memory of that
smileto fend off the image of Robert Stiteler being slaughtered. That worked very well, he'd found. He
was having fewer and fewer nightmares and flashbacks as time went on.

"Do you always make a habit of this?' she asked him cheerfully.

Peering out the same frosted window through which Caroline had first spotted Thorsten Engler standing
outside, Maureen Grady smiled almost as widely as Caroline. "Well, thisis shaping up nicely. | am so
fond of men who aren't always cocksure about everything."
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Anna Sophia, the dowager countess of Schwarzburg-Rudolstadt, half-rose from her seat near the
window and looked out also. "Is that the young man you mentioned to me last week?"

Her nineteen-year-old sister-in-law Emelie, born a countess of Oldenberg-Delmenhorst but the new
countess of Schwarzburg-Rudolstadt since her marriage the previous summer, rose from her chair and
came to the window also. "Nice-enough looking fellow, | will say that. But are you sure he's suitable for
our precious Caroline?'

Maureen started to say something, but broke off in a half-choked laugh when she spotted the expression
on the face of the older countess. Anna Sophia was looking very prim and proper indeed. Much the way
amiddle-aged and eminently respectable lady reacts to something unmentionable being spoken aloud in
public. Silence, that somehow still manages to exude wordless disapproval.

"Yes, I'm sure," Maureen said, when she recovered. "The dowager countess is none too pleased about it,
mind you. But | checked with my contacts in the Committee of Correspondence.”

Emelie glanced at Anna Sophia and smiled. "Y our very extensive contacts in the CoC."

"WEéll, yes. In thisinstance, | checked with Gunther himself. Then, after hearing his story, | had my
husband ask around in the navy yard. If anyone has anything bad to say about Thorsten Engler, they're
keeping very quiet about it."

"Asif anyone could hide anything from those people, with their spiesin every house," the dowager
countess said stiffly. "I do not approve, Maureen. | say it again. No good will come of this."

She didn't add mark my words, but she might as well have.

Her sister-in-law resumed her seat. "Oh, stop it, Anna Sophia. We've had no trouble with the CoC at all.
What really upsets you is that our work depends so heavily on them."

"We should be relying on the churches,” the older countess insisted. She and her sister-in-law shared the
same birthday, June 15, but they were thirty years apart in age—and at least that far removed in some of
their social attitudes.

Maureen slouched back in her chair with her elbows on the armrests, and steepled her fingers. Then,
gazing at Anna Sophia over the fingertips, said: "l will be glad to, Countess—as soon as you can find me
more than three churches in the city whose pastors or priests don't insist on imposing doctrinal
qualifications on our clients. | will add that the only one of those three churches which carries any
weight is—brace yourself—the Catholic church.”

Anna Sophia's lips tightened but she said nothing. If she had, Maureen suspected, the words she'd have
said would also have been: Those people. With perhaps even more disapproval in her tone than when
she used those people to refer to the Committees of Correspondence. Like most upper-class Lutheransin
the USE—young Emelie being one of the exceptions—the dowager countess of Schwarzburg-

Rudol stadt viewed the recent upsurge of the Catholic church in Magdeburg with great alarm.

By what insidious devices had the miserable papists come to wield so much influence over the massesin
central Germany? Until very recently, abastion of Lutheran orthodoxy?

In public, they usually ascribed the phenomenon to the well-known deviousness and cunning of the
Jesuits, "the damned Jesuits' being a handy catch-all explanation for Lutherans of their class. Or they
ascribed it to the supposedly massive immigration of uneducated Catholics into the burgeoning capital
city. But Maureen wondered how much they really believed that themselves. The great majority of
immigrants into Magdeburg came from Protestant areas of Germany and Europe, not Catholic ones. And
while the reputation of the Jesuits was well-deserved in some respects, the near-magical powers ascribed
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to them by their enemies was just plain silly.

No, the explanation was far simpler, and required no formulato explain beyond the well-tried and
ancient one. As usually happens with powers-that-be, the Lutheran establishment in central and northern
Germany—Ilaity and clergy alike—had gotten fat, self-centered and complacent. And more than alittle
selfish. The headway made by the Catholic church was no more mysterious than the headway Protestant
churches had made against Catholicism in the Latin America of the world Maureen had left behind in
the Ring of Fire.

But there was no point in raking this old argument over the coals again. Anna Sophia was one of a dozen
important figures in the L utheran establishment in Germany—which, in this area, was essentially
identical with the political establishment—who'd been willing to serve as public sponsors for the
settlement house. With no lesser a person than the queen of Sweden herself as the figurehead—and her
very energetic seven-year-old daughter as a frequent and enthusiastic visitor.

For Maureen Grady's purposes, that was plenty good enough. Emelie was the only one of the "Elles," as
Caroline called them—"Eminent Lutheran Ladies'—who had a get-your-hands-dirty involvement in the
daily work of the settlement house, anyway. Whether as a matter of persona temperament or simply
because she was by far the youngest of the Elles, being still ateenager, Emelie had no trouble working
with either the CoC or the Catholic church in Magdeburg.

In any event, it was time to break off the gossip session. The door was opening and Caroline was
ushering the Engler fellow into the room.

Thorsten's relaxation at Caroline's obvioudly friendly attitude vanished the moment he went through the
door she'd led him to. Other than Maureen Grady, he knew neither of the women in the room beyond.
But everything about them, from the obviously expensive clothing they wore to their hair stylesto
subtleties about their expressions and mannerisms made it clear as day that they were noblewomen.
Probably Hochadel, to boot, not lesser nobility.

Thorsten didn't share the automatic hostility toward the German aristocracy that many CoC members
possessed. But he was certainly not partial to them, either—and, more to the point in this situation, had
had so little personal contact with any real onesthat he didn't know how to conduct himself properly.
The one reichsritter who'd lived near Engler's village had been avery small landowner without much
more in the way of pretensions—and certainly not refined manners—than any prosperous farmer in the
area.

Fortunately, the younger of the two noblewomen smiled and extended her hand for an American-style
informal handshake. That much, Thorsten had long since mastered.

"A pleasure, maam," he said, managing to get the words out smoothly and evenly.

"I am Emelie, the countess of Schwarzburg-Rudolstadt,” she said. Then, gesturing toward the older
noblewoman sitting by the window: "And thisis my husband's sister-in-law Anna Sophia, the dowager
countess.”

There being no offer of a handshake coming from that quarter, Thorsten simply bowed. "A pleasure,
maam." The elderly countess nodded in return but said nothing.

"Thisistheinner sanctum, Thorsten,” said Caroline. "I figured I'd bring you in here first, so you
wouldn't think this place was being run according to principles of anarchy. Appearances to the contrary.
But we can go now, and leave the ladies to their machinations. See you later, Maureen. Emelie.
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Countess."

And off she went, taking Thorsten by the hand and |eading him out. He made no protest. Leaving aside
his own desire to escape, this was the first time they'd had any physical contact. He was quite thrilled.

After the door closed, the dowager countess of Schwarzburg-Rudolstadt emitted a sniff. "I find myself
wondering if your precious CoC fellow made any recommendations about her. She's quite shocking at
times, you know."

"Don't be silly, Anna Sophia. | find Caroline immensely refreshing."”

Maureen looked from one to the other. "For what it's worth, | share Emelie's enthusiasm for Caroline—
and, yes, Anna Sophia, sometimes the girl practically defines the term 'bluntness.' But what | mostly care
about, seeing as how | really know very little about Thorsten Engler, isthat I'm seeing a human being's
emotional paralysisfinally coming unraveled.”

Now simply interested, the older countess raised her head. Maureen nodded toward Emelie. " She knows
the story, but | don't think I've ever told you. Caroline's not a native of Grantville like most of us here.
The only reason she was in town when the Ring of Fire hit is because she was one of Rita Stearns
college friends attending her wedding to Tom Simpson. Part of the reason she came is because she
thought she might pick up some good tips—seeing as how she was supposed to get married to her own
fiancé six weeks later. In Philadelphia, where he lived—and where the Ring of Fire left him."

"Ah." Anna Sophialooked out the window again. "I wonder if we will ever understand God's purpose
there. | don't think so, myself, whatever the parsons say. The learned arguments they advance today to
explain the Ring of Fire are no more learned, after al, than the arguments | can remember them
advancing not so many years ago—which sagely explained why the age of miraclesislong past and will
never return until the Christ himself."

Maureen was startled by the words, as she always was whenever someone spoke of the Ring of Fire that
way. She shouldn't be, redlly, since thiswas hardly the first time she'd heard a similar sentiment
expressed. Looked at from that viewpoint . . .

True enough, the Ring of Fire was a palpable, physical miracle, like something right out of the Bible.
The parting of the Red Sea might have been more spectacular, perhaps. But those waters had returned,
after Moses and his people passed. Whereas all anyone in Europe had to do—as untold thousands had
done, by now—was travel to within three miles of Grantville to see the modern miracle with their own
eyes. Nine-hundred-foot-tall cliffsthat had not existed an eyeblink before God made them to be; rivers
running in new courses, lakes drained and lakes created. Perhaps most of all, if abit more subtle,
thousands of sometimes peculiar people set loose in the world, who had in less than three years been the
human equivalent of an earthquake.

The problem was that, despite her own sincere Catholicism, Maureen Grady simply couldn't think that
way. She knew Grantville, having lived there for years since she'd left Chicago to take a better job at the
big Veterans Administration center in Clarksburg. The idea that she and her neighbors—her cop
husband, too, with his maniafor baseball? their two sons, with a worse mania? their three dogs, with
their maniafor stealing the best seats in the house and shedding fur all over them?—were all part of a
miracle just seemed completely absurd to her. Miracles were like Star Wars. They happened long, long
ago in places that were far, far way—and had names that were hard to pronounce. They did not happen
in dog-food-out-of-a-can plain old West Virginia.
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They just didn't, unless God was a lot more like an American Indian style prankster deity than the one
Maureen had grown up with and worshipped. So, Maureen had long since plunked herself down on the
"unknown natural causes' side of that debate. She could accept that blind nature might pick West
Virginiafor the Ring of Fire.

Why not, since nature had given them the seemingly immortal Senator Robert Byrd? Nobody ever
explained him as being due to any sort of miracle. The occasional Republican whispers that he'd sold his
soul to the devil could be discounted, she thought.

"Thisisthe day-care center,” Caroline said, as they entered a section of the settlement house that was a
newly constructed extension from the medieval monastery.

Thorsten looked around carefully. The great one-room wooden structure was really just a huge barn,
with what amounted to big stalls for children instead of horses or cattle. True, the floor was wood
instead of dirt, and was amazingly clean given the swarms of children everywhere. But the design and
craftsmanship of the extension itself was just about exactly what you'd get with awell-made barn. Very
sturdy and solid, to be sure, but with no frills whatsoever.

The one thing that puzzled him at first was how they managed to keep such a big wooden structure
warm enough in the winter. He saw no signs that the walls were insulated by anything except a double
layer of planking. But then he spotted one of the peculiar-looking new American stoves that were
becoming quite popular in the city. "Franklin stoves," they were called. Thorsten's own landlord had
been talking lately about getting some for their apartment building.

He looked around again, and spotted two more. Apparently, they had such a stove in amost every one of
the stalls for children.

"Well, what do you think?' Caroline asked. Glancing at her, Thorsten realized that he'd been silent for
guite some time, as he'd given the day-care center much more than a casual examination. His friend Eric
teased him about that characteristic quite often. Thorsten supposed it was probably true that he tended to
concentrate on something to the point of being half-oblivious to the world around him.

"It'svery sturdy," he said. "Former farmers built it, | am thinking."

"WEell . .. yes, | supposeit could have been. It was done by a crew sent from two of the construction
workers unions. Most of those men are from rural areas, true enough. | don't know if they were farmers,
though. Why do you say that?'

Thorsten waved his hand about. "It's designed like a big barn, Caroline. Better made than usual, but
that'swhat it is."

She looked alittle startled. "A barn? | wouldn't have said so!"

Fearing that she was on the verge of becoming offended, Thorsten chose his next words carefully.

