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Prologue 



From the Diary of Conrad Stargard 







FEBRUARY 10, 1246 







WE DESTROYEDthe Teutonic Order four years ago, and sincethen things have gone remarkably smoothly, especially whenyou compare them to the first ten years that I spent in thisbrutal century. 









It wasn't easy to survive after I was accidentally shippedhere from the twentieth century. 

I had to prepare Poland for an invasion by the Mongol Empire, and then I had to directthe war after we were invaded. 



There were some tight spots, but we managed to win. 



Now we are at peace. For the first time in a century, Polandis united, from the Baltic Sea to the Carpathian Mountains, and from the Odra River to the Pripet Marshes. What's more, it hadall been done peacefully, voluntarily, and even eagerly, once the kings, dukes, and princes saw what my cannons could do. Furthermore, Poland, Ruthenia, Hungary, and Bulgaria have joined together to form the Federation of Christianity. 



Our school system is being extended throughout Eastern Europe, as is our system of railroads, our uniform system ofmeasurements, and our uniform coinage. 



We've seen interesting times, but thank God they are over.I haven't had to kill anyone in over three years, and it feels good. 



Sitting in my leather chair behind my nicely carved desk, Icould see by the numbers before me that the factories wererunning at full capacity, the army was expanding at an op-timal rate, and our concrete castle-building program wasright on schedule. 



Sweet success. 



As I sat patting myself on the back, a young woman, one Ididn't recognize, walked into my office. She had huge greeneyes, flaming red hair, and a full set of matching freckles.None of my wives, friends, or current servants had such stun-ning coloration. 



Without saying a word, she stamped the snow from her feltboots, shook the melted drops from her heavy, fur-linedcloak, and hung it up on a wooden peg near the door. 



"Excuse me? Should I know you?" I asked. 



"Probably not, your grace, but we have met." She spoke Polish with a Hungarian accent. 

She took off her felt over-shoes, and then her slippers, and set them all neatly againstthe wall under her cloak. 



"You are not being very helpful." 



"Your grace, I hope to be very helpful," she said as shetook off her belt. She rolled it up and put it in one of her boots,then started unlacing the front of her white woolen dress. 



"This must be somebody's idea of a joke," I said. "Youhave to be a prostitute hired by someone from accounting." 









"I am not a prostitute, and nobody hired me," she said asshe dropped her dress to the floor. She stepped naked out of it.She was obviously still in her early teens, but she had little ofthe baby fat that so many girls her age are afflicted with. In-stead, she was blessed with the firm, trim body of an athletic woman of about five years older. Not to mention remarkablylarge, firm breasts. Or the dusting of freckles all over every-thing. I tried not to let my normal male reactions show, andwas glad of the desk in front of me. 



She hung the dress on another peg before continuing. "Infact, I'm still a virgin, and people have told me that I am anattractive one." 



"Your face and body are more than adequate, but yourcharacter is very much in question," I said as coldly as I couldmanage. "I am not a teenage boy who becomes irrational atthe sight of a few square yards of female skin. I want to knowwhy you think you can get away with approaching me soboldly, and I want to know your name." 



My hopefully stern admonition had no apparent effect onthe girl. She came around my desk and sat on my lap. Shegave me an inexpert kiss, with her lips too hard. 



"My lord, I have the right to be bold with you because youare my proper liege lord. You rescued me at a tender age fromdeath, outlaws, and a winter blizzard. It is only proper thatyou should now enjoy the flower of my maidenhood." 



The whole situation had me stunned, flabbergasted, andthoroughly confused. Especially that last statement. 



"I still don't understand. What is your name?" 



She kissed me again in the same inexperienced fashion.Part of me wanted to explain to her the proper way of doingthings, but most of me didn't want to change the subject. 



"My name is the one you gave me when you christened me in a snowy woods. I'm Ignacy. You really must remember menow." 



Ignacy!Now I remembered. While escorting a merchantthrough the forests east of here—

what, fourteen years ago?—we were attacked by a highwayman with a black eagle on hisshield. Defending ourselves, we killed him and his henchmen, and my mount accidentally trampled a young woman inthe process. 



Later, I'd found a baby in the outlaw's camp. I christened itin case it didn't survive the rest of the wintry trip to shelterand brought it with me to Count Lambert's castle, here atOkoitz. 



Only then did I find out that I had christened a girl with aboy's name. 



And this was what that tiny bundle had grown into? 









"I remember now. I also recall that you were adopted into apeasant family, that your new father soon died, and that yourstepmother then married a blacksmith." 



"Yes, your grace. She told me that his name was Ilya, andthat Count Lambert had forced them to marry. They never didlike each other, and she eventually ran away to Hungary withanother blacksmith more to her liking." 



"Remember that I was there at the time. She was not actu-ally forced to marry Ilya, although Lambert was generallytoo persuasive by half," I said. "None of which explains whyyou are sitting naked on my lap." 



"This is Okoitz, isn't it? And the custom here is for amaiden to be taken first by her lord, isn't it?" She kissed meyet again and managed to wiggle herself around such that shewas straddling me as I sat upright in my chair. Her body andbreasts were pressed tightly against me, and my resolve totreat this event as an annoyance was weakening. 



"It was Lambert's custom to bounce every peasant girlwithin arm's reach, if that's what you are referring to. ButLambert has been dead for five years, and you are not a local peasant girl. You were raised in Hungary, judging from youraccent. And thinking about it, I believe that you are legallystill the daughter of Ilya the blacksmith, who has since be-come Baron Ilya. You and he are thus both members of the nobility, not the peasantry." 



I was wearing an old embroidered velvet outfit rather thanone of my usual military uniforms. The almost annoying younglady was busily undoing the strings on my codpiece. 



She said, "You are trying to wiggle out of this on a legal technicality, and I won't have it! 

Ilya isn't my father. My fa-ther was the highwayman Sir Rheinburg, and you killed him!" 



"If Sir Rheinburg was your father, and if he legally marriedyour mother, then you are a member of the German nobilityand not a peasant. However, it is by no means certain that he was your father. Rheinburg had two men-at-arms with him,and either of them could have been married to the womanwho was killed. Or there may possibly have been a fourth man involved somehow. We don't know. What we do know is thatyour mother and probably your biological father were dead, that you were adopted, albeit informally, into a family, andthat later your stepmother legally married Ilya. She never di-vorced Ilya, even if she left him for another man. No, there'sno way around it. You are stuck with being a baroness, andyou are not acting like one." 



It took me a while to say that, since while I was talking, she had continued with her program of kissing and disrobing me. 



"I've been planning for this day for years, and you're not going to talk me out of it!" 



The conversation continued for a while longer, but there isa limit as to how long any normal man can stay firm in hisnoble intentions. I bowed to the inevitable before I com-mitted the sin of Onan. 



Much later, as she was leaving, I said, "Well, Baroness, I still think that you should go and at least meet your father.He's stationed at Three Walls, a half day's ride south of here." 



"I'll think about it, your grace." 



And then she left without asking my leave and withoutsaying a good-bye, much less a thank-you. 



Baron Piotr was just approaching my office door as the disheveled girl walked away. 



"What was that all about, your grace? I'm sure that I'venever seen her before." 



"I'm not really sure, but I think I was just raped." 



He pondered that a bit before answering. "Remarkable. Still, she doesn't seem to have caused you any permanentdamage, sir. What disturbs me is that a total stranger couldenter your castle and make it all the way to your innersanctum without being stopped or even identified. 



"You know, your grace, I think we are getting entirely too lax about security around here. What if she had had differentdesigns on your body? Putting some extra holes in it, for ex-ample. What then? I notice that you aren't even wearing yoursword." 



"Hmm. Yes, you're right. I must have left it somewhere." 



"I noticed that you weren't wearing it at lunch, either. Yourgrace, you must remember that you aren't just a backwoodsknight anymore. You have become one of the most importantmen in the world. There are people who feel that they havegood reason to hate you, and men in your position have been assassinated for reasons that no one has ever figured out. Thedeath of Duke Henryk the Bearded is a recent example." 



"Okay, okay, I'll make a point of always wearing mysword from now on. Enough said." 



"No, not quite enough, your grace. You need a bodyguard,or better yet, a number of bodyguards such that there are al-ways at least two of them awake and on hand at all times." 



"Piotr, that would be a royal pain in the butt, and I am notroyal enough to have to put up with it. I won't do it. Also, I am not at all sure that bodyguards make a man any safer.They make him stand out when there is safety in anonymity.And bear in mind, the Duke Henryk you mention was mur-dered by one of his own bodyguards. So was Philip of Mace-donia, Alexander the Great's father." 



"You have very little chance at anonymity, your grace,being at least a head taller than anyone else in the city. As to the rest, I expect that guards have saved a hundred rulers for every one they have killed." 



"Piotr, the only really nice thing about being a 'ruler' isthat you get to do what you want. 

I want no bodyguards." 



"Yes, your grace." 









Chapter One 



From the Journal of Josip Sobieski 







WRITTEN JANUARY 15, 1249, CONCERNING MY CHILDHOOD 







MY NAMEis Josip Sobieski. I find myself sitting in a cave justsouth of the Arctic Circle, with nothing to do for the nextthree months. In hindsight, this will doubtless seem a won-derful adventure, especially to someone who has never beenhere. Presently, I find it to be a deadly bore. To while awaythe hours, I have resolved to record the events of my life. I ex-pect that future readers, if any, will find my experiences afruitful example of what not to do with the only life God hasgiven them. 



In 1230, when I was five years old, my father became abaker at Count Lambert's castle town of Okoitz. Thus, I hadthe rare privilege of being personally on hand at the beginningof what was to become the most remarkable story of our age. 



Lord Conrad came to our town on Christmas Eve, in 1231,although he was called Sir Conrad then. I first became awareof him when I saw him sitting at the high table during a feast.It would have been hard to miss him, since even seated he was a head taller than Count Lambert, who was himself avery big man. 