"Ah. .. don't mean to be impertinent, but | take it you were not born and raised in a country village?"
Caroline's burst of laughter reassured Thorsten, as well asintrigued him. She had a raucous, almost
harsh-sounding laugh, quite at odds with her actual voice. Everything about the woman was fascinating.
"Héell, no! I'm the o-riginal city girl, Thorsten. Born and raised in and around Washington, D.C. When |
was growing up, going on a ‘country outing' meant finding an Eritrean restaurant instead of the run-of-
the-mill Ethiopian ones. Thefirst time | saw a cow was when | transferred to WV U my junior year
because | didn't like—well, never mind. Let'sjust say it took Rita Stearns fifteen minutes to walk me
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through the differences between a cow and ahorse so | could tell them apart.” She frowned rather
dramatically. "And she's never let me forget it even though the truth is | could have managed it in two
minutesif she hadn't been laughing her head off the other thirteen."

Thorsten tried to imagine not being able to tell the difference between a cow and horse at a glance.
Finally! Something about the woman that was clearly far from perfect. It came as a great relief.

"For someone like me, Caroline, a good and well-made barn is nothing to sneer at. Many people live
their whole lives in much worse. | meant no offense.”

She turned her head and looked at him for along moment, without atrace of her usual smile. "l believe
you," she said eventually. "I think you're one of the nicest men I've ever met. And none of it's phony."

He didn't know what to say to that. But the smile returned, and she took him by the hand again and led
him elsewhere. The "soup kitchen," she called it, even though they were serving no form of soup at all,
so far as Thorsten could determine.

"So how was the food?" Eric asked him that evening, over beersin the tavern. He'd left the settlement
house much sooner than Engler, of course.

"Who cares?' was Thorsten's reply.

"That silly smile has no business on your plain German farmer's face," declared Krenz. He turned to
Gunther Achterhof, who was sitting at the table with them. "Don't you agree?"

"No." Gunther studied Thorsten for abit. He really did seem quite distracted.

"Still having dreams?’

"Oh, yes."

Gunther drained his beer. "I changed my mind. You're right, Krenz. That isthe silliest smile I've ever
seen, on anybody's face. Better he should have kept suffering, like afarmer should.”

Back | Next
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Chapter 15

Frederiksborg Castle

Hiller ad, Kingdom of Denmark

The more he saw in the workshop that his father had built in a new wing of Frederiksborg Castle, the
more appalled Prince Ulrik became. By the time he got to the worktable at the end, with its dully
gleaming centerpiece, Ulrik felt asif his stomach was residing somewhere below . . .

Best not to think about that.
He turned his head to examine his guide. More precisely, to gauge how much he could confide in him.

Oddly, there was something about Baldur Norddahl's piratical appearance that was reassuring. Perhaps it
was because Ulrik had concluded the appearance was by no means skin deep. He'd spent enough time
with Norddahl, since he'd returned to Denmark from Schwerin afew days earlier at the king's command,
to get a sense of the man. Even that portion of the Norwegian's history that he'd been willing to divulge
—and that usually took several mugs of good strong beer to wheedle out of him—made Baldur
Norddahl an adventurer with few equals. Ulrik wouldn't be surprised at all to discover that some of those
adventures had included piracy. Where else would the Norwegian have learned Arabic but from the
Algerine corsairs? He was rather fluent in the outlandish tongue, although he claimed he couldn't read it
except bits and pieces of the aljamiado script.

Spain, Norddahl claimed, was where he first learned Arabic, along with several dialects of Spanish
itself. His proficiency in the Muslim tongue he'd gained in parts beyond, when he spent some time with
Morisco traders—plunderers and savers, too, one got the sense—in caravans crossing the great desert to
the fabled city of Timbuktu.

If there were a camel in Denmark, Ulrik would be interested to put the matter to atest, and see if
Norddahl could ride one of the grotesque animals. On the other hand, he probably could, even if the rest
of his stories were false. To use one of the many American expressions that were spreading all over
Europe, Baldur Norddahl was a man of many parts.

True, most of those parts wouldn't bear close examination, taken one at atime. Even his name was
suspect. Baldur was most likely accurate. But Norddahl simply meant "of the north valley"—which
could be just about anywhere. Norway had a thousand little valleysin its northern parts. Most
Norwegians didn't use farm or location surnames, in the first place, they used patronymics. But a father
could be traced alot easier than avalley somewhere "to the north," should someone go looking.
Nonetheless, that there were alot of partsto the rogue, the prince didn't doubt at all.

"This strikes me as madness, Baldur, now that I've finally been able to see it myself. Tell me the truth.”
The Norwegian took afew seconds to look around the immense workroom. It was deserted now, except
for the two of them. Norddahl had ordered all of the workmen to take a break from their labors while he
guided the prince about.

"It depends how you define 'madness,’ prince. All of these devices—their descendants, at |east—will
work. Even the submarine."

"Even this?' Ulrik picked up the huge bronze helmet with its bizarre glass visor. With considerable
strain, since the thing was very heavy. He tried to imagine himself fitting the ghastly device onto his
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head, and then lowering himself into water with it.

"Oh, yes. Actually, the problem with this particular enthusiasm of your father's isn't the diving helmet.
I'd be quite willing to trust my life to that. It's the hose"—he swept his hand down the long table,
indicating the canvas and wire contraption that lay sprawled acrossit in great coils—"and the pump and
the rest of it that makes the project so close to suicide that | told His Majesty | refused to test it myself."

Ulrik winced. Given the risks Norddahl was usually prepared to take—for enough money—the fact that
he considered this one amost suicidal made it suicidal indeed.

"Did you ask the American lieutenant?"

Baldur smiled. "Does a bear shit in the woods? As God is my witness, | would forgive the up-timers just
for their delightful sayings alone, even if they hadn't brought such wonderful gadgets with them. Yes,
Prince, of course | asked him. Pried him rather, over the many beers | bought the lad.” The smile
expanded a bit. "Which | charged to your father's account, you understand. Being, as it was, clearly a
research expense.”

The prince smiled back. He couldn't help it, even if one of the things about his father that aggravated
him was the king of Denmark's ability to shed money like rainwater. But he was unable to get angry
over Baldur's amoral cheeriness. Ulrik had come to realize that the Norwegian adventurer lied about
very little, except his past. That was something of arelief, for a prince who'd been acquainted with
courtiersall hislife.

"And what did Eddie say?"

The smiled left Norddahl's face. "He said it was very dangerous—all of this—although he claimed that
he couldn't provide me with many details beyond depicting what he called ‘the bends." "

Ulrik grunted skeptically. "I'm surprised you got anything out of him—or that he didn't regale you with
the outlandish claims he tells my father.”

"Oh, it's not hard. Y ou simply have to know the trick of it."

The prince cocked an eyebrow. "Which is?'

"The lad's squeamish. Y ou wouldn't think it, of a man who drove what the up-timers call a'speedboat'—
and isn't that an appropriate name!—into a Danish warship. But heis. Eddie Cantrell will lie through his
teeth without hesitation, if he thinks he's deceiving his enemies.” Norddahl shook his head. "Meaning no
disrespect, Prince, but your father is far too gullible when his enthusiasms get the best of him."

Ulrik chuckled. "To say theleast. Yes, | know. But you still haven't explained 'thetrick.'"

The Norwegian shrugged. "Eddie's not a cold-blooded killer. If you make it clear that someone's life
depends on what he tells you—depends directly; immediately; soon, not as vague later possibility—he
simply can't bring himself to keep lying. He'll get vague, evasive. If you press him—beer helps—you
can eventually pry some honest warnings from him. Even details, if he knows them."

"But he doesn't, | take it?"

Baldur shook his head. "No, not really. Not about this business, at least." The last, he said with another
sweep of the hand at the contents of the workshop. "He came from a mountainous province, far inland. |
think the only time he started learning anything about ships and the sea was after he came here through
the Ring of Fire. So most of what he knows is what he calls 'book-learning,’ and spotty at that."

"What are these 'bends' he warns about?"

"I'm not entirely sure, Prince. Eddie couldn't really explain it—and much of what he said didn't make a
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great deal of sense to meto begin with. But if he's right—I'm sure he's not lying here, he smply may be
wrong himself—it seems that if a man goes deep enough into the water various parts of the air enter his
actual blood. One of them is supposed to be particularly dangerous. Niter . . . something."

Ulrik had been feeling dlightly dizzy ever since he arrived in Denmark and his ebullient giant of afather
had immediately placed him in charge of what the king was pleased to call "our secret navy projects.”
The dizziness increased dlightly, as he tried to wrack his brain to pull up what he'd managed to learn in
hasty perusals of up-time texts.

"Yes, | remember. Nitrogen, they call it. The up-timers claim that air"—the hand-wave the prince now
made took in everything about them—"is not really ‘air' at all, but a mixture of several airs. What they
call gases. Oxygen isthe one we actually use to breathe. Most of it is nitrogen. Four partsin five, if |
remember correctly."

He frowned. "But they also claim that nitrogen is harmless. ‘Inert," is the word they use."

"Most of the time, maybe. But Eddie insistsit's dangerous underwater. At least, if you go far enough
down. He says what happens is that the—'gas,' you call it?—saturates the blood. Then, when aman rises
back to the surface—if he rises too quickly, that is—the gas boils back out of hisblood. That's what they
call 'the bends.' Does terrible things, apparently, especially to the joints. It can even kill you."

Ulrik grimaced at theimage. Asif there weren't already enough sickening ways to main or kill a man!
"And what else is dangerous?

Norddahl shrugged again. "That was the only thing he could tell me specifically. But all of the dangers,
including the bends, seem to come from the same general peril. What he calls the pressure of the water
itself. That's another way of saying—"

"Yes, | understand." That much of the up-time texts, at least, had been easy enough to comprehend. The
idea that even the air had weight, pressing down on a body, had seemed peculiar at first. But once Ulrik
remembered his experience trying to breathe, the one time he'd ventured into the high Alps, the concept
had come into focus. And he'd swum and dove often enough—and deep enough, now and then—to
understand full well that water got . . . thicker, the farther down you went. "Pressure” was not a bad term
at all to describe it, since his ears had felt asif a soft-handed giant had been squeezing them.

On the other hand . . .

"There's something | still don't understand.” He set down the helmet. "Not even my ebullient sire
proposes to send a man or a machine very far beneath the surface." He turned slightly and pointed to the
submarine being built. "Even that preposterous device is not intended to go much deeper than thirty feet."
"Nor"—he rapped the helmet with a knuckle—"is this. Fifty feet perhaps. Sixty or seventy, at most. Am
| right?"

"Yes, Your Highness."

Ha! Apparently Ulrik was making an impression on the rascal. Norddahl was finally using the proper
appellation, instead of the "prince" business that bordered on disrespect.

"And | understand what you're questioning,” the Norwegian continued. "Many men dive that deep, or
even deeper. I've been thirty feet down myself, more than once, and there are sponge fishermen who go
much deeper than that. Do it for aliving, day after day, and suffer none of the consequences Eddie
warns about."

"And what do you conclude? Since you don't believe he's lying."
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Baldur paused, scratching his chin while he examined the helmet himself. Then, with a very dubious
look in his yes, studied the coils of the hose. "I posed that very problem to him, asit happens. He was
obviously puzzled for amoment. | really don't think he knows very much about all this. But he finally
said | was overlooking what he called 'the differential.' What he meant by that is that—this is what he
says—when a diver without all this complicated gadgetry goes deep, somehow the pressure of his body
is enough to resist the pressure of the water."

Ulrik's eyes dmost crossed. "That's . . . hard to make sense of ."

"Isn't it?" The cheery smile returned. "But | think | understand what he's talking about, Y our Highness.
When a diver goes deep, what he does is breathe very heavily—»but then he expels all the air before he
dives. If you didn't—I learned this myself—you simply can't get very deep to begin with."
Comprehension began to come again. Even at the age of twenty-two, Ulrik had quite of bit of military
experience. He'd seen a human body—more than one—torn to pieces.

"Yes, | see. If you picture the lungs as empty sacks, not full of air .. ."

He turned his head and squinted at the bizarre-looking boat being constructed at the far end. "But that
shouldn't affect men in a submarine.”

"No, | don't believe it does—unless the hull shatters. But what about a man in this contraption?' Again,
Norddahl wrapped the diving helmet with a knuckle. " So long as the pump above is keeping him
supplied with air, he should be fine. But what if the pump fails—or the hose ruptures?”

The prince tried to imagine the consequences. "Well, he'd drown very quickly, if you didn't pull him up
intime."

Baldur shook his head. "No, Y our Highness, | don't think he would. | think something much worse
would happen to him."

"What?'

"I don't know. Neither does Eddie. He says he read about it once, but can't remember any of the details.
What he did remember was that, whatever it was, it was quite horrible."

"And you believe him?"

"Oh, yes. That'swhy | told His Majesty | wouldn't go down in it myself, once we got it finished. The
submarine, 1'd be willing to try—but not this devilish device. Of course, no one will be able to test it for
afew months anyway, even if we had the pump ready. The water would be much too cold during the
winter, assuming you could find a spot without ice cover. But, come spring, by which time everything
should be done, | still won't doit.”

Ulrik didn't blame him. Courage was one thing. Thiswas just lunacy, and it got worse the more he
learned. Devoting any effort to this particular project was completely pointless. It had no possible
military application at all, that Ulrik could see. How was a man laboring under the weight of a huge
bronze helmet and a heavy diving suit—even assuming you could make along enough hose to provide
him with air, which was impossi ble—supposed to pose a threat to awarship?

He suspected that not even his father thought it could. The king had simply . . . gotten interested.
Christian 1V was also a man of many parts. He read relatively little, unfortunately, but he was very
intelligent and was fascinated by awide range of things. In particular, he adored mechanical
contrivances and would have made quite a good artisan himself.

"So let us return to the beginning, Baldur. | said this seemed all madness, and you disagreed. Why?"
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"| disagreed only in general, Y our Highness. Eventually, | think all of these contraptions can be made to
work. I'm quite partial to the submarine, in fact. But | think it's. . . well, not wise—not for me to label
your august royal father a madman!—to believe they can be made to work in time to fend off the
American ironclads. They'll be here by May, I'm thinking, at the latest."

Ulrik looked back to the submarine, then at the helmet. "Y ou don't share the opinion of my father's
courtiers, | take it? Most of them insist that the up-timers are not magicians, simply artisans—and that
there is no way to get such ungainly boats down the Elbe and

through the North Sea and the Kattegat and Skagerrak. Even leaving aside the political problem of
passing Hamburg and the likelihood—the near-certainty, to hear those very martial fellows talk—that
heroic units of our army—perhaps even the miserable French—will destroy them before they ever smell
awhiff of saltwater."

Baldur chuckled. There was a bit of a sneer in the sound. "Oh, the Americans are certainly not
magicians. On that much, | quite agree. But I'm wondering how many of those courtiers were there, at
the battle of Wismar?"

"Not one," said Ulrik flatly. "I asked."

"What | thought. Well, | was there, Y our Highness. | was aboard the Lossen. Fortunately for me, after
the airplane crashed into us, | was one of the officers detailed to command the lifeboats we lowered. So |
wasn't aboard when the magazine finally exploded, afew minutes |ater."

There wasn't atrace of the usual humor in Norddahl's face, now. In that moment, Ulrik thought he was
finally seeing the man beneath the rogue. A burly Norwegian, somewhere around the age of forty, with
ash-blond hair and very light blue eyes—and an impressive collections of scars even on that small part
of hisbody that was visible. The prince didn't doubt for a minute that there were plenty more beneath the
heavy clothes Baldur wore in the workshop. This was a man who had seen more of danger than most
any ten other men. Without the sheen of humor on the surface, he was like a grim ancient who'd gone a
viking every summer of hislife since he was a boy.

The prince sighed. "What | feared."

Ulrik's eyes moved around the workshop again. Slowly, because there was so much to be seen. His
father was nothing if not an enthusiast, once something took his fancy. Where another monarch might
have ordered one or two such dubious naval projects set underway, the king of Denmark had ordered a
dozen.

"Isthere anything in here that isn't harebrained?’

The smile came back. "Oh, yes! Two of the projects, in fact. Alas, I've not been able to generate much
interest in them on the part of His Majesty. Too simple for histaste, you understand. But | think they
have quite splendid possibilities. Here, let me show you."

After he finished his study of the first project Baldur had led him to, Ulrik straightened up. His spirits,
even more than his back.

"A 'spar-torpedo,' you call it? Nothing more than a big ssmple bomb, really, stuck out on the end of a
pole. Taken into battle by a sturdy boat, such as we've known how to make for centuries.”

"Y our Highness has penetrated to the heart of the matter splendidly,” agreed Baldur, his customary cheer
back in place. "Better still, a device that's been tested recently and shown to work quite well, even using
down-time equipment almost throughout. This was how the up-timersin Amsterdam sank a Spanish
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ship, you know. There is one problem, though."

Here he pointed to the one and only exotic part of the whole project. " The up-timers in Amsterdam had
to row the whole way. Whereas we lowly Danes will have an American engine to propel one of our
boats. What they call an ‘outboard motor.' | obtained it through . . . well, let's just say informal methods,
and leave it at that. Luckily for us, that Americans are definitely people and not devilsis proven by the
fact that they share all of the usual human vices. Greed and carel essness being prominent among them."
A bit skeptically, Ulrik eyed the gadget. "Areyou sure. . ."

"Oh, yes, Your Highness. |'ve tested this myself, many times, on boats |'ve taken out onto the Castle
Lake. So long as you have the fuel for it—and that's not really so hard to buy on the black market in the
Germanies, certainly not the little we'd need—this thing is just about as reliable as oars. That's because
it'swhat the Americans—have | told you how much | enjoy their little saws and turns of phrase?—call
'store-bought.' Thisisn't something they cobbled together here themselves, from whatever bits and
pieces of their old world they brought with them. This is something that was made—in great huge | ots of
thousands, they say, like a shop making nails—in one of those giant factories they had up-time."

The dizzy feeling returned, for amoment. Ulrik tried to imagine a world whose cities housed millions
and whose landscapes—he'd seen many of the pictures himself, when he'd visited Grantville—were
dotted by giant manufactories asif they were dairy farms.

He shook it off. Thankfully, the kingdom of Denmark in the coming year would not have to fend off
such an incredibly powerful world. Simply afragment of it. Insofar as the term "simply" could be
applied to atask that even such afellow as the Norwegian with him viewed grimly.

Ulrik was quite fond of up-time expressions, himself, as it happened. He'd picked up quite afew while
he'd visited the Germanies where the Americans had spread their influence.

"Hard-boiled," the Americans would have labeled Baldur Norddahl. Very hard-boiled, indeed.

"Y ou said there was a problem with it, though."

Baldur ran fingers through his hair. "Y es, thereis. Once | finally got my hands on the contraption and
tested it, | discovered that with aboat that has any weight at all—and we need something fairly sturdy to
support a heavy bomb on the end of along pole—the outboard motor isn't really any faster than just
using oars. The big advantage it hasis that it doesn't wear out the crew the way pulling oars does. But
any attack we launch on those American ironclads will have to be quick, anyway, so the advantage
disappears. And the engine makes an incredible racket. A very distinctive sound that the Americans will
certainly recognize."

Ulrik thought about it. "Perhaps we should plan on using the thing as a decoy, then. Draw their attention
with the outboard motor, but plan the real strike with oared boats."

Baldur looked surprised. Then, quite respectful. "That's an intriguing idea, Y our Highness. | hadn't
thought of it. Be awfully rough on the men on the decoy ship, though."

"Yes, it would. Unless we can figure out another way of confusing the enemy at the same time. But let's
leave that be, for moment. What was the other project you thought had promise?’

"That's even better—or would be," he said, half-sighing, "had | been able to interest His Majesty in it.
That's over there."

Five minutes later, Prince Ulrik was struggling not to curse his own father.
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"This would have been sensible!™

Norddahl shook his head, his expression unnaturally lugubrious. "It certainly would have. Almost no
risk involved at all. And the up-time texts say that it's the most effective anti-ship device ever designed
by the hand of man. Beautiful inits simplicity, isn't it? It's not even very different from things we down-
timers have done before, although never on such a scale.”

Ulrik looked first at the device itself—Baldur called it the "prototype,” using yet another American term
—and then spent some seconds admiring the clever way the Norwegian had shown how it would work
in practice. He called that the "scale model."

Assimple asyou could ask for. Just litter the narrow confines of the Danish straits with mines.
Straightforward bombs, whose design posed no insurmountable problem, each big enough to sink even
an ironclad. Devices that could be set in place by boats such as the Danes already had in profusion,
rather than one or two intricate and exotic shipsto be designed and built in a hurry—with who could say
what result in practice?

With enough of them, they could possibly do more than close the Straits. If they closed the Kattegat,
they could keep the ironclads from even getting near to Copenhagen. Granted, that would take an
enormous number of mines and was probably impractical.

"We could still . . "

But Norddahl was shaking his head, his expression more lugubrious still. "I'm afraid not, Y our
Highness. There simply isn't enough time left. | did my best to persuade the king—right from the
beginning—that we should abandon everything elsein favor of thisalone. But . . ."

He spread his hands. "Y our father, you understand.”

Ulrik had to suppress a sudden spike of near-hysterical laughter.

"Yes, | understand. My father."

The up-time texts and records didn't really have very much concerning the history of Denmark, taken as
awhole. It had been a small and unimportant country in their time, and not close to their own. But there
was afair amount in the libraries in Grantville—the woman with the huge and eccentric personal library
had had even more, which she'd been kind enough to let Ulrik examine—concerning King Christian IV
himself. A very flamboyant and long-lived monarch he'd been, it seemed, who'd been quite popular with
his people despite his seemingly endless excesses. Ulrik's father had made such an impression on his
land that he would be one of the few monarchs of the era still vividly remembered centuries in the future.

Remembered for many things. One of them being the fact that he'd produced over two dozen children, a
goodly number of them illegitimate.

Such was Ulrik's father, for good or ill. Y ou could hardly expect such a man to satisfy himself with one
or two special projects for his navy—when he could concelve a dozen.

"You're certan?'

"Yes, Your Highness. | did the calculations. If we'd started earlier, things would be different. Starting
now . .."

Norddahl's eyes went to the prototype. "Even now, if you could persuade your father to drop everything
else, | think | could get enough made and put in place to close the Oresund. That would protect
Copenhagen, at |least. But there's no chance any longer that we could make and place enough to close of f
even the Little Belt, much less the Great Belt."
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"Either of which would allow Admiral Simpson access to the Baltic—and our fleet blockading L uebeck."
"Yes, Your Highness."

"Let's assume—for the moment—that | could keep the king pried off your back enough to allow you to
devote. . . oh, let's say one-half of your efforts to the mines."

Norddahl's eyes narrowed and grew a bit unfocused, while he did his calculations.

"I couldn't close off the Oresund. But | could certainly make and put in place enough mines to make it
dangerous for the enemy's ships."

"And you're certain that one of these mines would be enough to sink an American ironclad? |I've seen
them, Baldur. At something of adistance, of course. They were friendly enough, when | passed through
Magdeburg, very respectful of my diplomatic status, but they obviously weren't going to let me into the
shipyards. But even under construction, seen from afar, they are formidable looking things."

Norddahl chuckled again. "Oh, yes, Y our Highness. |'ve never been able to get my hands on a copy of
the actual plans, but there's really no great mystery about the ironclads. Give me the wherewithal and
enough time—"

He waved at one of the projectslooming darkly in acorner. "—and | could build one myself. Though
even the king agrees that would take far too long, so I've never done much but fiddle with it. But one
thing is known for sure. However much armor the ironclads may carry above the water, the hulls
themselves are just wooden hulls. These mines are powerful enough they'd probably even hole aniron
hull. They'll certainly shatter a wooden one.”

Ulrik nodded, and then looked back toward the area where the spar torpedo project was underway.

"And how many of those could you have ready by May? Assuming—for the moment—that | could give
you enough breathing space to devote. . . oh, half the time that's |eft, after the mines. I'm afraid there's
no way around the fact that you'll have to keep at least a quarter of your effort devoted to these other
ridiculous schemes. | can keep my father at a distance, to a point. But I'd have as much chance of
fending off a great bear with my hands as | would keeping my illustrious sire from meddling at all."

He was a bit startled to realize how far he'd allowed himself to discard circumlocutions in the presence
of aman who was, technically, nothing but a servant. His instincts had led him there, though, and Ulrik
trusted his instincts about people. He'd come to have agreat deal of confidence in Baldur Norddahl, and
needed to make sure the reverse was true as well. This was going to be a desperate enough business,
under the best of circumstances. If anything wasto work at al, it would require a close bond between a
prince of Denmark and a Norwegian adventurer, rascally as he might be.

Baldur had been pondering the question. "It's not quite as simple as that, Y our Highness. | could have
six or seven boats built and ready with spar torpedoes, by May. But | have a bad feeling they won't do
much good."