He was the talk of the town, having fought and defeatedthe evil Sir Rheinburg and all his men, killing each with just asingle blow. With the other boys, I watched while four suitsof chain-mail armor were taken to the blacksmith's for repair, so we knew that every word of the story was true. 









He was a strange man, much different from the otherknights and noblemen who made life at Okoitz interesting.For one thing, he was always making something, either show-ing the men how to build the mills and factories that Okoitzsoon became famous for, or carving some toy for the boys ofthe town, or sometimes even things for the girls. 

With hisown hands he carved me a spinning top that, once youlearned how to do it, would flip over and spin for a time up-side down! I still have that toy and keep it as a treasure, al-though I've never been able to figure out exactly why itworks. 



For another, he took little pleasure in the usual knightly en-joyments. Once, when Sir Stefan brought in a bear, for baiting,Sir Conrad didn't even know what bearbaiting was. 

Once hefound out, he was furious, calling the sport cruel. Rather thanlet the bear be torn apart by the castle dogs, he killed it him-self, with a single stroke of his mighty blade, and he criedwhile he did it. And then he fought Sir Stefan over the matter,and I think he might have killed that knight had Count Lam-bert not intervened. 



Sir Conrad didn't like cockfighting either, and soon thepeasants at Okoitz stopped doing it, rather than risk of-fending him. . 



While all of the other adults considered small boys to belittle more than nuisances, to be ignored at best and spanked at worst, Sir Conrad seemed to like us, to actually enjoy ourcompany. He almost always had time to stop and explain things to us, to tell us some of the thousands of stories heknew, and to teach us our numbers. 



Furthermore, he paid our priest, Father Thomas, to teachus to read and write, every weekday morning during thewinter. 



The fathers of most of the boys were peasants, farmerswho had little to do during the winter, so having their boys in school was no hardship for them. My father was a baker, andbakers must work hard almost every day of the year. If they wish to take even Sunday off, they must work twice as hardon Saturday, or the people of the town would go hungrywithout bread. Even then, someone was needed at the bakery to keep the fires going, since most of the people brought theirmeals in a pot to our ovens for cooking. 



This meant that my help was needed every day in my fa-ther's bakery, for children naturally help their parents at theirwork. My parents had six children, and my father felt that theboys, at least, should go to school. 



My older brother and I felt guilty about sitting in school while the rest of the family had to work longer hours. Wewould have preferred working, but our father's word was law. 



Every afternoon, when we all worked together afterschool, he always questioned us minutely about everythingthat was said in class. At the time, we thought that he did thisto assure himself that we were not wasting the time spentthere, but much later we realized that this was his method ofabsorbing the new learning for himself and for his wife and daughters. Since we boys were responsible for repeating to him every single word that was spoken in class, we did notdare be inattentive. 









Both Father Thomas and Sir Conrad praised our diligence.They should have praised our father. 



As interesting as Sir Conrad was, his horse received evenmore attention, from us boys, at least. 



Anna was a huge animal, even bigger than Count Lam-bert's favorite charger. But while Whitefoot was dangerousto be near, ever eager to nip off an ear or to crush a rib cage,Anna was the most gentle of creatures, provided that youtreated her politely. 



Well, she kicked Iwo's father when he whipped her to gether back into her stall after Anna left it to relieve herself out-side. Anna was very clean in her habits, and never soiled her stall. 



He did not hit her hard, and with most animals of that sizeyou have to hit them just to get their attention. With Anna, onthe other hand, all you had to do was ask her, and she washappy to do just about anything for you. And to be fair, shedidn't kick the man very hard, for he lived and was able to go back to work in a few days. 



Later, when we asked her about the incident, she said that she had objected to being sworn at as much as being struck,and that in any event, it wasn't polite to interrupt a lady whileshe was attending to private matters. 



You see, we boys soon discovered that Anna could under-stand the language perfectly, and although of course shecouldn't speak it, she would nod or shake her head to answer yes or no to any question asked her. It sometimes required alot of questions to get the whole story out of her, but that wasgenerally our fault and not hers. 



She was as intelligent as any of us boys, and we consideredher to be much smarter than most of the grown-ups around. 



Also, like her owner, Anna seemed to positively like chil-dren. I think that much of it was because grown-ups thinkthey are much too busy to bother taking the time a conversa-tion with Anna necessarily took, assuming all the while thatthey were among the minority who believed what we toldthem about her. We children were delighted that someone as big as her would take the time to fully answer us. 



And, perhaps, we really did have more spare time than theolder people did. 



We soon learned that she was a good friend to have. When-ever a grown-up was spanking a child, or even shouting atone in public, Anna would walk over and stare at the adultdoing the spanking or shouting. She never made a sound oractually did anything. 

She just stood close by and stared atthem, and that was generally enough. Having this hugeanimal stare at you was very intimidating, and any urge tochastise the less fortunate soon evaporated. 









We boys speculated that if someone tried to do actual harmto one of the children of the town, Anna's response wouldhave been more active and indeed deadly. Since no one inmemory had ever been that evil, we were never able to con-firm our suspicions. 



Still, we were glad she was there. 



Some of the peasants complained to Count Lambert aboutthis habit of hers, saying it was unholy, but Lambert justlaughed at them. He said that everything with eyes has tolook at something,  and that "something" is usually the lastthing that moved. If being looked at troubled the peasants,the cause of it must be their own guilty consciences. He saidthat they were well-advised to seek out the priest and go toconfession! 



In all events, my parents were never forced to endure Anna's staring, since to my memory they never had to se-verely chastise any of their children, and in turn, none of usever wanted to displease them. 



Simply put, they were good parents, and we were goodchildren. I think this made us unusual. 



At the time, our cheerful obedience seemed quite ordinaryto my brother and sisters and me, and I occasionally ques-tioned other friends of mine as to why they wanted to get intothe various sorts of mischief they always seemed to be in-volved with. They could never satisfactorily explain theirmotivations to me, nor, in truth, could I explain mine to them.To anger my father seemed as silly to me as eating dirt. Isimply had no desire to do such a thing. 



Strange to say, one of the boys in the town, Iwo, actuallydid just that, once. He went into the bailey, sat down on theground, and proceeded to eat dirt for no obvious or conceiv-able reason. His father was angry and spanked him. On this occasion, Anna was tardy in going over to stare. She was asmystified as the rest of us. 



But my story is not about Iwo, and he came to a bad end,anyway. A few years later he ran away, and somebody even-tually said that he was hung in Gniezno, although they didn'tknow why. 



Sir Conrad left in the spring with Anna and some girls. (Aboy of seven generally has little interest in girls, except, per-haps, for occasional target practice.) He went to build the cityof Three Walls on the land that Count Lambert had givenhim, and we were all sad to see both of them leave. They re-turned for a few days almost every month, and over the years,Anna saved many a boy from the beatings that most of them undoubtedly deserved. 



A different kind of beating happened during the firstChristmas after Sir Conrad left us. I remember it clearly withall of my childish impressions still attached. 









The story circulated that Sir Conrad found a caravanbound for Constantinople that was owned and guarded by theTeutonic Knights of the Cross. He found a gross of paganchildren that the Crossmen were planning to sell to Jews and Moslems, who must have been terrible people, we imagined, although we had never met one. We children understood thatsomething bad would then happen to the young slaves, but noone would tell us exactly what that bad thing was. 



Conrad beat up the Crossmen guarding the caravan andsaved the children, because he was a hero. Then he took them back to his city, gave them to good families, taught them howto speak, and made them into good Christians, people said. 



The Crossmen didn't like him doing all this, so they cameto Okoitz, a thousand of them, and Sir Conrad came here, too,for a trial by combat. It seemed to me that everybody else in the world came as well, and all of them needed bread to eat,so we bakers hardly had time to sleep at all. Whenever Ilooked outside the bakery, which wasn't very often, all Icould see was that everything was packed solid with people.My whole family had to sleep in the bakery, since CountLambert had lent our house out to a bunch of other people wedidn't even know. 



There was a kind of festival going on then at Okoitz, notthat I got to see much of it. But when the trial by combat be-tween Sir Conrad and the bad guy happened, well, my fathermade sure we closed the bakery in time for all of us to go andsee it. 



Sir Conrad and Anna beat up the bad guy and chopped hishead off. They chopped his horse's head off, too, because itwas crippled. 



Then a bunch of the other Crossmen went out to kill Sir Conrad, when that wasn't allowed, and God made a miraclehappen! Golden arrows came down from the sky and killedevery one of them in the heart! I was there and I saw it my-self, and so did two bishops and the duke and everybody else. 



They say that after that, nobody ever tried to bother SirConrad again. No Christians, anyway. 



The town of Okoitz was constantly changing, all throughmy childhood. From the time we first got there, when our town was nothing at all except a clearing at the side of theroad that went from the Vistula to the Odra, something was always being constructed. 



My father's bakery was almost the first thing built, sincepeople need to eat before anything else can happen. Then the outer wall was built, with the houses and stables each side byside against it, and the blockhouses at the four corners. Then thechurch and Lambert's castle went up, and most people seemedto be happy with the thought that the job was finally done. 



That was when Sir Conrad arrived, and all the men of the town were soon out chopping down trees with which to builda huge windmill, the likes of which no one but Sir Conradhad ever seen. A big cloth factory went up, and a lot of girlscame to work there, and then they made a second huge windmill, until everyone said that if they kept on building, therewouldn't be any room left in the town for the people! 



But soon they started on Lambert's new castle, whichwhen completed turned out to be three times bigger than the whole rest of the town, and much taller, besides, so they hadto make it outside of the walls themselves. It was four years in the making, and long before it was done, my family andeven the bakery was moved inside it. 



All of this civic growth was good for my father's business.He was forced to take on apprentices and even journeymenfrom outside of our family to satisfy the needs of his growingnumber of customers. 



When a second baker came to town with Count Lambert'spermission, my father wasn't worried about the competition,but instead they immediately formed a guild in the manner ofthe big city guilds, to do proper charity work and see to it thatthere was employment and plenty for all. 



With father now a guildmaster, our family prospered. My sisters began to receive substantial dowries when they weremarried. My brother and I soon realized that one day there would be a considerable inheritance for us and a respectedplace in the community. 

He liked the thought of all this, but I was of mixed mind about it. 



Oh, I was pleased that my family prospered, but it was ob-vious that to do well, a baker had to stay in one place. All ofmy life, the interesting people I saw and occasionally wasable to meet were those who traveled, who went to strangeplaces and saw strange things. I heard magic, faraway nameslike Cracow and Paris and Sandomierz, and I wanted to seethese mystical places. I yearned to go with those far travelers,to join with the caravans of merchants, soldiers, and priestswho were always coming and going from our gates. 



I wanted adventure. 



And my father, whom I loved and wanted to obey, would not even discuss the matter. 

We were bakers, we always had been bakers, and we would always be bakers. Nothing morecould be said. 



Chapter Two 



From the Journal of Josip Sobieski 







WRITTEN JANUARY 17, 1249, CONCERNINGOCTOBER 10, 1240 













IN THEfall of 1240, the call went out. It was time to preparefor war. Together with my brother and my father, and the lastfifty-five other sound men from Okoitz, I made the day-longwalk to Baron Conrad's Warrior's School, commonly known as Hell. 



I had long wanted to make the trip. All of the other boys ofmy age from Okoitz had joined the army the year before, assoon as they turned fourteen. Their letters to me braggedabout how they would be knighted by the time I got there andhow I would have to serve under them, do their bidding, and polish their boots! 



I had begged my father's permission to go with them whenthey were leaving, and my brother had been begging for twoyears, but while father had always been so generous with us inso many ways, on this subject he was absolutely unshakable. 



We were a family of bakers, he said, not warriors. We fedpeople. We did not kill them. 

In time of war, if our country and our liege lord needed our help, we would of course go, but only when we were absolutely needed. 



Ironically, my mother and sisters had been issued weapons and armor over two years before, and they trained for one dayof every week to defend Okoitz when we men finally wentout to face the enemy. 



To me, it had seemed strange and unfitting that my youn-gest sister, only two years older than me, should be war-trained when I was not, or that my mother should wear asword over her broad left shoulder when my father had none, but there it was. 



My father was a man of peace, and in the family, he ruled.He had kept us at our normal work for as long as possible, butnow Mother ran the bakery with the help of my sisters and adozen other women, and we men walked away through thefirst snow of the year to answer the call. 



We men were all in our oldest, shabbiest clothing, for we had been warned that we would be issued uniform clothes,and that anything we had with us would be thrown away. Thewomen were dressed in their best to see us off, and the differ-ence in clothing was somehow unsettling. 



All of us, the men as well as the women, were soon crying at the shock of this first sundering of our family. My people had never before been parted for more than a few hours, andnow we would be separated for months even if all went well. 



If it didn't, we might never meet again. 







Strangeness, the seeing of new things, the hearing of new sounds, the sampling of new smells, does odd things to one'ssense of time. A day spent in the bakery, doing the same thingsI had done on countless other days, went by in a seeming mo-ment. A year spent in mixing dough, baking it, and sellingbread seemed to go by even faster. 



That first day away from home—walking over a trail I hadheard about all of my life but never seen, except for the fewhundred yards of it visible from the gates of Okoitz—

tookforever. 



Even years later I can remember with crystal clarity theshape of bare oak branches, the flecks of rust on the railroadtracks we walked beside, the squish of wet snow beneath mysodden birchbark shoes. 



I can close my eyes and see the white clouds forming frommy breath, smell the tang of fresh-cut pine trees, and feel the cold breeze against my back. Yet of my father's old bakery,where I had worked for years, I find I can remember verylittle. 



An odd thing, memory. 



A long walk has healing powers, I was convinced of it,even though I had never been out of sight of my hometown before. Not accustomed to hours of walking, I was sore andtired, yet I felt less lonely and depressed by the time we ar-rived at the Warrior's School. 



A friendly guard at the gate directed us to the Induction Center, where they gave us a meal, warned us a bit aboutwhat to expect, and found us a place to sleep for the night. 

Inthe morning they had us line up and raise our right hands tothe rising sun. They led us through the army oath: 



"On my honor, I will do my best to do my duty to God andto the army. I will obey the Warrior's Code, and I will keep myself physically fit, mentally alert, and morally straight. 



'The Warrior's Code: 



"A Warrior is: Trustworthy, Loyal, and Reverent. Cour-teous, Kind, and Fatherly. 

Obedient, Cheerful, and Efficient.Brave, Clean, and Deadly." 



We were told that we would be repeating that oath everymorning for the rest of our lives. 

My father said nothing, yet Icould see a bit of doubt in his eyes. 



I had heard all sorts of descriptions of the Warrior'sSchool, but none of them prepared me for the unbelievablenumber of people we found there, or for the organized con-fusion that prevailed. 



People in apparent authority were constantly shouting in-comprehensible things at us, talking so quickly, in so many strange accents, about such unfamiliar things, that it seemedalmost as though they spoke some foreign language. Whenthey did say something simple, something we could understand, it was such a rare event that we did not at first react to it, and then the shouting got only louder and longer. 



We spent two days standing in long lines, something none ofus had ever done before, interspersed with numerous embar-rassing interruptions as we were washed, shaved, deloused, fed, inspected by a half-dozen medical people, and, finally,after being naked for an entire day in a huge, cold building, issued uniform clothing. 



We were a vastly changed group when at last we werecounted off, assigned to our companies, and taken to our per-manent barracks. 



As it happened, my position in the line was such that I wasthe last man in one company and my father was the first in thenext. My father shouted protests at this separation of hisfamily, but the captain in charge was too tired and harried to pay any attention to him. 



I felt a twinge of both panic and anguish at being thus sepa-rated from my father and brother, since in the course of our induction we had somehow parted company from all of theothers who had come with us from Okoitz. Indeed, it was thefirst time I had ever been separated from my male relatives. 



For the first time in my entire life, I was friendless. 



I was dazed and confused as I obeyed the shouting captain,and walked away at the end of the line. Everything was sostrange, so different from anything I had ever seen before. 



For all of my life up to that point, for as long as I could remember, I had always been surrounded by people that Iknew. An unfamiliar face had been a rare thing, a person fromsome distant land whole miles away from where things hadsuch a comforting familiarity. 



Now, as 1 looked around, I could see not one single personI knew. We had walked a long way through this weird place,with many twists and turns, and I was soon lost. I didn't knowwhere I was. I didn't even know why I was. 



We stopped in front of a building that seemed to stretch outto the horizon in both directions, a mile long, at least. Thecaptain told us his name was Stashu Targ, and that we werethe Third Company of the Second Komand of the First River-boat Battalion. I promptly forgot everything he had said. Hepointed to the number written above the doorway behind him and read it to us, twice. I forgot this, too, just as quickly. I hadseen too many new things this day, and my mind simplycould not take in anything more. 



I think that the others around me must have been in thesame sad shape that I was, for when the captain stoppedtalking, we all just stood there, dumb. 



Then a knight came up with a pen and a horn of indelible ink and wrote the number above the door on the back of ourleft hand, one of us at a time. 









"This is where you live," he said patiently to each of us."When you get lost, come back here." 



I nodded mutely. It was as though I was surrounded by a fog, and that fog would not lift for months. 



I did what I was told, and they kept me amazingly busy. Wemarched in step with one another for many mind-numbinghours. We endlessly repeated the same awkward motionswith pikes, knives, and axes, until somehow they became less awkward. 



We ate together, sang together, and prayed together. Overthe weeks, we were armed and armored, but we were all disap-pointed when we were issued axes as our secondary weaponsrather than swords. 



Captain Targ explained that the sword was a hard weaponto master. Skill with one took years to develop, and we had only four months before the Mongols would arrive. On the other hand, everybody had chopped firewood. We alreadyknew how to use an axe. 



The problem, as far as we grunts were concerned, was thatan axe is a peasant's weapon, whereas the sword was theweapon, even the symbol, of a nobleman. 



Sir Odon said that we would learn about swords after thewar, when we all came back for the other eight months ofthe Warrior's School. Furthermore, our primary weapons werethe two-yard-long halberds that the first lance used, the six-yard-long pikes that the second, third, fourth, and fifth lancescarried, and most important, the swivel guns that the sixthfired. Swords, axes, and knives were really unimportant. 



We grunts would still have been much happier with swordsthan with the axes we were given. 



Somehow, though I was never quite sure when or how, I learned how to take care of my equipment, how to answer properly to my superiors, how to fight with my weapons. Ifelt my muscles getting bigger, my hands getting harder, mywaist getting smaller. They had to adjust my armor threetimes to fit the changing me. 



They yelled at me, gesticulated, and swore at me as no oneever had before, but eventually I ceased to be troubled by it.They chewed my ass so many times that after a while all theycould get was scar tissue. 



What I did not ever do was find my father, or my brother,or indeed anybody at all that I had ever known before. Isearched, but I never found them. 



In school, back home, they had taught me a bit aboutprobabilities, and I tried to compute the possibility of findingmy family and friends. At Okoitz, I must have known—what?—

two hundred men? Here in Hell, they told me therewere a sixth of a million of us. If I saw a hundred men outsideof those in my own company every day, how long should it be before I saw a single familiar face? I worked it out againand again and rarely got the same number twice, but itseemed that it could not possibly take as long as it was taking. 



The company kept records on those of us who belongedto it, but there were no central records for the entire army.There was no one who could tell me where in this huge city—

the largest in Christendom, they told us—my father andbrother were. 



They had tried to keep such records once, but as the army grew, the task became impossible. Sir Odon said that maybe after we won the war, we would have time for such things. Idid not find this to be comforting. 



I often wrote to my mother, and I was sure she was writingto me, but the mails were all fouled up. Delivering them wasone of the things the army did in times of peace, and I could understand we had other priorities now. In four months I gotonly two letters from her, and neither of them seemed to contain any answers to my questions, like "What is my father's address?" 