Ulrik frowned. "You just told me yourself that's how the up-timers sank a Spanish ship in Amsterdam."
"Not the same thing at all, Y our Highness. In Amsterdam, the Americans had the advantage of complete
surprise. In the Oresund, we won't. Y ou can be as sure as anything in the world that the American
admiral knows all about the danger of minesand . . . they'd call them 'torpedo boats,' | think. They'll be
dert at al times, even in astorm, and they have more than enough weaponry on board those ships, even
leaving aside the main guns, to destroy any rowboat before it got close enough to pose a danger.”

He grimaced. "I'll be willing to lead the thing, when the time comes. But only because it's not completely
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suicidal, and | have ataste for adventure."

"More than ataste!" exclaimed Ulrik, half-laughing. "But | see your point. All right, then. There's no
point in throwing away the lives of our sailors to no purpose. Spend enough time to make sure you have
Six or seven spar torpedo boats ready, in case we can figure out away to make them effective. The rest,
devote as much as you possibly can to the mines."

"And you'll keep your father as far off asyou can."
"Y es. And when the time comes, you and | will both see what a torpedo boat can do."
Norddahl's eyes widened. "Ah . . . you're aprince, Your Highness. I'm not sure your father—"

"Damn my father. As many children as he sires, what difference does it make? | have two older brothers
anyway, not even counting the morganatic line."

He gave the Norwegian the best royal stare he had. He knew it was quite good, too. He'd learned it from
watching Gustav Adolf, the king of Sweden, in the time he'd spent with him as ayoungster. A man he
liked and generally admired—and was now his enemy. But such was the life of a prince.

Finally, Ulrik got what he needed. There was nothing but respect in Baldur Norddahl's gaze, any longer.
No trace of the rogue or the rascal. Just that of the grim old ancient that the prince of Denmark would
need at his side come a desperate moment in the spring, when they both went a-viking.
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Chapter 16

When he emerged from the workshop, Prince Ulrik discovered that the overcast skies of the morning
had turned into an afternoon’'s snowfall. He was just as glad, though. First, because the really bitter cold
daysin January were the days with clear skies; second, because he liked snow anyway. When he was a
boy, he and his brothers had greeted a heavy snowfall with great enthusiasm. It meant days of marvelous
play in the castle gardens, digging tunnels through the snow and erecting what they were pleased to call
fortresses.

The big workshop the king had had built for Baldur Norddahl was on the southernmost of the three
islands in the lake that Frederiksborg Castle was built upon. It was located almost adjacent to the two
round towers erected by the castle's original founder, Ulrik's grandfather Frederik Il. Giving those
familiar sights a mere glance, the prince headed for the S-bridge that would take him to the middle
island.

He took a shortcut through the royal stables. That was quicker, warmer—and he liked horses even more
than he did snow. As he passed through, he exchanged greetings with the stablehands he encountered,
but did not, as he usually would, take the time to chat with them. He was preoccupied today, lost in
thoughts that were dark and foreboding.

Once across the S-bridge and onto the middle island, Ulrik stopped in the square to gaze at the Neptune
Fountain.

There'd been snowball fights also, of course, many of them in this very square. Lots of those. Ulrik liked
to fancy that he first learned military tactics in those melees.

Melees they'd been, too. One of the advantages of being aboy prince—perhaps simply one of the
realities, advantageous or not—was that you always had a coterie of other boys around you. Sons of
courtiers or sons of stablehands, either way or both. At that age, people did not make the fine
distinctions they would grow into as time passed. That was one of the things about his childhood that
Ulrik found himself missing a great deal, especially after he visited Grantville and came to realize how
very differently the up-timers calculated rank and station in life.

Sadly, the main lesson Ulrik had learned from those mass snowball fights was that the surest of all
military tactics was simply to outnumber the foe. "Sadly," because hisillustrious father, for al his erratic
but undoubted brilliance, seemed to be unable or unwilling to accept that reality and everything that
flowed from it.

Slowly, ignoring the snowfall that was covering his hat and the shoulders of his heavy coat, Ulrik
walked most of the way around the Neptune Fountain in the middle of the square, examining, as he
passed, the edifices around him.

His father had ordered this castle built, transforming Frederik |1's rather modest hunting manor into one
of the great royal palaces of Europe. No idle boast, that, either. Ulrik had traveled enough to have seen
many of them. Christian IV had had Frederiksborg designed in the Dutch Renaissance style, with its
copper-covered roofs and spires, sweeping gables, sandstone decorations. The end result, completed in
1615, was quite magnificent.

Having completed his round of the fountain, the prince continued to the north, to the island that held the
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royal palace and his own quarters.

Easy to forget, when you lived in such a palace, that the kingdom which had been wealthy enough to
afford it was still asmall kingdom. Easy to forget, when you woke up every morning in a bedroom as
magnificent as that of any monarch in Europe, that great bedrooms and halls and gardens and fountains
did not trandlate into great armies and navies.

Easy to forget, staring up at ceilings as splendid as any in the world, that they were still ceilings and not
endless open skies. Easy to forget the most important lesson that Ulrik thought any king or prince had to
learn down to the marrow of his bones.

For all beings except the Almighty, there were limits. No matter who you were, there were limits. And
you had to develop as keen an eye for them—as acute ataste, if you would—as you did for good
architecture and fine paintings and music. Or you would soon enough find that you had lost everything
within those limits. A great dedl, at least.

Ulrik himself had always been good at seeing limits. Perhaps that was because he was an average-sized
man, in all respects, where his father was not at all. Christian IV wastall, immensein girth, and
possessed a capacity for procreation that was only exceeded by hisimagination and his capacity for
drink. Had he not possessed a reasonably kind disposition—certainly by royal standards—he would
have been a veritable ogre.

Thiswar was madness. Ulrik's father had been well-nigh insane to believe that by allying himself with
the two of the three great Catholic powers in Europe he could somehow displace the Swede as the
preeminent monarch in the Protestant lands. Even that wretched King Charles of England had been
thinking more clearly. Richelieu and the Spaniards would use Denmark like a man squeezes all the juice
out of an orange, and then cast the husk aside. And it would be that husk—not France, not Spain,
certainly not England—upon which the full fury of the Germans fell.

And it was their fury that Ulrik feared, not that of the Swedes. Sweden was not so big a kingdom itself,
when all was said and done. Larger in size but smaller in population than Denmark. It was that reality
that always grated on his father. Why Sweden, and not Denmark?

They were adl idiots. In the end, Ulrik thought, Gustav Adolf as much as Christian 1V. Unable to see that
the role played by Sweden and Denmark over the past century or two was solely due to the fact that the
Germanies had been disunited and, to make the blessing of Scandinavia complete, ruled by as sorry alot
of squabbling and incompetent princes as you could ask for.

Ulrik was now passing over the second bridge, and into a crosswind. He shivered, from the sudden cold.
So hetried to tell himself, knowing that was an excuse. With these thoughts running through his head,
he would have shivered on the warmest day of summer.

He could remember shivering exactly so, in fact, on awarm summer day in Magdeburg.

Grantville had been exhilarating. Magdeburg had been . . .

Terrifying. All the energy and ingenuity brought by the up-timers through the Ring of Fire, that Ulrik
had seen in Grantville also. But Grantville was a place of limits. Tightly circumscribed, first, by its
surrounding hills; even more, circumscribed as well by the customs and traditions of its inhabitants.

By and large, Ulrik had discovered that he liked most of the Americans. Not all, of course. But they
were a decent and unassuming folk, for all their mechanical wizardry.

Magdeburg seemed limitless. A new city arising like a phoenix from the ashes and ruins that Tilly and

file:///K|/eMule0.47c/Incoming/Eric%20Fint%208& %20Da...20-%201634,%20The%20Baltic%20War/A141652102X __16.htm (3 of 8)19-4-2007 23:58:31



- Chapter 16

his butchers had left behind, on a vast and open plain. But now, with that same American ingenuity
coupled to a people who outnumbered all other people in Europe and had a great rage coiled within their
souls.

And who could blame them—when, for fifteen years, every other land of Europe had used theirsfor a
battlefield? Taking advantage of Germany's disunity and the fecklessness of its princes to turn Europe's
center into awasteland. Destroying their towns and cities and villages, slaughtering their men, ravishing
their women, starving their children and old folk.

And for what? So this prince over here could claim a bit more land than he had before, and that king
over there could add anew titleto alist that was already preposterously long.

WEell, it was over, whether or not those bickering kings and princes were able or willing to recognize it.
The Germanies had become Germany—call it whatever you will—and it had produced a prince like no
other before him. And this one cared not in the least for the trappings of royalty. He cared only for the
substance of the power those titles claimed to embody—and did so, to make it worse for the princes with
the fancy titles, on behalf of the commoners who had suffered the most from the war.

Ulrik had met him, twice. Very briefly, on both occasions. He certainly couldn't claim to know him, but
he didn't need to. He'd spent considerable time in Magdeburg just walking through the new industrial
districts, drinking in the taverns of the men who worked there, and idling many hours in the Freedom
Arches which dotted most of the city. And, everywhere he went in that most plebeian of al great cities
in Europe, hearing over and over the term Prince of Germany. The prince who would, they all seemed as
certain as the tides, lead them to victory come winter's end.

The phrase was a shell, depicting a man. The confidence and determination that his people poured into
that term, no shell at al. Any monarch or chancellor in Europe who believed so was either blind or mad
or both.,

The Swedish king, to give him credit, had held off the alliance Richelieu formed to destroy him. The
aliance Ulrik's father had been fool enough to join. Whatever delusions Christian 1V might still have,
buttressed by the flattery of a pack of worthless courtiers, Ulrik had spoken to enough Danish officers to
know that no one seriously expected to be able to take L uebeck this winter.

By summer, they'd say. But that summer would never arrive, because spring would come before it. The
spring of the year of our lord 1634, when the fury of Germany finally fell upon its torturers. Ulrik could
only hope—and he'd do what he could for the purpose—that Denmark itself might survive that storm.
He'd reached the northern island, and the royal palace. By now, his mood was far darker than the leaden
sKkies.

So...

Hewasfinaly ableto laugh, abit. So he'd do what he'd found himself doing quite often, these past three
months.

Go visit an American, what else?

Eddie Cantrell stared up at the canopy over his bed, feeling like an idiot.
Four times over, to make everything perfect.

To start with the smallest idiocy, what was a country boy from asmall town in West Virginiadoing in a
bed—no, awhole bedroom—that he didn't think the fanciest up-time hotel in the world could boast?
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Just look at it, fer chrissake.

Okay, the bed was a bed. Big, sure, but not actually as big as a king-size bed you could have bought up-
time for afew hundred dollars. In that small respect, at |least, there was still atrace of sanity in the world.

From there, all reason fled. The bed coverings would have cost a small fortune, and God only knows
what you'd have had to pay for the four-poster bed frame and the canopy hanging from it. The thing was
ano-fooling fricking tapestry. Eddie was dead certain that its like back up-time could be found only in
museums.

His eyes dropped from the canopy to scan the bedroom. Of course, why not?—since the whole damn
room belonged in amuseum. There wasn't a square inch of the celling that wasn't decorated; not a
square foot of the walls that didn't have a painting or some sort of art work on it. Any of which, Eddie
was just as certain, museum curators and art thieves back up-time would have drooled over. Nor was
there a square yard of the floor—a beautiful parquet floor, naturally, that would have probably
bankrupted your average American millionaire back home—that didn't have a piece of furniture on it, or
statuary, or just huge vases, any one of which would probably have bankrupted your average up-time
multimillionaire.

Eddie's eyes went to the big window across the room from the bed. Not to mention, of course, that if he
hauled his sorry ass out of bed and hobbled over to the window, he'd be looking out at a vista that these
crazy Danish royals choseto call "gardens' but didn't ook like any gardens Eddie had ever seen. Sure as
hell not the vegetable gardens his mother or any of their neighbors had had. Even leaving aside the fact
that they were bigger than several football fields put together.

And that was only the smallest of the idiocies.

Move on to the next. What was a proper West Virginia country boy doing in bed in the first place, now
that it was afternoon? Lolling about like that crazy French writer he'd read about once, who not only
spent half hislifein bed but wrote books—famous books, even—about a man who spent most of hislife
in bed.

Eddie didn't even have the excuse of being bored. How could he be bored, when he was a captive of a
medieval king who had dungeonsto spare and torturers on his payrol|?

Fine. "Early Modern Era" king, if that'd make the scholars happy.

Swell. What that meant in the real world, as far as Eddie was concerned, was that he was in transition
from bruta illiterate kings whose powers were actually limited in practice to the Brave New World of
absolute monarchies, whose torturers and executioners were literate so they could stay up on the latest
innovations. Thank you very much.

No, hewasjust in afunk. The sort of funk that might be respectable enough somewhere in Greenwich
Village or the lower east side of Manhattan, but any solid hillbilly would sneer at. Go fix the suspension
on your car or something, you dummy.

And why was hein afunk? Oh, let's move on to Idiocy Number Three.

Secret Agent Man. James Bond, 007. Mike Stearns had entrusted him with the task, in captivity, of
ferreting out the secrets of the enemy and foiling their plans with fiendishly clever countermoves. Like
fucking Houdini.

Right. That made Mike Stearns an even bigger idiot than Eddie, sure, but Stearns wasn't slegping three
floors over a dungeon.
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Well, maybe he was, actually—agiven that Gustav Adolf had insisted on having his architects draw up
the plans for Hans Richter Palace and oversee its construction. The Good Old Swedes, in thisday and
age, weren't exactly what you'd call good ole boys. A lot closer to their troll roots, still, than they were to
Ingrid Bergman.

But so what? They were Mike's dungeons, whose tongs and pincers and God knows what else he didn't
have to worry about.

Well. At least not until he lost the election. After that—this day and age being what it was—who could
say?

Big deal. The election Mike had to worry about was at |east ayear away. Eddie could lose his election
any time that damn drunken Danish king who kept him up half the nights till the wee hours drinking
along with him chose to punch his ticket.

Did | mention | have absolute power? No? Well, not to worry—here's the proof of it. Lads, take this
fellow downstairs and pluck off another part of his body.

Eddie heard the door opening. All thought of the Three Lesser Idiocies were swept from hismind. The
Great One had arrived.

"Still in bed! Eddie, you should be ashamed of yourself! And don't pretend you have a hangover because
my father let you go long before the carousing was over last night. | know, Ulrik told me. Oh, he's here,
too."

Eddie sat up to look. Sure enough, the youngest of the king's three sons in the royal line was coming in
right behind.

Perfect. The outrigger, so to speak, to the Greatest of All Idiocies.

On the other hand—they had bestsellersin this day and age, too, he'd discovered—maybe if Eddie
survived it all he could write a book and become rich and famous. Okay, rich and the laughingstock of
an entire continent, but what the hell.

The Life of a Secret Agent. No, that'd be fudging. The Secrets of a Secret Agent; or, How to Turn 007
Into a Seven Percent Solution.

Chapter One. Get captured in a naval battle. Make sure you lose afoot while you're at it.

Chapter Two. Get some moron of a president to make you his secret agent while in captivity.

Chapter Three. Ingratiate yourself to an alcoholic enemy king by drinking as much as you possibly can
in his company, when you don't like liquor to begin with and the stuff scares you to death because your
dad was a souse.

Chapter Four. Feed him a pack of silly lies and just hope that he's not sober enough to catch you at it.
Chapter Five. Make friends with his son the prince.

Chapter Six. Fall in love with his daughter the princess. Fine. The "king's daughter"—as if that's going
to make any difference when they figure it out, seeing as how James Bondaged .07 was clever enough to
pick agirl who'sjail-bait back up-time and dungeon-bait in this one, so it wouldn't matter if shewasa
butcher's daughter.

Chapter Seven . . .

But Eddie flinched from that still-unwritten one. He couldn't only hope the red-hot tongs would
cauterize the wound at the same time they rendered him unconscious from agony, when they removed
the offending body part in question. Sometimes he found himself wondering if, in this day and age, they
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made wooden peg-dicks to match wooden peg legs.

The scariest thing was, they probably did.

"Why are you staring at me like that?' Anne Cathrine demanded. "Y ou'd think | was a ghost or
something."

Ulrik pulled up achair next to the bed, blithely ignoring the cost of the chair or whatever damage it
might do to the floor. Eddie was afraid to sit in most of the furniture, himself, and whenever he couldn't
walk barefoot on the floor he practically tiptoed.

Of course, Ulrik could confidently expect to inherit the dungeons and the tongs and the what-not. He
had a chance of it, at least. Danes still had the custom that the nobility got to elect the king, choosing
from whoever was eligible in the royal family. They'd already elected the oldest prince Christian as the
successor, but if he died before his father did, Ulrik might still wind up on the throne even though he
was the youngest of the three princes. Even if he didn't, he'd surely come out of it with a dungeon or
two, along with a reasonable share of the torturers and tongs and pincers and what-not.

"It can't be you, Sister," said Ulrik cheerfully. "Look! He's giving me the same stare.”

Anne Cathrine planted her hands on her hips. Very shapely hips. She was fully past puberty now, but
still had a completely teenage female figure. Fifteen going on Eddie-if-you-ever-lay-a-finger-on-her-
your-ass-is-grass.

Fortunately, he'd managed—so far—to avoid that one and only idiocy. But unless Admiral Simpson
steamed into the @resund with an icebreaker before the winter was over, Eddie wasn't sure how long he
could hold out.

The problem was that Anne Cathrine wasn't exuding any of the well-known signals from Eddie's past
that informed him in no uncertain terms that this girl ain't interested, buddy, so forget it. If she had, his
course would have been easy. Miserable, sure, and pining away with unrequited love—but he was used
to that. His high school experience had been four amost solid years of pining away after girls whose
titles might as well have been You-Gotta-Be-Kidding or In-Your-Dreams, Buster.

What he wasn't used to was a princess—fine, "king's daughter"—who planted those same very shapely
hips on the bed right next to him, leaned over, spilling her gorgeous red-gold hair, took his cheeksin her
hands and gave them alittle shake. " Stop looking at me like that, | tell you."

Ulrik laughed. "Sister, you're being forward. If | tell Father, he'll scold you."

"No, hewon'," she said serenely.

"Yes, Princess,”" Eddie said, not serenely at all.

That got him another cheek-shaking. "How many times must | tell you! 'King's daughter.' Not 'princess.’
My mother's marriage to my father was morganatic." She twitched her head toward her half-brother.
"Ulrik isaprince because heisin theroyal line. | am not. Just a'king's daughter.' "

Eddie nodded, ssmply thankful that he'd escaped disaster. He'd almost said "Y es, dear."

He wondered what might have resulted from that. Would they just satisfy themselves by removing his
cheeks with hot tongs, or would they add all his teeth into the bargain?

Ulrik laughed again. "Eddie, you always cheer me up. I'm not sure why. Maybe it's because you can do
melancholy better than any Dane."

"Well, sure. | read the book. | don't know if it's been transated into Danish yet."
"What book?' the king's daughter asked.
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"It'sthe one | told you about," her half-brother explained. "I read it in English. The play that Englishman
wrote about a Danish prince in Helsingor—he called it 'Elsinore—who finds out his father was
murdered and can't decide what to do."

"Oh, that one." She released Eddie's cheeks and waved adismissive hand. "I don't want to read it, even
when my English gets better. What a silly fantasy. Any Danish prince—princess, too, even aking's
daughter—who found out that someone had committed such a crime would have his head by the
morning."

Chapter Eight. Did | mention the jailbait will inherit thejail? Well, at least one or two cellsin it. With a
share of the tongs and the pincers and the what-not.
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Chapter 17

Whitehall Palace
L ondon, England

February 1634

"Three more!" shouted King Charles, holding up the middle three fingers of hisleft hand. With hisright,
he pointed accusingly in the direction of the palace's servants quarters. "A cook and two cleaning
women. That's quite enough! The city has become a pesthole. The queen and | depart for Oxford on the
morrow."

Sitting in his chair, the king lowered his head, gazing up at the earl of Strafford in the way that a
stubborn child will make clear to his parent that he is most displeased. The royal expression combined
sullenness, petulance, anger and resentment—and was about as unregal as anything Thomas Wentworth
could imagine.

He took a breath, but before he could speak Charles snapped: "That isall, | say! There will be no further
discussion on this matter. Simply see to the arrangements. | want afull escort out of the city, mind.

L ondon has become as infested with unruly apprentices asit has with vermin and disease."

Thomas bowed his head, bowing to the inevitable at the same time, and left the royal chamber. Outside,
in the corridor, he took several deep breaths. Partly to control his anger; partly to give himself timeto
decide what steps he might still be able to take to alleviate some of the political damage that would be
caused by the king leaving the capital for Oxford.

He considered, for amoment, ssmply biding his time and approaching the king with a proposal to
reconsider later that day, or in the evening. That had worked twice before, after all.

Almost instantly, he discarded the notion. On the two previous occasions, the king hadn't been as set in
his course. And, what was more important, his wife hadn't been involved. But Thomas has already
learned from one of his assistants that Queen Henrietta Maria had been in hysterics this morning, after
she heard about the latest outbreak of disease in the palace. With the queen in that state of mind, there
was simply no chance any longer of persuading Charlesto remain in the capital. The king doted on his
wife. It was a personal characteristic that Thomas might have respected and even found attractive, had
the king's doting not been so excessive and the wife herself such a blithering fool.

The fact that disease continued to crop up in a huge palace in the middle of winter, especially in the
cramped servants quarters, was agiven. Thomas assistant had told him that none of the cases involved
plague. They were simply the sort of illnesses that were inevitable under the circumstances, and posed
no real danger to the king and queen, living where they did elsewhere in the palace—in conditions that
were anything but cramped.

For that matter, they weren't even inevitable—if the king has been willing to either move to the Tower or
allow Thomas to bring the American nurse Rita Simpson into Whitehall to oversee the reorganization of
the sanitary and medical practicesin the royal residence. But the king had refused, to the second
proposal even more vehemently than the first. As the months had passed, Charles had developed a
detestation and fear of the captive Americans that was ssmply not rational. Even for him, it was not
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rational.

Thomas wasn't certain yet, but he was coming to the conclusion that a cabal against him had formed
among the queen's courtiers. More precisely, a competent cabal. Even more than disease in winter, it was
acertainty that a cabal would be formed against the most powerful minister in the government, by one or
another of the cliques that made up the not-so-small horde of courtiers who infested the palace even
worse than vermin did. The queen, with her love of flattery and lack of common sense, provided them
with a natural center. And the long nights and slow months of winter provided them with the time and
idleness to engage in their schemes and plots.

A given, in short, and not something Thomas was normally given to fretting about overmuch. Every
powerful chief minister in English history had faced the same, after all.

But, lately, some new faces had been showing up at the queen's masgues. Men of real substance, like Sir
Francis Windebank and Sir Paul Pindar, Endymion Porter, or noblemen such as the earl of Rutland,
Francis Manners. The most dangerous of them was probably Richard Boyle, the earl of Cork. He was
one of kingdom's richest men, very astute, given to malevolence, and as ambitious as anyone Wentworth
had ever met.

Thomas began pacing slowly down the hall, his hands clasped behind his back. He'd been incautious, he
realized. The severe and unprecedented measures he'd taken to secure the king's rule and forestall any
possibility of the English revolution that the up-timers' books depicted had enraged much of the

popul ace. Especially those inclined toward Puritanism, of course.

So much, he'd expected and planned for. What he hadn't considered was that the same measures would
stir up the ambitions of men who were inclined to support them. In a sense, by breaking the rules under
which England had managed its affairs for so long, Thomas himself had inspired others to do the same.
If he could do it, why couldn't they? The fact that his own motives, allowing for a reasonable amount of
personal ambition, had been primarily political, was neither here nor there. Men like the earl of Cork
wouldn't care. Such men were simply too self-centered to see any distinction at al between what they
wanted and what the nation needed.

So be it. Thomas was confident enough that he could outmaneuver hisrivals. Their great advantage was
equally their disadvantage. Seeing—correctly—in the queen, the softest target in the court, they set their
aim there. It was not hard to gain her confidence and support, after all, if you were prepared to ladle
flattery and fawning with neither shame nor restraint. But once it was gained, the confidence always
proved to be as soft as the target itself. Henrietta Maria was a superb complainer, whiner, critic and
naysayer. But Thomas had never once seen her throw her influence with the king behind a project or
person for any motive beyond petty and usually personal ones. She was simply not cut from the same
cloth as Marie de Medici, the French king's mother who had been an incorrigible meddler in political
affairsfor years, and was still continuing her intrigues from her exile in Brussels.

Whitehall was possibly the largest palace in the world—certainly in Europe—and it was more in the
nature of a small town with buildings all jammed together than a palace as such. All told, it had more
than a thousand rooms and a multitude of corridors. So, long before Thomas reached the quarters he'd
set aside for himself, he'd settled his nerves over the king's foolish decision. There was nothing for it
except to make sure the foolishness went smoothly.