The fact that she had my address meant she must havegotten at least one letter from me, and surely my father musthave written to her as well! All I could think was that perhapsmy questions had all been answered in some earlier, undeliv-ered letter. 



Yet all things fade, including the loneliness in my heartand the fog that surrounded my head. Slowly, I began to takenotice of the other men in my lance, in my platoon, in my company. I began to realize I had new friends now, and insome ways they were better than those I had left behind. 



At least they were more interesting, none of them beingbakers. 



The fellow in the bunk above me, Zbigniew, had worked onLord Conrad's ranch, where they had a large herd of slightlydomesticated aurochs. He had been one of the Pruthenianchildren Lord Conrad had rescued from the Crossmen. 



The guy in the bunk below, Lezek, came from the neigh-boring ranch where all of Anna's children were raised untilthey reached their fourth year. 



At that age, they somehow "remembered" everythingthat their mother had known up to the time they were con-ceived, even though there wasn't a stallion involved in theirprocreation. 



Unlike people and just about everything else in the world, Anna and her children had offspring whenever they wantedand did it without the help of the opposite sex. In fact, the op-posite sex didn't exist for their species, a thing that mademost of the men in my lance claim to feel sorry for them. 



You see, sex was a subject that was often discussed amongus, though I suspected my lance mates had as little realknowledge of the subject as I did. 



In any event, Lezek was impressed with the fact that I hadknown Anna herself since I was six years old, and he ques-tioned me for days about every incident I knew of concerningher. Even though his father had worked with the Big People for years, no one he knew had actually talked for any lengthwith Anna herself. 



While there were only twenty-nine adult Big People at thatpoint, there were three hundred sixty-four young ones at the ranch, managed by a young woman named Kotcha, whom I vaguely remembered. Once, she had lived a few doors down from my family's house. 



Lezek said that in ten years there would be twenty-fourthousand adult Big People, and ten years after that everybodywould have one. I'm not sure if anyone believed him, butthat's what he said. 



The other three men in our lance were less talkative, sincenone of them spoke much Polish. Fritz was a German who came from a farm not far from Worms. He could read and write our language well, since he had been reading Lord Conrad's magazine every month for five years, but his pronunciation still left much to be desired. He had come to join our army, he said, because the chances of rising in the worldwere better here than anyplace else, and that being a farmerwas mostly a matter of walking behind a plow and staring atthe ass end of a pair of oxen for most of your life. Andanyway, he had more brothers than his father had farmlandfor them to inherit. 



Kiejstut was a Lithuanian who had come because he heardthat the army would arm, armor, and train him to fight Mon-gols. A year earlier, Mongol raiders had killed his father andone of his brothers, kidnapped his youngest sister, and burneddown his entire village. He wanted vengeance, even thoughhe was by nature a rather quiet, reserved, even shy person,one who was always careful not to give offense. 



The sixth member of my lance was Taurus, a Ukrainian whose family had once lived north of Kiev. He was the onlyone of his large family who was still alive. Hatred and bitter-ness seemed to radiate from him. I never once saw him smile,and I never heard him laugh, not until we saw combat and hestarted killing Mongols. Sterner and far more exacting thanour knight, Sir Odon, he was always quick to chastise the restof us for any slackness during our training, and even for anylevity. 



Our training went on for four months, and at the time itseemed forever. Sir Odon said that we were getting only aspecial short course, and if we wanted to stay in the army, wewould have to come back here sometime and take anothereight months of this. 



We all groaned at the thought of an additional eight monthsin Hell. Almost as an article of faith, we soldiers complainedabout everything we did or had done to us. This was even trueof those grunts (for that was indeed what they called us) who did not come from Lord Conrad's lands, about three-quarters of those in my company. 









I had noticed these generally older men when we were firstjoined together to form our company. Mostly, they were lesshealthy than the rest of us, thinner, and poorly fed. Also, itseemed to me that some of them were mentally duller thanthe people I had grown up with. Now they were wearing the first pairs of leather boots that some of them had ever owned,and almost all of them had put on healthy weight, but theystill felt obligated to complain, so they did so. 



Privately, I think they were impressed by the wealth of thearmy, and that most of them had resolved to stay in, if they could possibly manage it. 







At the end of February, when final preparations were beingmade, when weapons, ammunition, preserved food, and every-thing else we would need for the months ahead was being issued, one of the warehouse workers handed me a whiteleather kit with a red cross on it. 



I asked what it was. 



"It's a medical kit," he said. "We usually hand them outonly to people who have completed the surgeon's course, butsomeone had too many of these kits made up. The captainsaid to hand them out to one man from each company, just incase you need it." 



I said that I was in the fifth lance, so I'd had the first-aidcourse, but that was just to help the wounded until somebodygot there who knew what he was doing. I didn't know any-thing about really fixing people! 



"Everybody who does already has a kit. Keep it. Clip it on your belt, just in case." 



I did as I was ordered, and I quit wearing my smaller first-aid pack since everything in it was also in the big medical kit. 



I soon discovered there were advantages to wearing thekit, since real medics were rarely sent out to do the dirtiestjobs, such as cleaning the latrines. Once I had the kit, peopleassumed I was trained in its use, and thus my life became a bit easier. No one ever asked me if I had taken the proper course,so I was never even tempted to lie about it; Our company was part of the River Battalion, the men whowould be manning the riverboats on the Vistula. This in-trigued me, since I had often heard of boats, but had neverseen one. In truth, I had never even seen a river. 



We wouldn't be actually operating the boats, of course;that was the job of another group entirely. We had only to ridealong, we were told, and to obey the orders of our knights andcaptains, who had vast experience on the dozens of steam-powered boats the army had. 









Well, my knight, Sir Odon, was the same age I was, buthad joined the army a year earlier, and I don't think he hadvast experience in anything. My captain, Sir Stashu, lookedto be perhaps eighteen and was no gray-bearded repository ofwisdom, either, but I kept my mouth shut, as my father, awise man, had taught me. 



Grunts bitched about everything, but we learned that therewere a few topics of conversation that could get you chosen toshovel out the garbage, or to wash a few thousand dishes, andthat among these was the inexperience of our leaders. Theyknew it themselves, and preferred not to think about it. 





Chapter Three 



From the Journal of Josip Sobieski 







WRITTEN JANUARY 19, 1249, CONCERNINGFEBRUARY 15, 1241 







AT LAST, we said our final Sunrise Service in Hell, and wemarched out to war. 



Well, we had to pull our war carts behind us, there wereonly two railroad tracks to pull them on, and there were asixth of a million of us troops to move out. An hour went by before we finally left Hell, and we were near the front of the line. Our doubled column was over sixteen miles long! Even at a brisk walk, it took almost six hours for us to march by! 



Once we finally got on the tracks, it wasn't all that hardto pull the big cart, even loaded as it was with the tons of guns, pikes, and all the other material we needed to fightwith. 

Counting our six knights and the knight-banner who ledus, there were forty-three men in our platoon. 



Our cart could be pulled by eighteen of them, with the rest of us riding aboard, resting, eating, or even sleeping. This letus continue onward right around the clock, doing over sixdozen miles a day without ever once breaking into a run. 



The six carts of my company pulled off the main roadwhen we got to East Gate and left the main body of the armyto go on without us. 



A great crowd of civilians was leaving the dock area.There must have been thousands of them, mostly peasants,but with a scattering of well-dressed people as well. Theywere all walking back the way we had come; refugees who would shelter at the Warrior's School, we presumed. 



I had heard much about the castle that had been built atEast Gate, how it was made entirely of reinforced concrete,and I was eager to examine it closely. 



I never got the chance for we were marched straight onto our boat, the RB1 Muddling Through.  The tracks went rightup to and over the big drawbridge at the front of the boat and right into the cavern of a hold that made up most of the lowerdeck. We could hardly see the huge boat as we went aboard it. 



The drawbridge door was closed behind us, leaving us in the dark, and our riverboat pulled out immediately to let thenext one up to the dock to be loaded. It was like being lockedup in an oversized barn, filled with six war carts and the al-most two gross of men of my company. 



We soon found out that we were riding in no ordinarysteamboat, but in the craft that held the commanders of theentire river flotilla, all three dozen boats. We had two armybarons aboard, as well as Sir Conrad, now Count Conrad,himself. 



Captain Targ didn't want his troops getting in the way ofall these high personages, so he had us stay down below on the cargo deck, just in front of the engines. The second deckhad the radios and the war room, called Tartar Control, aswell as the kitchen and the sleeping rooms for the officers. 



There was a fighting top above that, and a few hours afterwe were aboard, the sixth lance of each platoon was sent upthere with their guns. So were the fourth lances, who acted as loaders for the swivel guns, and the third, who acted asspotters. 



My own fifth lance acted as corpsmen, assistants for thesurgeons, and we wouldn't be needed until somebody gotshot. This meant we had to stay inside, cooped up without even a window, until somebody had the courtesy to get de-cently wounded so we could go outside and do something. 



That night I was one of the few men below who couldn'tsleep. I was standing near the stairs with my helmet off whena tall man walked by with a line of white circles down thearmor on his back. I snapped to attention. 



You see, the army used a color code for the numbers of itslances, platoons, companies, and so on. One was red, two wasorange, three was yellow, four was green, five was blue, andsix was purple. The buttons on our uniform jackets used thesecolors to define where we were in the army's organization. 



The top button was your position in your lance, the second,your lance's position in your platoon, the third was your pla-toon's place in the company, and so on. The buttons on myjacket went, from the top down, orange, blue, blue, yellow,orange, red, green, blue, and red. This meant that I was thesecond man in the fifth lance, of the Fifth Platoon, of theThird Company, of the Second Komand, of the First Batta-lion, of the Fourth Column, of the Fifth County, of the FirstDivision of the army. 



The leader of any group used a white button in that posi-tion. That is to say, Sir Odon's buttons were the same color asmine, except that his top one was white. Captain Targ's topthree buttons were white. 



On our armor, which zippered together, there were bigspots, a different shape for each color, running down thechest and the back, painted in the same colors as our buttons.Otherwise, we all looked the same in armor, and with thefaceplates closed, you couldn't tell who was who. Once yougot used to it, you could spot your friends quickly. 



Also, if someone was impersonating a warrior, before longhis button colors would get him caught by someone whoknew he wasn't who he was supposed to be. 



So when I saw a line of nine white circles on the man'sback, I knew he had to be Lord Conrad himself. I came to at- tention, as I had been taught, and he stopped, turned, andlooked at me. 



"I know you, don't I?" He said, "Yes, you are Josip, the sonof the baker from Okoitz." 



I said that I was, and that I was surprised so great a personas he was had actually recognized me. 



"I am just another man, Josip, not much different fromyou. I think that mostly I remember you because of your sur-prise and your laugh when I showed you that top I made foryou." 



I said that I had been six years old then, but yes, I remem-bered it, too. I said I still had that toy, carefully stored away,and that if I ever had a son, I would give it to him. 



"It feels good to be appreciated. But tell me, Josip, is thereanything I can do for you now?" 



I said there was, and explained to him that I had been onthe boat for twelve hours now, and they said that the boat wason a river, but I had never in my life actually seen a river.Could I perhaps have permission to go up and have a look? 



"You never... ? I'm sorry, but I sometimes forget how re-stricted the life of a commoner can be. I'll do better than justlet you topside. I'm doing an informal inspection just now. 

Come with me, and I'll give you the threepenny tour of the Muddling Through." 



And with that he took me all around the boat, starting withthe engines, where the engineer had forbidden us troops togo. But who would dare stand in the way of Lord Conrad, or even the lowly grunt who was accompanying him? 









I was surprised to discover I already knew the baron whowas in charge of the radio room. He was Piotr, whose parents had the room two doors down from my father's. Eight yearsolder than me, he had once been one of the "big kids," al-though he had been the smallest "big kid" at Okoitz, and now I was a head taller than he was. 



He said he remembered me, but somehow I don't think hereally did. He was just being polite. Truthfully, I doubt if Icould remember any of the little kids there who were eightyears younger than I was! 



The dawn was breaking before we finally got all the way upto the fighting top, and at last I saw what a river looked like.The Vistula was as beautiful as they had always told me it was. 



That morning, word went out that those of us below could go up topside, one platoon at a time, whenever there wasn't a battle going on. I'm sure that order came from Lord Conrad. 



I was below at noon, when all of the guns above us startedshooting, not just the three dozen swivel guns my companymanned, but the steam-powered peashooters that quicklyspat out thousands of small iron balls, and the Halman Pro-jectors that threw bombs high over the enemy. It went on foran hour before my lance was called up to the ready room.After a few minutes we were needed up on the fighting top. 



The gun smoke was so thick you had to gag, and after the darkness below, the sunlight was blinding. The noise couldmake a man go deaf, and the number of arrows being shot atus was simply unbelievable. They were stuck all over thedeck and looked almost like wheat ready for the harvest. Wefound that we had to walk with a sort of sliding motion, breaking off the arrows as we went, to keep from trippingover them. 



All of the men on deck had arrows sticking out of them, afrightening sight! But we soon realized they were all right.Our armor was of plated steel, heavily waxed and covered with thick canvas. It was proof against the Mongol arrows,although those missiles tended to stick in the wax and canvas. 



What I had taken at first for convulsions was in fact themen laughing about the whole situation! 



A gunner signaled for help, with an arrow in his upper armthat was squirting blood. 

Somehow, it had managed to slideup his brassard and get under his pauldron. Not a deadlywound, but it needed tending. Fritz and Zbigniew helped himbelow, his loader took over shooting the gun, and the spottertook over loading the twenty-round clips into the gun, andthen reloading the empty clips from the ammunition boxes. 



I had nothing better to do, so I felt free to stand behindthem and act as their spotter. It gave me a chance to see whatwas going on. 









A great mob of Mongols was on the bank, crowding rightdown to the shore. They were trying to kill us with their ar-rows, which were obviously ineffective. We, on the otherhand,  were hurting them, hurting them badly. 



Three dozen swivel guns were each shooting twentyrounds a minute into a packed crowd of men and horses, and you could see where individual bullets were killing three andfour of them in a file at a time. The two peashooters on that side of the boat were spraying away, taking out Mongols inhorizontal ranks. And the Halman bombs were burstingabove them, each explosion knocking down a circle of theenemy a dozen yards across! 



The enemy was being shot so fast that no attempt wasmade to remove the dead and wounded. Those that fell were just left there to be trampled, to bleed, and to die. 



And the fools kept coming! They made no attempt to runaway, or to hide behind something, as any rational creaturewould, but instead were actually climbing on top of their own dead in order to get at us! 



I tell you that in some places they were sitting on horsesthat were standing on three and four layers of dead men anddead horses! 



And once there, there was nothing they could do. Their ar-rows couldn't really hurt us, and when some of them went into the water to get at us, those that didn't freeze immedi-ately soon found that the sides of the boat were six yardshigh, and made of smooth metal that couldn't possibly beclimbed. 



In our months of training, we had been repeatedly told thatwe were facing the craftiest, best organized, and best led enemy in the world. That day, it seemed to me we were simply slaugh-tering a mob of idiots with less brains than a herd of sheep Then the loader on the gun next to me got an arrow in the eyeslit, and I had to leave off watching the war and go to hisaid. He was on his back and not moving. I needed help to gethim below. 



Looking about, I saw Taurus was shooting a gun three places down, and laughing and screaming insanely at theMongols the whole time. He was shouting what could onlyhave been the names of his family and friends who had fallento the Mongol onslaught of the Ukraine. 



I thought that he was somehow living in Heaven and inHell at the same time. I knew that while he had both bulletsand Mongols to shoot them at, I would get no help fromTaurus. 



Then Sir Odon saw my need and ran over to help me. To-gether we picked the wounded man up and carried him down the steps to the surgery. 



Later, we found out that our gunner lived, and he was back at his gun the next day. 









This sort of slaughter went on for days, and we were all amazed there were so many Mongols. One night I spokebriefly to Lord Conrad again, and he admitted to being as astounded by their numbers as everyone else was. His biggestworry was that we would run out of ammunition before BatuKhan ran out of warriors. 



Then the Mongols started to get a little bit smart, or maybe, as some said, their engineers finally caught up with their frontline troops. 



One of our planes, piloted by Count Lambert himself,someone said, dropped us a message telling us that the enemywas building a pontoon bridge along the riverbank, down-stream of us. 



We went there with another boat following us, and they or-dered us to get ready to land and chop the thing up with ouraxes right after we gave them a pass with the guns. 



All of us except the gunners poured out of the drawbridge in the front of the boat, with the fifth lance of each platoontaking up the rear, as usual. We had to be behind the other guys in order to see them when they got wounded, and getthem back to safety. Not that we didn't do our share of thefighting, you understand. 



The first lance, made up of the biggest men, always went infirst with their halberds, and we went in last to pick up thepieces, whether we were with our pikes, towing a war cart be-hind us that was full of gunners, as in a field battle, or whenwe just went in with axes, like now. 



The Mongols had broken and run away after our gunners had done their job on them, which made me figure that theirengineers must be a lot smarter than the average run of theenemy—say, about up to the level of a flock of ducks. 



There wasn't much for us to do, since the guys up front hadalready chopped up everything that looked like it might have been a part of a bridge, or a bit of a Mongol. 



There were a lot of dead bodies lying around, hacked upand bloody and stinking worse than anything you could pos-sibly imagine. It wasn't just the shit that had been shot out ofthe guts of so many of them. 



During training, we'd been told that Mongols neverbathed, that they put their new clothes on the outside and then let those on the inside just rot away, but we hadn't believed it,not until we had to walk through all those dead bodies. 



By this time everybody had gotten used to seeing deadpeople, but the stench of that beach got at least a dozen of theguys heaving their breakfast out, and that was a very bad thingto do when you were wearing one of our helmets, which cov-ered your whole face. 

Think about it, if you really want to. 









We had one guy whose visor hinge got jammed, and hedarned near drowned before Zbigniew got the thing freed up. 



There was a lot of gold on that beach. Every dead bodyseemed to have a big pouch full of the stuff. I didn't daretouch any of it, since doctrine was that you had to win thebattle first before you started to loot. And even then youcouldn't keep what you picked up, since all of the booty had to be brought together and counted before it could be fairlyshared out. 



Still and all, the temptation certainly was there. One of themen yielded to it, picked up a Mongol pouch, and got yelled atby Captain Targ. Then Lord Conrad said we might as wellpick up a few pouches, just to get an idea of how much lootthere actually was, and the captain gave the job to my platoon. 



So I had about fifty pounds of gold and silver in my armswhen all hell burst loose over the top of the riverbank. 









Chapter Four 



From the Journal of Josip Sobieski 







WRITTEN JANUARY 20, 1249, CONCERNING FEBRUARY 21, 1241 







AT THATpoint the river had a high bank, higher than the topof our boat, so the gunners and other people up there couldn't see over it to warn us about what was coming. 



The other thing we had going against us was the fact thatour helmets fastened to our breastplates and back armor witha rotary coupling that let you twist your head sideways butnot up and down. It was a good system, most of the time,since a bash on the head wasn't likely to break your neck. 



But in this instance, with the enemy suddenly above us,well, most of us didn't even know they were there until theyshot us. 



Actually, the Mongols did us a favor of sorts with that firstvolley, since it got our attention, and their arrows, like I saidearlier, weren't usually all that deadly. 



We soon found out that they had a spear with a long, thinpoint and sharp edges that was sheer murder. 



Thrown at close range or carried at a run, that thing couldpunch right through our armor, and then right through theman who wore it, just about anywhere they put it. Once theyhad one of those spears in a man, they would jerk the spearsideways, and a little hole on the outside left a big, deep slash inside. 



Had they just charged at us straight off, they could havekilled most of us before we even knew there was a battlegoing on. 