Encountering two guards at a corridor intersection, both of them in the colors of the mercenary company
he'd decided to use for the purpose, he instructed one of them to find Captain Leebrick and have him
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report to the earl's quarters. Anthony Leebrick was one of the steadiest of the mercenary captains, with a
well-trained company and good lieutenants. He also had a phlegmatic personality, which he'd need
dealing with Charles and Henrietta Maria in the course of along journey to Oxford in midwinter. Their
complaints would be incessant, especially the queen's.

Leebrick arrived not long after Thomas reached his quarters. Once Wentworth had explained the
situation, and what was needed, the captain quickly left to make the arrangements. Even with as well-
trained and disciplined a company as his, Leebrick was still dealing with mercenary soldiers—who were
not prone to do anything "on the morrow" except sleep off a bout of drunkenness, unless they were
actively on campaign in the field.

That done, and remembering that his friend William Laud was still in London, Thomas decided to pay
him avisit. The archbishop had decided to postpone his visit to Canterbury for afew more days, in order
to deal with afew problems that had come up lately. Having only recently been elevated from bishop of
London, he was a bit overwhelmed by the demands of his new station.

That probably meant Thomas would have to put up with at least half an hour's worth of listening to
William's querulous complaints, until he settled down his nerves. But it was a small price to pay. One of
the drawbacks to becoming England's most powerful minister was that Wentworth had found he had
very few friends left. More precisely, friends whose motives he didn't have to scrutinize carefully at
every turn. He had plenty of the other sort, most of them men who'd never indicated the slightest
fondness for him in times past—and afair number who'd been actively hostile.

For al his many faults, William Laud was one of the few left whom the earl of Strafford could accept at
face value. Perhaps the only one, really, except . . .

And there was an odd thought. Except a prisoner sitting in a dungeon in the Tower named Oliver
Cromwell. Who, to be sure, had played a major role in separating Thomas Wentworth's head from his
body afew years from now in another universe. But who also, Thomas was quite sure—in that world as
much as this one—had never lied to him or told him anything except what he thought.

There was an irony there, of course. It seemed the more powerful a man became, the more limited
became his pleasures. To the point where, reaching the pinnacle, it sometimes seemed that the only
pleasure left to him was simply knowing that a statement made was the truth and not alie or a ploy.
Even if the statement was "let me out of here, and I'll try to dlit your throat."

He even laughed then, in avery dry sort of way.

"And now this!" the archbishop exclaimed, throwing both his hands in the air. When they landed back
on the armrests of his chair, Laud had them clenched into fists. Then, after taking a couple of deep
breaths, he gave Wentworth something of an apologetic grimace.

"Yes, yes, | realize it must seem like a small matter to you, this business of the Americans asking me to
appoint a bishop for them. Certainly compared to the problem you're having to deal with." He sniffed,
disdainfully. "Our beloved monarch decamping from his own capital in the middle of acrisis.”

"I wouldn't call it a'crisis," " Thomas said evenly. "More in the way of atense time. But you're actually
wrong about the rest. | don't think the matter you're wrestling with isasmall one, at all. In fact, |
wouldn't be surprised if—"

He broke off abruptly, realizing the precipice he was nearing.
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Unfortunately, he'd forgotten just how perspicacious his friend could be, at times. The Archbishop of
Canterbury's faults were so pronounced that it was easy to underestimate the man. William Laud hadn't
fought his way up from very humble beginnings to become the primate of the Anglican church without
there being a keen brain there, beneath the mulishness and the peeves and the personal quirks and foibles.
"Y ou're thinking about it, aren't you?' said Laud, peering at him intently.

Frowning in asinnocent a manner as he could manage, and being careful not to clench his own fists,
Wentworth said: "Thinking about what?"

"Don't play the innocent with me, Thomas—and for sure and certain, don't try to play me for afool. You
know perfectly well what I'm talking about. It's not asif we haven't danced about the subject for weeks,
now. Y ou're thinking about the Glorious Revolution, that's what."

Wentworth sighed, and turned his gaze from the archbishop to the window looking out over London.
Slowly, his hands curled on the armrests of his own chair. Not quite into fists; more like a man might try
to seize something intangible in midair.

"Oh, yes, it's been quite obvious to me for some time," continued Laud. "Even if you do manage to
stymie the revolution of 1640, then what? Y ou can't continue this way, you know it aswell as| do. This
is England, not—not—the Ottoman empire."

Wentworth said nothing. He just continued to gaze out over the city. There really wasn't much to see,
beyond a gray sunset lowering over acity that was grayer still. Gray everywhere he looked, nowadays, it
seemed to him.

"Come, come, Thomas, speak up. | shall not betray you. Y ou must know that, if nothing else.”
There was that, after all. One of the few certaintiesin aworld that grew less certain by the day.

"Very well, William. Yes, | am thinking about it—and, yes, of course you're right. Everything I've done
since the king brought me to London has been a stopgap. Just a temporary measure—often enough, a
ramshackle one—to keep a situation from spiraling out of control. But that's all it is. The king may be
under the delusion that he can rule thisway for alifetime, and his successor after him, but that'sall it is.
A delusion. A ruler needs legitimacy before all else, and legitimacy in the end must have its base in the
consent of the governed. Their acquiescence and acceptance, at the very least. When all is said and done,
that's astrue for the Turk asit isfor the Englishman.”

Laud made a face. Wentworth chuckled. "Granted, the Turk is more acquiescent to begin with. But read
the histories, William. Even the Ottomans fell. Even the tsarsfell. All of them fell—or they
accommodated to survive. How is England to be the sole exception? Even alowing for God's special
favor."

He planted his hand on the armrests and pushed himself erect, feeling far wearier than any forty-year-old
man should be, who hadn't done anything more physically strenuous that day than walk corridors and
sign documents. He went to the window, hoping, perhaps, that the city might look less gray if he could
peer at it directly.

No, it didn't. He wasn't surprised.

"He was an excellent ruler, you know," he said softly. "I've pored over the records that we've been able
to obtain. All of them, twice over and more. And the more | read, the more | found myself wishing that
I'd been his chief minister. All that Charlesisn't—nor his father before him, nor any of the Stuarts—
Oliver Cromwell was. Firm, steady, decisive. Y et not given to harshness for no purpose. He'd be labeled

file:///K|/eMule0.47c/Incoming/Eric%20Fint%208& %20Da...20-%201634,%20The%20Baltic%20War/A141652102X __ 17.htm (5 of 8)19-4-2007 23:58:31



- Chapter 17

atyrant after his death—they even dug up his corpse to decapitate it—but it wasn't true. Compared to
Henry VI11? Or Elizabeth? Any of the Tudors? To say nothing of the Plantagenets. Ridiculous.”
"Hewas arebel and aregicide,” Laud said stiffly. "Gracioudly, | will leave aside that he had the two of
us executed, as well."

"Yes, he did, and so he was. But much more to the point, William, he was arebel who never found the
path to legitimacy. That's what did him in, in the end. His regime, rather, since"—Wentworth barked a
harsh laugh—"no one tried to beard the lion while he was still alive. But after he died, it all fell apart.
And there'sreally the lesson, | think. If a supremely capable and successful rebel can have hisregime
undone by alack of legitimacy, what chance does a legitimate monarch who is not capable and
successful at anything beyond petulance and caprice have of not squandering it away?"

He turned from the window to face the archbishop squarely. "That was not arhetorical question,
William. | need an answer to it. Quite desperately."

It was Laud's turn to look away. He glanced at the various portraits on the wall—men and women once
famous, now half-forgotten—before spending a minute or so staring at avase. A very attractive vase,
and avery fragile one.

"No chance at all," he said finally, the words almost sighing from his mouth. "No more chance than |
have, in the end, in what | had hoped to do. Damned Scotsmen."

Wentworth laughed again, rather gaily thistime. "Oh, please, William! It was hardly just the Scotsmen!”
"They started it,” Laud growled. "But . . . no, it wasn't just them."

He looked up at Wentworth, the expression on his face a half-pleading one. "I've been pondering the
matter a great deal myself. Always managing to evade the collision, until . . ."

"Until Tom Simpson and Lady Mailey asked you to appoint a bishop for Grantville."

There'd been atime when William Laud would have objected to the term "Lady," applied to a
commoner like Melissa Mailey. But, like many things, that time had passed. Seemed very ancient, in
fact.

"Yes. A simple and straightforward request, on the face of it. Underneath, something vastly different. If
| refuse, | undermine the true church of which | am the primate. But if | accept, | must limit that same
church. | must agree—acquiesce, at least—to limits | have never heretofore accepted."”

"And?'

"And. .. | don't know yet, not for sure. But | think | will finally agree. Because, in the end, | don't
believe | redly have any choice. Whether | like it or not."

Wentworth nodded. "No, | don't believe you do. Any more than | do."

Silence, again, for another minute. Then Laud asked: "What do you propose to do, then?"

"I have no idea, at the moment. My thoughts have gone everywhere for the past weeks—and come back
asif they'd never gone. | even contemplated for atime releasing Oliver from the Tower and helping him
overthrow the dynasty."

Laud's eyes were practically protruding. "Y ou must be joking."

"Oh, no. | gave it quite serious thought. But what would be the point? He failed once; why would he
succeed now? The goal was unobtainable in the first place, insofar as he ever had a clear goal in mind.”
For amoment, his gaze grew unfocused. "It would be quite fascinating, you know, to be able to speak to
that man. Not the man in his early thirties named Oliver Cromwell who sits this moment in a dungeon,
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but the man he became in that other universe, a quarter of a century from now. The lord protector of
England, in his late fifties. What had he learned? What did he regret? What would he do otherwise,
could it do it over again?'

The gaze came back into focus; avery keen one, in fact. "A fancy, you'll say. But isit? Are we not—you
and |—in a position every bit as fanciful? Two dead men—my head rolling off ablock on Tower Hill on
May the twelfth of 1641, and yours in the same place on the tenth of January, not four years later—who
are even this moment speaking to each other nonetheless. Asif two severed heads on a mantel piece were
to be having a conversation."

"Oh, that's. . ."

"Yes, | know. Fanciful."

"l was going to say, 'silly.""

"That, too, | suppose. But the substance remains. We are not in much different a position than two men
who have a chance to relive their lives. What we chose once, we do not need to choose again.”

"Y es, true enough—~but it doesn't make our current choices any easier or less uncertain. And, for me at
least, what shakes my resolve is not my knowledge of errors made in another universe, or alife that
might have been. What shakes my resolve—all my certainties, except that | believe in Him—is what
God did in thisworld."

Laud rose from his chair. Almost sprang from it. "It's none of that, Thomas! It's the Ring of Fire itself
that my brain cannot wrap itself around. Let the papists prattle about 'God's hidden purpose’ al they
want. Let the Calvinists do the same. The fact remains. For the first time since the Resurrection, the
Lord moved His hand so powerfully and so visibly that any man can seeit. The first undoubted miracle
in sixteen hundred years. Why?"

"I don't know."

"Of course you don't. None of us do. But He did. That, whatever else, can neither be questioned nor
denied.”

He fell back into the chair, collapsing as quickly as he came out it. "We ignore the deed at our great
peril. | am uncertain of most things, now. But of that, | am not uncertain at all."

Again, silence.

"So. What will you do?' the archbishop asked the minister.

"I don't know. | ssimply know that it cannot go on like this."

Wentworth glanced at the window, and saw that the sun had set. He hadn't noticed earlier, because of the
grayness of the day outside and the light cast by the lampsin Laud's chamber.

"I must be off. The captain | entrusted with the task is a capable one, but I'd best make sure there any no
unforeseen problems.”

Laud nodded heavily, but said nothing.

When he reached the door, athought came to Wentworth. Half-smiling, he turned back. "Y ou, on the
other hand, should have—just now—answered your own question."

The archbishop looked up. "Eh?"

"The question of the bishop. Asyou said yourself, God moved His hand. That being so, how can you
refuse to send a bishop to that very place He did the deed, when his presence is requested from there?"
For amoment, Laud looked alarmed. Then, smiled—and quite cheerfully. "Why, yes. That's very nicely
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put, Thomas. My thanks, indeed. It would seem to border on apostasy, wouldn't it? Can't have that."
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Chapter 18

Between the nature of his assignment and the day's weather, Captain Anthony L eebrick wasin afoul
mood. With his usual imperturbability, he hadn't let any of it show; certainly not to his own soldiers and
not even to any of the royal party, not even the coachmen. But when he saw the first elements of a
Trained Band moving out of a side street to block Tyburn Hill Road, he finally lost his temper.