Even then, I was slow on the uptake, I am ashamed to say,because at first I had a hard time throwing away all that gold. I mean, here in my arms I had more money than my father could have made in twenty lifetimes of hard work, and while it was probably only a few moments before I threw it downand pulled my axe from its sheath, those were some long andimportant moments. 



They came at us on foot, jumping down from the bluff,breaking their fall on the sloping sand and smashing into us. Ihad my axe out in time, but I didn't have a chance to swing it before this smelly individual knocked me over and ended upon top of me. He couldn't use his sword any more than Icould use my axe, and he thought of his knife before I did. 



I felt his knife hit my left side and bounce off my armortwice before I got my own knife out and did unto him as hewas trying real hard to do unto me. He had armor, but it wasn'tnearly as good as the stuff Lord Conrad's factories make. Ihad to stick him four times before he gave up and died. 



I threw his body off me and tried to stand up, but before Iwas upright, some other Mongol ran into me and sent me skidding across a patch of ice and into the muddy water bythe river. 



What with the goose-down padding we wore under thearmor, I hadn't much noticed the cold up until then, but when the water seeped in, it was ungodly cold. The Mongol next tome noticed it, too, or maybe he was just afraid of drowning, but he lost interest in me and tried to get back on dry land. 



That was his big mistake, because I still had my knife in my hand. Still on my back, I caught him in the back of theknee, and he went down. I crawled over and got him in theneck before I stood again, picked up somebody's axe, and looked around, trying to figure out where I could be of themost use. 



The gunners were blazing away, shooting those Mongolswho were still on top of the bluff or just starting down, but they were afraid of shooting those in our midst for fear ofkilling their own men. 



Down below we were outnumbered maybe two to one, andthe Mongols, a whole lot more agile than we were, wereswarming all over us. Our troops looked like clumsy bearsbeing attacked by a fast and deadly pack of wolves. 



It was our armor, you see, that made us slow and half blind. 



It also made us almost indestructible, and I saw men take adozen hits and keep on fighting as if they didn't notice them.In one case, I'm sure he didn't. 



Taurus was swinging his axe like a madman, screaming in-sanely, running at the enemy and chopping down everythingin front of him. I think he was seeing every Mongol as one ofthose who killed his family, and he was laughing at everythroat he cut, every skull he smashed. 



He certainly didn't need or want any help, and I had theidea that it wouldn't be safe to stand next to him; he might notknow friend from foe until after the battle was over. 



Some of the old fireside stories told of the times theVikings invaded Poland and how they all got killed for their trouble. 



One kind of Viking was called a berserker, men who wentabsolutely crazy during a battle. Looking at Taurus, I couldn'thelp thinking he must have some of that berserker blood inhis veins. It was possible, because hundreds of years ago theUkrainians had lost to the Vikings instead of killing them all, as we Poles did. 



A Mongol in baggy pants singled me out, shouted somewar cry, and ran at me with one of those deadly spears. Luckwas still with me, for he slipped on the muddy ice and landed facedown at my feet. I chopped down, catching him in themiddle of the back, between the shoulders, and he stoppedmoving. I looked back out at the fight. 



A dozen of our men had formed up in a circle. They didn't seem to need help, and anyway, getting in there through the crowd of Mongols surrounding them looked impossible. 



Then I spotted Captain Targ and Lord Conrad struggling inthe mud, trying to get up while a dozen Mongols were tryingto put them down. I was needed. 



The tactics they taught us at the Warrior's School said thatfighting fair is fighting stupid. 

If you do not kill the enemy as fast as possible, he will kill you instead, and your mother told you to come home alive. Fighting to win always seemed verysensible to me, despite all the glorious fireside stories I hadheard about knightly honor, valor, and courtesy. 



I killed three of the enemy surrounding my leaders bychopping them in the back before they knew I was there.Then suddenly, entirely too many of them noticed me, and itwas my turn to need help. It came in the form of Fritz andZbigniew. 



Soon we were fighting on top of the dead, or nearly dead,bodies of the slain, and we were getting the upper hand.Those of the enemy who were still alive were falling back, orat least had become less aggressive about attacking us. 



Then another band of Mongols came toward us, riding on horseback along the riverbank. 

With pikes, we could havetaken care of them easily, but our pikes were stored in our warcarts, back in the boat! Faced with fighting horsemen withonly peasant axes, well, I was grateful when Captain Targcalled for a retreat! 



We made it back on the boat in good order, taking with usour wounded and our dead, more of both than I thought wehad lost when I was fighting. 



Even Taurus made it back, I think because he got turnedaround in the fight and found Mongols between himself andthe boat. He didn't hurt any of us, but only because two menran away and one man threw himself flat on the ground whenthey saw him coming. 



Sir Odon had to hit him and take the axe from his hands before the captain allowed him on board. At least Taurus hadn't stripped himself naked, the way they say the Vikingberserkers did. 



The next-to-the-last man in was Lord Conrad, and I saw that he had an arrow in his eyeslit. I helped him up to thesurgery and gently took his helmet off. 



"Have I lost it?" he said, referring to his right eye. 



I told him the arrow had missed the eyeball, so it was likelyhe would see with it again, but the arrow had stuck in thebone to the right of it, and there would probably be a scar.Still, he had been lucky. 



"I would have been a damn sight luckier if the arrow hadmissed!" 



I had to agree to the truth of that statement. 



"Well, open that surgeon's kit! Get the arrowhead out,clean the wound, and sew it up! 

Didn't they teach you any-thing in medic's school?" 



I tried to explain that I wasn't qualified, that I had neversewn up an eye before, that in fact I had never sewn up any-thing but some small dead animals in training, but it seemedhe was adamant about me doing the job, and doing it immedi-ately! I looked desperately around for help, but both of thesurgeons were working on men who were far more seriouslywounded than Lord Conrad. High rank has its privileges inmost places, but not in an army surgery. 



"Well, boy, now's your chance to learn! First, wash yourhands in white lightning, and then wash around the wound asbest you can." 



What could I do? I had been given a direct order by a very superior officer! I had no choice but to obey. 









When I finished with the washing, he said, "You got thatdone? Then get the pliers out of your kit and pull the arrow-head out. Better get somebody to hold my head. It will hurt,and I might flinch." 



I could not believe that the greatest hero in all of Polandwould ever flinch and tried to say so, but he shouted me down. 



"I said get somebody to hold my head and stop acting likeI'm God! That's an order!" 



Shocked, I agreed that he was not God and called Lezekover to hold his head still. 



"Now the pliers," he said. 



The pain must have been horrible, for while he did not cry out, he did pass out for a few moments. When he came to, I told him it was out, and showed him the bloody arrowhead. 



"Good. Throw it away. That kind of souvenir I don't need.Now get a pair of tweezers and feel around in the wound forany bits of broken bone or any foreign matter." 



I thought of keeping that Mongol arrowhead myself, as aconversation piece, but orders were orders, and I gave it a toss. I found the tweezers and went to work. This time hecried out, although he did not pass out. I felt around in thereas gently as I could, and found a few small bits of brokenbone, which I removed. Then I told him I was done. 



"Thank God! Now clean it all out again with white light-ning. Pour it right in." 



I still felt awkward about all of this, but what could I do butfollow orders? 



"Okay. Now get your sterile needle and thread and sew itup. Use nice neat little stitches, because if my wife doesn'tlike the job you do, she will make your life not worth living.Believe me. I know the woman." 



I had heard tales of Lord Conrad's lady, and I had no desireto be her enemy. I carefully made nine neat little stitches, andwhen I was done, you could hardly see where the cut was.Then I bandaged him up, wrapping the clean gauze aroundhis head and then under his jaw to keep it in place. 



He sat up and said, "Well. Good job, I hope. Thank you,but now you better get around to the other men who were wounded." 



I looked around and told him that it wasn't necessary, thesurgeons had already taken care of everybody. 



"The surgeons!" he yelled. "Then what the hell are you?" 









I told him I was in the fifth lance, an assistant corpsman. 



"Then what the hell were you doing operating on myhead?" 



I tried to explain that he had ordered me to do all that I haddone. That I had been given a direct order by my com-manding officer. What else could I have done but obey him? 



"Then what were you doing with that surgeon's kit?" 



So I explained how they had had these extra kits at thewarehouse, and how they handed them out to some of thefifth lancers, just in case we needed them. 



"They just handed it to you?" 



I said yes, and thanked him for showing me what oneshould do with many of the things in the kit. It had remindedme of my boyhood at Okoitz, when Sir Conrad alwaysseemed to have time to explain things to us. 



But he just turned away from me with a look of exaspera-tion on his face. I thought about the way Sir Conrad had al-ways had a lot less patience with adults than he had withchildren, and I supposed that I was finally growing up. 



Nonetheless, 1 beat a hasty retreat down to the lower deck. 



Lezek followed me, giggling. 









Chapter Five 



From the Journal of Josip Sobieski 







WRITTEN JANUARY 21, 1249, CONCERNING FEBRUARY 26, 1241 







WE GOTback to East Gate every second or third day, to loadup on more coal, food, and ammunition, and to put ashore ourdead and our seriously wounded. 



The fighting was getting grim. The Mongols were be-coming a lot less stupid than they had been, and we werestarting to take serious losses. 









The Mongols killed their first riverboat by luring it close toshore, and then felling a tall pine tree on it. They swarmedover the tree and eventually killed everyone in the crew. 

They were learning how to use the guns when Lord Conrad had an-other boat set the captured boat on fire with its flamethrower. 



Their engineers all seemed to have black hair, yellowishskin, and funny-looking eyes. 

Lord Conrad said they were Chinese, from a place called China on the other side of theworld. 



They started setting up a sort of Mongol catapult. Thethings had a long arm with a big rock at one end and maybetwo gross of their men pulling ropes on the other. They workeda lot better than you'd think, throwing rocks weighing over a ton for hundreds of yards. 



One day when I was resting down on the cargo deck, a rockcame through the fighting top, through two bunk beds in the officers' quarters, through the second floor, through our warcart not a yard from where I was lying down on top of it,through the cargo deck floor, and down through the bottom ofthe boat a yard below that! 



I'd made the mistake of removing my armor before lyingdown to rest, so I got sprayed with about two dozen big splin-ters. I was never in danger of dying, but it took the surgeonsover an hour to patch me up. And it hurt. 



Lord Conrad got the bottom fixed before we sank, but justwhen he was done, another rock came all the way downthrough the boat not three yards from where the first one hit! 



I tell you, warfare was starting to get dangerous! 



We managed to keep our boat afloat, but had we caught arock in the boilers, or on the paddle wheel the way some boatsdid, we would have been wrecked just like so many of theothers. 



Usually, the boatmaster could get his boat on the west bankbefore the thing sank, or sometimes another boat was nearenough to be able to help out, so most of the men were saved.Most, but by no means all. 



Sir Odon said it was possible to swim in armor, and he haddone it himself, but he didn't think that a man could last longin the freezing water of February. It didn't make much differ-ence to me one way or the other, since I had never learnedto swim. 



We got to avoiding those catapults, except where theystarted building a bridge in front of a bunch of them. As long as we could keep the Mongols on the east side of the Vistula, we knew eventually we would beat them. We didn't dare letthem across, so we didn't dare let them get a bridge built. 



Then the Mongols came up with their best idea yet, onlymaybe I should call it their worst one. They got whole cow-hides, sewed them back together, and filled them with oil andlard. They lit them on fire and threw them at us with their cata-pults. When they hit a boat, it usually burned to the waterline.We lost more than half of all our boats to those firebombs, andall too often their crews were burned up with them. 



In front of Sandomierz, where the enemy tried again and again to build a bridge, I saw six riverboats get hit by those oil bags and burn right down to nothing. Each of them had over two gross of our men on them, and only one of the sixwas able to beach itself on the western shore. You had to cry, looking at it. 



Then, as suddenly as the firebombs started, they stopped. The best anybody could figure out, the Mongols must havejust run out of oil and lard. 



We were running out of almost everything, too. 



Finally, there came a time when there were only about adozen or so riverboats left on the Vistula. 



We were out of the wood alcohol and pine resin stuff they used in the flamethrowers, out of bombs for the Halmans, outof iron balls for the peashooters, and almost out of ammuni-tion for the swivel guns. We had even run out of Mongol ar-rows to shoot back at them. 



Almost everybody on board had at least one wound, and outof my company we had more than six dozen men gone, either dead or wounded so bad they couldn't possibly fight. 



We had some coal for the engines and food enough to eat,but that was about it. 



And we were all tired. Deep-down-right-to-the-bone tired,so tired that even sleep didn't seem to do much good anymore. 



That was when we found a completed bridge all the way across the Vistula, with thousands of Mongols racing acrossthe top of it, getting to the west bank we had protected forso long. 



Most of us were down in the cargo deck finishing lunch when Lord Conrad ordered everyone ashore, except for onevolunteer to take care of the engines. He said he was going totake out the bridge by ramming it and this would likely sinkthe boat, so there wasn't any sense in getting everybodykilled. 



Except by then, well, there weren't any of us that hadmuch sense left! 



Leaving the boat? Abandoning ship when so many of ourfriends had died to preserve her? How could we do such a thing? 









I looked at the men around me and said that maybe the boatwouldn't sink. Maybe the boat would get hung up on the bridge and we would be needed to clear the decks of theenemy. The others around me nodded. What I said seemedlike perfect sense to them. 



Then someone said that if we pushed all the carts right uptight to the front of the boat, the boat would hit the bridge with a much more solid blow, and a bunch of the guys immediatelystarted packing the big war carts tight up against the bow.One of the engine crew said if we flooded some of thewatertight compartments below the floor, we would make theboat heavier, and it would hit harder, so they started doingthat, even though we all knew that doing so would make theboat even more prone to sink. 



To all of us, it was no longer important whether we livedor died. The important thing was to knock down that bridge, and then, if we were still afloat, to defend the boat from theMongols. 



Lord Conrad and Captain Targ were shouting at each other.I'm sure I heard someone say 

"Mutiny!" 



Then our captain said, "Of course, sir. But for now, we'd better all get up on deck, or we'll miss the show. The boat-master, Baron Tados, won't be waiting for orders, you know.All platoons! Report on deck! Pass the word!" 



"You are all crazy people!" Lord Conrad shouted. 



Sir Odon said, "Yes, sir. I suppose we are." Then he hur-ried up to the fighting top, and I was right behind him. 



The bridge was tall, much taller than any of the other ones we had destroyed. I guess they had cut the logs thinking thatthe water was deeper here. Anyway, it was higher than theboat, and the roadway was made out of ropes that ran at thetop of the logs. 



There were I don't know how many thousands of Mongolsup on that bridge, moving across as fast as they could. Theysaw us coming, they were pointing at us and shouting, butthey never stopped moving. I saw men and horses getting on that bridge right up until the moment we hit it. 



And hit it we did! Only we didn't punch a hole through it,the way I thought we would. 

We knocked it right over! Thosebig logs must have been just sitting on the bottom, becausethe ones right in front of us just went right over, Mongols andall! Then the water sort of caught the rope roadway anddragged it downstream, which just naturally pulled down thewhole rest of the bridge with it! 



There were all those thousands of Mongols splashing inthe water, but none of them splashed around for long. Some-body said they came from a dry country called a desert, andthey couldn't swim one bit better than I could! 









Well, a few of them got near the western shore, so the gun-ners used some of their last bullets to get rid of them. I thinkmost of the horses swam away, though. 



It took us the rest of the day to get the boat fixed up. 



Then things got quiet for a few days, and some of the guyssaid that the Mongols must have quit and gone home. Thecaptain said that the enemy had pulled back from the river,but they weren't headed home yet, so we just paddled slowlyaround, waiting. 



Then a really strange thing happened. 



Early one morning, all along the river as far as we could see, the Mongols rode their horses down to the riverbank.They each got off, grabbed their horse's tail, and made theanimal swim out into the water. And those horses swam allthe way across the Vistula with the men behind them! 



Our boat went right through them, drowning I don't knowhow many. Hundreds, maybe thousands, but not all thatmany compared to the huge numbers of warriors that were in the Vistula that chilly morning. 



I heard somebody say that if the Mongols could do that, why hadn't they done it weeks ago, before we had killed somany of them on the riverbanks and on all those bridges we took out? 



Then somebody else said to look carefully at the horsesgetting out of the water. Only about half of them still had a man behind them. All the rest of them must have drownedand sunk to the bottom in their armor. 



That meant we had just seen half of the entire Mongolarmy drowned! They wanted to get across so bad they werewilling to see half of their men die just to do it! And I meanhalf of the men they had left, after we had spent a weekkilling them by the thousands! 



We were all dumbfounded, including, I think, Lord Conrad.The best anybody could think up for an answer was thatmaybe they had run out of food for themselves and theirhorses. There were millions of them, after all, and that manypeople and animals must eat an awful lot. 



Later that day, when the insane enemy advance was overand the banks of the Vistula were again empty, Captain Targtold us we would be going ashore soon, to join up with therest of the army that was getting ready to fight the Mongols, west of Sandomierz. 



This time, no one thought of disobeying orders. 



The Battle for the Vistula was over. 



The Battle for Poland was about to begin. 















Chapter Six 



From the Journal of Josip Sobieski 







WRITTEN JANUARY 22, 1249, CONCERNINGMARCH 7, 1241 







THEY COLLECTEDall the riverboats they could find, and to-gether we disembarked in the cold rain, all of the men from the River Battalion who could still fight. 



There were only nine boats left, nine out of the three dozen we had started out with. 



There were only forty-one war carts to be pulled awayfrom the shore out of the two hundred sixteen that had beenloaded aboard at East Gate. 



There were only sixteen hundred twenty-nine of us left outof the nine thousand men who had marched out of Hellto war, and almost all of us were wearing bloodstainedbandages. 



My lance had been surprisingly lucky. All six of us plus SirOdon were still alive and upright, if not exactly well, but wewere no longer together. 



We had lost our platoon leader, and our war cart itself wassmashed in the fighting, so the fifth platoon had been split up,temporarily, to fill out the losses in the other platoons. 



Only Taurus was still by my side. Captain Targ told me tokeep an eye on him, and Sir Odon told me to hit him on the head if he went crazy again. They both said that he was a valuable fighting man, but we had to make sure he did hiswork only on the Mongols. 



Taurus himself had been very quiet since that fight on the riverbank. Days later and late at night, when the others wereasleep, he asked me to tell him just exactly what had hap-pened. When I told him, he just nodded, as if he was tryinghard to absorb it all. 



Then, on another night, he had me go over it all again, andthis time he was counting on his fingers the number of men hehad killed. He asked me to add this to the number that he guessed he'd killed when he had been shooting the swivel gun, since his own arithmetic wasn't very good. I came upwith a hundred twenty-one. 



He nodded, and he almost smiled. 













It had been a hard morning's work, pulling the heavy warcarts mostly cross-country in the freezing mud, and it wasnear noon when we finally found the rest of the army, west ofSandomierz. 



I had the luck to be pulling on the very last cart in our column, and in the sixth file, so when we joined the rest ofthem, the man standing next to me, on my right, was from adifferent battalion. He had been there all day long and couldtell me what was going on. 



To know what was going on is a rare thing in the military.Usually, you find out only much later, and then what theywould tell you had happened didn't seem to have much incommon with what you had actually seen going on. 



The first thing we found out was that the other battalionshadn't seen any action at all, except for the Nightfighters, andthey were asleep somewhere. The army had been mostlywaiting for the Mongols to cross the river, when all the while,the River Battalion was trying to stop them from doing just that. 



They all had plenty of ammunition, whereas we weredown to two bullets per gun. They quickly shared with us, and soon their other companies were helping out the rest ofwhat was left of the River Battalion. 