"Oh, God's blood!" he snarled. "Not today, lads. I'm in no mood for it!"

He wouldn't have been, even if the sun was shining. Under these conditions, with a sleet coming on top
of the past few days' thaw turning every road in the city into a mess of half-frozen mud, he had more
than enough to worry about.

The horses were skittish aready, aslarge animals always are when the footing is treacherous. That was
even true—especially true, perhaps—of the horses hauling the royal carriages. Where a sensible and
level-headed farmer or tradesman who needed to haul a heavy wagon would have selected horses for the
purpose who were sturdy and placid beasts, kings and queens and high noblemen were far more likely to
select them for their appearance. And, indeed, the eight steeds pulling the king and queen's conveyance
were afine-looking group, and even matched for color. So were the ones pulling the carriage behind it,
which held the royal children and their nursemaids and nannies. But they were very far from the sort of
animals Leebrick wanted to rely on to carry the royal party to Oxford under bad weather conditionsin
the middle of winter.

He'd made an attempt this morning to persuade King Charles to postpone the journey until the weather
cleared. But the king had been adamant, and the queen even more so. They were convinced that London
was so infested with disease that the risk of remaining for another day or two was unacceptable.
Henrietta Maria had even started shrieking at L eebrick.

Fine for her, of course, to ride through sleet in a sheltered carriage. Fine, at least, in terms of her
immediate comfort. Leebrick was quite certain it had never once occurred to Her Mgjesty that the driver
and coachmen—and the horses—were going to be miserable and doing their jobs under terrible
conditions. More to the point, that their ability to do their jobsin the first place might very well affect
her own well-being.

So beit. The queen of England was well known for many things. Good sense had never been one of
them.

About the only consolation the weather was giving him was that the sleet wasn't so heavy that everyone
on the road couldn't ook over and see the gallows alongside Tyburn Hill. Great heavy things, too, they
were—athree-beam affair on three legs, for when they had a batch to hang at once. Leebrick glared at
the Trained Band taking up positions across the road ahead of him, imagining several of their
commanders swinging from the scaffold.

His anger was due to the moment, not the general situation. Ever since the earl of Strafford had brought
alarge number of mercenary companies from the continent to impose iron royal rule over England, there
had been frequent clashes between the mercenary companies and London's long-established militia. For
the most part, however, aside from the initial period, it had been a reasonably good-natured business.
The earl had been careful to give the assignment of controlling London to companies like Leebrick's
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own, whose soldiers were amost all Englishmen—many of them from the same plebeian neighborhoods
in London that were the stronghold of the Trained Bands. A fair number of Leebrick's men, in fact, had
once belonged to one of the Trained Bands themselves.

Aslong as no one got too rambunctious, the confrontations and scuffles these days were more in the way
of avery rough sport than anything a hardened soldier like Leebrick would call "combat." A lot of
bruises, the occasional broken bone or gash from a pike, but amost no fatalities and not even many
serious wounds. Mostly, once they accepted the verdict of the first few weeks of serious clashes, the
Trained Bands were ssimply determined to demonstrate their stout London spirit and their unwillingness
to capitulate to royal tyranny like so many curs.

"Not today, lads," Leebrick repeated, now growling softly instead of snarling.

His two lieutenants, Richard Towson and Patrick Welch, had drawn their horses alongside his. "How do
you want to handle it, Captain?' asked Towson.

Before Leebrick could respond, Welch added: " There's another group coming down the side road we just
passed. Not as big, but enough to require more than a handful of men."

Leebrick frowned. The Trained Bands didn't normally do anything as complex as a flanking maneuver.
For the first time, he wondered if this encounter was more than the simple bad coincidence he'd assumed
it was. Could the Bands have gotten word that the king was leaving the city? They'd have had precious
little notice, even if they did, since the royal decision to go to Oxford had been made impulsively. The
servants had had to scramble madly to get everything ready by the morning.

It wasn't impossible, by any means. Servantstalk, after all. The reason Leebrick still thought it unlikely
that this was a planned encounter was that the Trained Bands were a militia, mostly made up of the city's
artisans and their apprentices. He'd had a hard enough time himself, getting his own company of
professional soldiers ready on such short notice. What was the likelihood that the Trained Bands could
so aswell?

Not very. But whether planned or not, he still had a bad situation on his hands. The problem wasn't the
Trained Bands, in themselves. He and his men could handle those perfectly easily, even if it cameto a
real fracas. Thereal problem—

A piercing female shriek from behind let him know that "the real problem™ had just surfaced.
Apparently, the queen had spotted the Trained Band advancing toward them down that side road.
Glancing back, he could see that the royal carriage had come to a stop right at the intersection of that
road and the Tyburn Hill Road.

More bad luck, piling on top of other. Asthat playwright whose work Anthony's paramour Liz was so
fond of quoting had put it in one of his plays, when troubles come they come not single spies but in
battalions.

"Nothing for it," he muttered. "I'll have to go back there and seen if | can calm down the stupid bit—ah,
Their Mgesties. Richard, you keep the main body of the company here. Move into formation in case the
Band ahead of us thinks of doing something foolish, but don't do anything else unless you're attacked.
Patrick, take your men onto that side road and do the same."

He turned his horse and headed back for the carriage, moving as quickly as he dared given theicy
footing. Which wasn't quickly at all, since he could sense the nervousness of his mount. Like any good
horseman, Leebrick knew full well how much horses hated bad footing—and how easy it was to panic
even an experienced warhorse if his rider seemed agitated or unsteady.
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From their vantage point atop Tyburn Hill, three men could see the situation unfolding below them quite
well, despite the sleet. The hill wasn't especially tall but it had a good view of the gallows. In fact, it was
the popular spot for the mob to gather for entertainment when a hanging was in progress.

"Oh, thisis shaping up very nicely, indeed," chortled Richard Boyle, the earl of Cork. His good humor
completely overrode the discomfort that, until just a minute or two ago, had kept him shivering in his
coat and made him wish he'd never agreed to this affair—or, at least, hadn't been foolish enough to come
watch it himself. "My congratul ations, Endymion."

One of histwo companions shrugged, the motion barely visible under the heavy outerwear he had on
himself. "Won't come to much, of course, Y our Lordship. Not with Leebrick commanding the force."

"A steady man, | takeit."
"Oh, yes, very steady. That's why Wentworth uses him for these things."
"Any chance—"

"No, I'm afraid not. Leebrick's just a mercenary, that's all. The man has neither interest in politics nor
any desire to get involved in them. | made two attempts—my agents, rather—before | wrote him off."

The third man grunted, a bit humoroudly. "Even with my money to wave under his nose. The captains of
the Trained Bands weren't so particular, | can tell you that, when | put them on notice last week that the
king might be leaving for Oxford some time soon. Of course, it helped that the agent | used as my go-
between was a known Puritan.”

The earl frowned. "Paul, that seems a bit unwise."

Sir Paul Pindar pulled his hand out from his coat where he was keeping it from the chill, and made a
little deprecating motion. " The man's not actually a Non-Conformist, Y our Lordship, he just keeps up
the pretense. | find it useful, from time to time."

"Ah." The earl peered down at the scene below, squinting to shield his eyes from the sleet. "Well, let's
wait abit longer to see how it unfolds. Even just asit is, that damned Wentworth will find another stain
added to his reputation with the king. All we could hope for, of course.”

Boyle glanced back at their horses, being held by servants alittle ways down the hill. He was tempted to
simply leave. They'd already accomplished their aim, and the conditions were truly miserable. There was
nothing quite like a sleet to chill aman down to his bones, even if the temperature wasn't nearly as cold
as a bright sunny day in winter. Especially at the age of sixty-six.

As he drew closer, Captain Leebrick could see that the eight horses pulling the royal carriage were
considerably more nervous than his own, even though they weren't moving at all any longer. The queen's
shrieks—half fear; half fury—were stirring them up. The coachman riding the near lead horse was doing
his best to keep the beast steady, but his efforts were continually undermined by the queen's outbursts.
When she was agitated, Henrietta Maria's voice had a particular shrill tone that would put a stone's
nerves on edge. It didn't help any that she also tended to lapse into her native French, which confused

her servants—and probably added to the horses agitation. Anthony couldn't proveit, but he was certain
that horses grew familiar with a certain language, even if they couldn't understand the actual words.

He pulled up alongside the carriage window, after glancing down the side road where a new Trained
Band was advancing. Just a glance was all it took, to his experienced eye. That group posed no danger at
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all, even now, much less once Patrick got his men in position. From the queen's squeals of panic you
would have thought those apprentices moving up the icy road were a veritable horde of Barbary pirates,
aready clambering aboard. In fact, they were still at least fifty yards distant and were moving across the
treacherous footing in avery careful and gingerly manner. He could see two of the lads sprawled on
their buttocks, where they must have dlipped and fell. One of them was still clutching his club, but the
second had two other Bandsmen yelling angrily down at him. He'd probably been carrying the pike that
Anthony could see lying on the road afew yards away, and had come close to injuring them when he
lost hisgrip onit.

L eebrick had chosen to approach the carriage window on that side in the hopes that because he and his
horse would block the sight of the Bandsmen, he might thereby steady the royal nerves. Unfortunately,
that also put him on the queen's side, instead of the king's. Dealing with Charles himself under these
circumstances would have been difficult, but manageable. L eebrick had no high opinion of England's
monarch, any more than most people he knew did. Still, being fair, Charles was not really given to
hysteria. He was simply unpleasant to deal with because of his unreasoning mulishness and petulance.
Now, aas, he had to try to talk to the king by shouting across the queen—shouting, because her French
gibberish was so loud that speaking in anormal tone was impossible.

Luckily, Anthony didn't speak French, never having served under French colors. His German was fluent,
his Spanish near fluent, and his Italian was passable. But he didn't comprehend French at all—certainly
not spewed at him in an angry stream—and the king knew it. So, later, if need be, Anthony could claim
he'd certainly never intended to offend Her Magjesty, he'd ssmply not grasped what she'd been saying to
him. Which probably didn't amount to anything more than curses and condemnation anyway.

"Your Majesty," he began, leaning over from the saddle, "I can assure you the situation is quite under
control. Give me ten minutes—no more—and I'll have these rascals out of here."

"I need to get to Oxford!" the king shouted.

"Yes, | understand, Your Mgesty. As| say—"

He broke off, unable to keep from wincing. The queen had stuck her face in the window and shouted
something at him.

"As| say—"

She shouted again.

"Just allow me—"

She shouted again. The king waved his hand in a gesture of dismissal, and moved to comfort his wife.
Evenin aroyal carriage, that meant pushing aside some blankets to reach her. English coaches were still
primitive compared to continental ones, with the passengers resting on trunks covered with cushions and
blankets instead of real seats.

But the hand gesture was enough to satisfy protocol. Heaving asigh of relief after he turned his horse
away, Anthony took a moment to gauge the situation on the side road before returning to the front of the
column.

No danger there at all, now. Leebrick had chosen Patrick to cover that flank because the Irishman's men
were more lightly equipped than most of the company and could move very quickly. In battle, he usually
used them as skirmishers.

Lightly equipped or not, even just the thirty of them, they were more than a match for the Trained Band
on the side road. They were outhumbered perhaps two-to-one, but that made no difference. Welch's
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skirmishers were mostly armed with rifled muskets and swords, with just enough pikemen to form a
shield. One volley—if needed at all, which Leebrick doubted—would take down the front rank of the
Bandsmen and send the rest scampering.

He still hoped nothing of the sort would be necessary, though. Wentworth had given him clear
instructions to handle the Trained Bands firmly but avoid, if at al possible, the sort of mayhem that
would stir up the whole populace. It was a sensible policy, in Anthony's judgment—and, by
temperament, he wasn't a man given to pointless bloodshed himself.

"Well, that seemsto beit," said Boyle, looking down from the hill at the company commander of the
royal escort making hisway back to the front. The earl of Cork peered for amoment at the larger of the
Trained Bands that was positioned across the Tyburn Hill Road. There were at most a hundred and fifty
of them. They didn't even outnumber the soldiers Leebrick had under his command, and there was no
comparison in terms of fighting ability. Even from the distance, it was obvious that the Trained
Bandsmen were edgy. The onesin the front rank still seemed steady, but there was already a small
trickle of Bandsmen in the rear ranks who were starting to sidle away.

One charge—not even that; just alowering of pikes and a steady advance—would send them all
packing. In the first few weeks after Wentworth brought over the mercenary companies, some of the
Bands had made a serious effort to fight in the streets. But they'd soon learned, at bloody cost, that they
were no match for professiona soldiers who were veterans of the great war that had been raging across
much of the continent since the Battle of the White Mountain fifteen years earlier.

"Enough,” said Boyle, drawing his coat around him tightly. "I'm freezing. Let's be off, gentlemen.”

He turned—carefully, because of the icy ground—and began walking down the hill. His steps were
almost mincing ones. Endymion Porter came with him. Paul Pindar stayed atop the hill for afew
seconds longer, and then started to follow.

"Wait!" he suddenly cried out.

"All right, Richard," said Leebrick, after he rgjoined his lieutenant. Towson already had the front ranks
of the company drawn up, ready to begin a pike charge. A pike advance, rather, since "charging" was
guite out of the question in the condition the road was in today. "Before we do anything, I'm going to
cross over there myself and seeif | can speak to the lads. Explain to them that today's no day for
tomfoolery, and if they bloody well aren't out of my sight in three minutes there will be—"

A sudden ruckus brought his head around, looking to the rear. Shouts and the sounds of gear clattering.
The royal carriage was being turned around to head back into London. The second carriage holding the
royal children was preparing to do the same thing. For amoment, Leebrick could only gape at the sight.
By the time he clamped his mouth shut, the first carriage was already on its way—and moving far more
rapidly than any sane driver would push any sort of vehicle on the road today, much less a carriage as
big and heavy and ungainly as the one carrying the royal couple.

"What are they doing?' demanded Towson.

Leebrick had no idea himself. Until a moment ago, the king and queen had been in no danger at all.
Nothing worse than perhaps a ten minute delay in making their way to Oxford. Now, not only had they
left their military escort behind and were completely unprotected, but—far, far worse—they ran the
serious risk of having a bad accident.
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The queen's panic must have finally unsettled the king, was all he could imagine. A king, unfortunately,
who was none too steady himself.

"God only knows," he said, between gritted teeth. "Richard, clear this bloody damned road. If they won't
give way, then kill all of the bastards if you have to. I'll see to the king."

He sent his horse after the fleeing carriage, moving as rapidly as he dared. It didn't take him long to
overtake the carriage holding the children, which had just completed the turn-around. The driver of that
carriage, clearly unhappy at the situation, was keeping his team to a slow pace. But to Anthony's
growing horror, he saw that the carriage holding the king and queen was actually outdistancing him.
There was no way in Heaven that an experienced and capable driver—which that carriage certainly had
—would be pushing his mounts like that, under these conditions. It didn't matter how many threats the
king shouted at him. That meant the driver was already losing control of the team. He could see the
coachman riding the near lead horse staring back at the driver. Even at the distance, Anthony could
sense the panic in the man's expression.

"After me!" he shouted at Patrick and his men, when he reached the side road. "To perdition with those
lads! ™

He didn't care any longer about the small Trained Band on the side road. If need be, Towson would
handle them also. Anthony and Patrick and his skirmishers needed to catch up with the king's carriage. It
wouldn't even take Patrick that much longer than it took Anthony himself. Welch was the only one with
a horse, but with this sort of footing a man could move as fast as a horse anyway. Faster, if the horse
wasn't being pushed beyond its natural inclination.

So, alone for the moment, Leebrick continued his pursuit of the carriage. By now, it had passed around a
bend in the road and he couldn't seeit any longer. All he could hope was that the driver could bring the
team under control again.

"Oh, marvelous!" exclaimed the earl of Cork, who was now back on top of the hill. He watched the royal
carriage disappear around the same bend in the road. "Wentworth may even be dismissed, on account of
this affair!"

He turned eagerly to his horse. After taking two steps, one foot flew out from under him and he landed
on his buttocks, then slid down the slope for a good fifteen feet before he stopped. The fact that he slid
that far on a gentle slope was a sharp reminder of just how bad the footing was. Sleet mixed with the
mud from along thaw made for truly treacherous ground.

His two companions hurried to reach him, as best they could, and help him to hisfeet. By the time they
got there, Richard Boyle was grinning cheerfully. "I'm fine, I'm fine. Just a moment's embarrassment.
Oh, what a splendid day! Isthere a patron saint for sleet?"

Saints weren't exactly frowned on by the Church of England, although they weren't anywhere nearly as
prominent as they were for the Catholic church. But neither of the earl's companions was surprised by
the remark. For all his Protestant Irish harshness toward Catholics, the earl of Cork didn't feel himself
bound personally by any fussy doctrinal obligations.

“I'm not sure, Your Lordship," said Pindar, helping him to his feet and brushing off the mud from the
earl's coat.

"Well, if thereisn't, by God, there damn well should be! And I'll seeto it!"
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Chapter 19

Coming around the bend, Leebrick saw one of the coachmen lying on the side of the road, holding his
head in both hands. Thrown off, apparently. Or perhaps he'd ssmply jumped, figuring he could claim he
was thrown. Under the circumstances, Anthony couldn't blame the man.

There was another bend, perhaps seventy yards farther. To Leebrick's dismay, it looked to be a much
sharper one. That matched his memory, also.

His own horse amost went out from under him as he neared the bend. He spent a minute standing still,
simply calming the poor beast. He'd been transmitting some of his own anxiety, he realized. Under these
conditions, that was utterly perilous. As heavy an animal asit was, with this sort of icy and unsteady
surface, al four of ahorse's legs would tend to go in separate directions. Left to its own devices, in fact,
the horse wouldn't willingly move at all.

The problem was that horses ssmply weren't very smart; they were herd animals—and they considered
their human masters to be the leaders of the herd. So, once let panic seize them, they'd go from
unmoving stolidity to a blind and bolting runaway pace. That was dangerous enough on a good dry road
in midsummer. On this road on this day in midwinter, it was—

Leebrick's head came up from speaking soothingly to his mount. He thought he'd heard a scream,
coming from around the bend.

He set his horse back into motion, not trying for anything faster than awalk. Asimperative asit was to
find out what had happened, there was no point in adding himself to whatever havoc had occurred.
Before he got to the bend, he hear the sound again, and it was definitely a scream. Not a scream of fear,
either, for it came from no human throat. That was the sound of abadly injured horse.

When he came around the bend and could finally see down the next stretch of road, hisworst fears
materialized. Some thirty yards beyond, the royal carriage was a shattered wreck. He could see a deep
rut in the road ten yards ahead of him, and what was |eft of one of the carriage's wheels.

He was aghast, but not surprised. Having awheel or axle break on a carriage, especialy a heavy one,
was a frequent occurrence. Adventuresome young men in taverns would make bets that they could make
it from one city to the next without a broken wheel or axle—and the house odds were against them.

That was in midsummer. Nobody laid bets on the matter in wintertime, not even drunken young
Carousers.

To make things worse, the royal carriage was of the new Cinderella design. They were fancy looking
things, but their suspension was even more fragile than that of most carriages. They were particularly
prone to having the rear axles break.

L eebrick had no trouble figuring out what had happened. Coming around the bend as fast asit had been
going, the carriage must have started to slide on the slick surface. Then, either from panicky movements
of the team, or too sharp a correction by the driver, or ssmply aminor obstruction in the surface—any or
all three put together—the axle had broken. That, in turn, had simply splintered the whesl.

Within afew yards, the carriage had spilled on its side—and then, on this surface, it had dlid right into
the wall of abuilding. One of the horses had been killed outright, and at |east one—the one screaming in
agony—nhad suffered a shattered leg. Two others were lying on the road. One appeared to be just stunned
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but the other was clearly dead. A great jagged piece of wood had been driven into the creature's belly.
They were the only horsesin sight. The harness had come to piecesin the accident. The pole holding the
doubletrees must have shattered—that would be the source of the wood that had killed the one horse—
and the four lead horses must have continued their panicked race around the next bend in the road. At a
distance, Leebrick could see the body of the coachman whao'd been riding the near lead horse. He, too,
might either be dead or simply stunned.

But he'd have to wait. Anthony needed to find out what had happened to the king and queen. He still had
hopes they might have remained uninjured—or simply bruised, at least. They'd had the protection of the
carriage body and all the cushions and blankets within.

But as he came nearer, Anthony's hopes started fading. He'd thought at first that the carriage had struck
the side of the building and then been upended from the impact. But now he saw that the situation was
far worse. There was apparently a sunken stair into which the carriage had plunged. Instead of the
weight of the carriage's body protecting the occupants, the body had caved in on them.

He brought the horse to a halt, got off, and clambered onto the carriage. The first thing he saw was the
driver. His body, rather, for there was no question whether this man was dead or stunned. He'd been
thrown into the stairwell and part of the carriage had landed on top of him. The front axle had crushed
the poor man's chest like a great blunt spear. His sightless eyes staring up at the sky were already half-
covered with sleet.

Almost frantic now, Anthony reached the carriage's door and tried to pry it open. Finding it jammed, he
drew his sword and used it as alever. Thankfully, it was one of his everyday swords, not the expensive
one he kept at Liz's lodgings for ceremonial occasions. He was quite likely to break it, since swords
were not designed to be tools for such use.

Indeed, it did break—but not before it finally snapped whatever obstruction was keeping the door
jammed. Anthony tossed the hilt onto the ground and, using both hands, pried the door the rest of the
way open.

Peering in, he couldn't determine anything at first. It was a dark day because of the overcast and very
little of what light there was made its way into the carriage. To make thing worse, the interior wasin a
state of sheer chaos. The trunks must have been flung open and had scattered their contents everywhere.
At first glance, the inside of the carriage looked like nothing so much as a huge, half-filled laundry
basket.

Then something pale moved, coming up from under the blanket that had been covering it. A face,
Anthony realized.

The king's face.

"Help me," Charles whispered. "My leg . . ."

Hearing a call, Anthony looked back. To hisrelief, he saw that Patrick had arrived with hisIrish
skirmishers.

"Just amoment, Your Magesty, I'll beright there," Anthony said hurriedly. Then, to Patrick: "l need
three of your men up here. Have the rest tend to whatever else they can—but don't shift the carriage
about yet."

Hearing the horse scream again, Leebrick winced. "And put that animal out of its misery, would you?"
That done, he lowered himself into the carriage, being careful not to step on the king's body. Wherever
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that body was, since all he could see was still just the royal face, staring up. He had no idea at all where
the queen had wound up.

Once he got to the king, he slid his arm down into the tangle of blankets and cushions to cradle the man's
shoulders and lift him. But the moment he did so, the king started to shriek. "My legs! My legs! Stop,
damn you'"

Anthony left off immediately. He'd thought from the king's first plaint that he'd suffered a broken or
wounded leg. But "legs" probably meant something worse. He didn't dare move Charles at all until he
could see what the problem was.

One of the Irish soldiers was at the window, now.

"Come down," Leebrick ordered. "But make sure you put your feet over there." He pointed behind him,
to a part of the carriage that seemed safe enough. He still didn't know where the queen was.

While the skirmisher lowered himself into the interior, Anthony shifted himself a bit and began carefully
removing the items that covered the king's body.

"Where's my wife?' Charles asked. He seemed more puzzled than anything else.

L eebrick decided to ignore the question, for the moment. He had no answer, and that was more likely to
panic the king than anything else. He just kept at hislabor.

"Where's Henrietta Maria? Where is she? Why isn't she here?"

Thankfully, it was clear from Charles' tone of voice that the king was in a daze. He wasn't really asking a
guestion aimed at a specific person, he was ssimply uttering a confused query to the world. He sounded
more like a child than a grown man.

Finally, Anthony cleared enough away to see most of the king's body. By then, he knew the situation
was avery bad one. The last blanket he'd removed had been blood-stained.

Charles hip was shattered. Anthony could see a piece of bone sticking up through the flesh and the
heavy royal garments.

He tried to restrain himself from hissing, but couldn't.

"What'swrong," asked the king. Still in that confused little boy's voice.

"Everything'sfine, Your Majesty. It'll just take us a moment to get you out of there."

L eebrick wondered if he even dared move the king at al, until his men had cut away most of the
carriage. If Charles hip was shattered, there was a good chance he had a broken back also.

But he decided he didn't have any choice. If the only problem had been the king, he'd just wait. But even
after spending several minutes in the carriage, he'd still seen no sign of the queen. He had to find her,
and 