The entire army was there, although most of it was over thehorizon, lined up in battle array, surrounding a long, shallowvalley that they said held the whole Mongol army. We had thehonor of plugging the hole they had ridden in through,chasing the noble knights of three duchies who were pre-tending to flee. 



"Or pretending to be pretending!" Somebody laughed.Many commoners have a lessthan-worshipful view of ourtraditional nobility. 



Our noble knights were supposed to run out the other end of the valley, some other battalion would close off the hole,and then the whole army would advance and destroy theMongols. 



Of course, the other end of the valley was eight milesaway, so things took a bit of time, but soon we would be get-ting the order to advance. We ate a hasty lunch and waited. 



An hour later word got back that our noble knights had notleft the trap after all, but outnumbered ten to one, had decidedto take on the Mongols by themselves. 



I nodded, yes, that sounded like every noble knight I hadheard about in every fireside tale. Nitwits, the lot of them. 



Much later we could see the horsemen fighting and slowly working their way toward us. 









These Mongols were just like the ones we had been seeing for weeks, in motley clothes and armor and riding undersizedponies. Only their red felt hats, with the peak pulled forward like they said the elves wore, were anything like a uniform. 



The noble Poles were almost all wearing Lord Conrad's plate armor, but they wore it polished and on the outside rather than in pockets sewn in canvas overalls, the way thearmy wore it. It was pretty worn that way, but they said it tookan hour to buckle each piece on separately, and it took moreman-hours to keep it shiny than a regular soldier could spare. 



One surprise was that all of the nobles out there werewearing identical red-and-white surcoats, which just had tobe the army's doing. By themselves, that bunch couldn'tagree on what kind of air to breathe. 



The fight spilled into the big fields in front of and slightlybelow us, and it was just like being at the biggest tournamentanybody ever told tales about. I don't think that such a sightwas ever seen by mortal men before, and here we had perfectfront-row seats, figuratively speaking. 



Our people were mostly riding big warhorses, chargers,and that gave them quite an advantage over the easily knocked-over Mongol ponies. Our men had better armor and werebigger and stronger, too. 



But nothing could offset their problem of being outnumberedten to one. 



Our knights were tough, and they fought hard, but one byone they were falling. The fight went on far longer than anyone would have imagined, but anyone with eyes couldsee that it was a losing battle. 



And there wasn't anything we could do to help them! Thefight was so tangled, with individual horsemen fighting otherindividuals almost nonstop, that any shots we fired fromthe swivel guns were as likely to kill our own people as theMongols. 



A swivel gun bullet could go through six armored men, and even when you hit your intended target square on, themen standing behind him could be anybody! 



Oh, every now and then a wounded man would come nearour lines, and some of us would go out to him. If he was aChristian, wearing a red-and-white surcoat, we would helphim to safety, and if he wasn't, we would kill him and let himlie, but it still wasn't much of a contribution to the cause. 



I could see Taurus on my left getting more and more anxious, and I did what I could to calm him down, not thattalking did much good. 



A while later a pair of very pretty girls drove up behind ourwar cart with a huge, army liquid cargo cart full of beer!Since our dinner gear was still packed, we had nothing butour helmets to put it in, but the war wasn't affecting us muchjust then, and anyway, we drank it in a hurry. A helmet full ofbeer calmed Taurus down considerably, and I worried lessabout him. 



The girls didn't stay, which was a pity, but I suppose it wasjust as well. 



Most of the troops were angry about the way we werestanding idle while our knights were dying out there, but Ihad mixed feelings about it. 



I mean, it was their decision to be out there in the firstplace, and in the second, if any of them wanted to leave, we would have let them through our lines. 



I think those knights were actually having fun, and if they were crazy enough to think they were accomplishing some-thing, well, that was their problem. With all the guns we had pointed at the Mongols, we could have blown them away inminutes, if the noble knights would only have gotten out ofour way! 



And anyway, I really hadn't liked most of the nobleknights I had met. Oh, some of them, like Lord Conrad andCount Lambert, were truly fine people, but so many of them were just a bunch of privileged bullies. They were rude, and sometimes they took my father's bread without paying for it. 



And why the girls who worked at the cloth factory—mostof whom were of my age—-

wanted those knights when they would have nothing to do with me, well, it was beyond me. 



Finally, in the late afternoon, after hours of watching thebloody show, I saw Lord Conrad run out onto the field with anobleman right behind him, leading the thousands of men inhis army into the fight. 



"It's about time!" the men all around me said. 



We all shouted,  "For God and Poland!"  We slipped theropes that held us to the carts, vaulted the big shield in frontof the first line axemen, and charged out onto the field. 



We weren't marching in step, of course, since we wererunning. But habits stick with you, and we kept pretty much in line. 



The horsemen, almost all of them Mongols by this time,were shocked to see us running at them. Most of them turned and ran away from us, or maybe their horses did and the menwent along for the ride. 



A few turned and charged right back at us, but that wassomething for which the army had trained us well. Our men just lined up and grounded their pikes, and the men nearestthe center impaled the horse front to rear. The other pikersaround them went for the rider, and if he lived to hit theground, he rarely lived to get up, since a dozen or more troopswould mob him. 



Like I told you before, fighting fair is fighting stupid. 



I saw hundreds of Mongols die that way, but a few hundredwas just a few, compared to the huge numbers of people in-volved in that battle. Most of them ran away, or tried to, sincewe had them surrounded, even if they were a while findingit out. 



It was a run of several miles, in armor, and we were car-rying our heavy pikes, but we were trained for it. As we ran,the circle got shorter and shorter, and our lines, five men deepat first, got thicker and thicker. Eventually, there was a greatseething mass of mounted men, I don't know how big around,and they were surrounded by a mass of army troops at least three dozen men deep, pushing them tighter into a circle. 



I think that if it wasn't for the breast and back armor we allwore, none of our people toward the center of that messwould have been able to breathe. As it was, we found out laterthat most of the horses we had surrounded did die becausethey were squeezed too hard. At least they were dead withouta mark on them. 



But while we had the Mongols surrounded and pressed in,we weren't really any better off than before. We still couldn'tget to most of them. Oh, the outer few yards of them werewithin range of our pikes, but most of the enemy still couldn't be reached. 



Then one trooper figured it out. I think he must have beenwounded, for he had a big bandage wrapped around hishelmet, but he started screaming something that sounded likethe howling of a wolf. He ran right up the backs of the mensurrounding the Mongols and then right over the top of them,  running on their pikes and their heads and their shoulders! 



He ran onto the back of a horse that was so squeezed in itcouldn't take a step. The Mongol riding it was so pinned in that he couldn't move his legs, either! The soldier with thebandage started swinging his axe like he was chopping wood,and he took the head off that Mongol in two hacks. 



Then he stepped over to another Mongol and repeated theprocess. 



The rest of us weren't slow once somebody had given us ahint, and Taurus, who had stayed beside me during the wholecharge, was now out in front of me. We dropped our pikes, pulled out our axes, and ran on top of our own men to get atthe Mongols! 



The whole affair was over in a few minutes. 



We all looked around at the blood and gore, amazed atwhat we had done. Then the men at the edges sort of relaxed,and the whole mass of dead men and dead horses sort ofslumped under my feet. 









Somebody started to sing, and most of the rest of the guysjoined in, but me, I just sat down and took off my helmet. Iput my elbows on my knees and my head in my hands. 



I was tired. Very, very tired. 



Taurus came over to me. He wanted to know how muchwas one hundred twenty-one plus eighty-four, but I was tootired to think. I told him, "Too many." 









Chapter Seven 



From the Journal of Josip Sobieski 







WRITTEN JANUARY 23, 1249, CONCERNINGMARCH 8, 1241    







THEY TOLDthe River Battalion to stand down, go back to ourwar carts, pitch camp, and rest. There was still a lot of work tobe done, but there were plenty of nearly fresh troops to do it. 



The next day, we watched as the rest of the army cleanedup the battlefield. 



The Christian wounded were cared for as best as we could. There were relatively few of them, and we actually had moresurgeons than there were wounded people for them to tend. 



The Christian dead, almost all of them noblemen, since thearmy had taken almost no casualties at all, were properlyburied, their arms and armor neatly bundled for return to theirnext of kin, and such of their horses as were uninjured weresimply set free, until they could be later collected up, sortedout, and returned home. 



The Mongol dead were stripped, their arms and armor thrown into one pile, their purses and jewelry thrown intoanother. 



After that they were all beheaded and their heads stuck upon broken pikes and lances, in neat squares a gross of headsto the side for easy counting. 



They tried to burn the bodies, but with the rain that hadbeen falling for days and the general lack of firewood locally,they gave up on it. They just dug a huge, long pit and threwthe naked, headless Mongol bodies into it. 



Not a very polite thing to do, I suppose, but it wasn't asthough we had invited them to Poland! 



The amount of booty collected was simply fabulous, but I had known how that would go since before that battle on theeast riverbank. We were told that once the loot was all col-lected and divided out, we would all be rich. 



I had to think about that, because I wasn't really sure justwhat "rich" meant. Did it mean I could have a castle likeLambert's? 



But then who would live in it with me? Who would do all the work that it took to keep the place up? I mean, every manI knew was now in the army, and so every one of them wouldbe getting at least as big a share of the loot as I was. 



Somebody would still have to plow the fields, or we'd allstarve, that was plain enough. 

And somebody would have tobake the bread, and I knew that that somebody would be myfather and his family. 



That had to be the way of it. If everybody was rich, then nobody was rich. All it meant was that we'd all have lots ofpretty gold jewelry and things, but we'd still be workingpeople all our lives. 



I tried to explain my reasonings to the other guys aroundme, but none of them believed me. They called me a pes-simist and went on talking about their big houses, their vastfields, and their numberless herds of cattle. In an hour they allhad fine horses, beautiful wives, and dozens of even prettier servant girls. 



As if the Mongols had brought a few million extra prettygirls with them from wherever it was they had come from! 



Any fool could see they had brought the gold and silverthey had stolen from the Russians, and their swords and other weapons, and that was about it. 



Well, they had brought their ponies, too, and those thatwere still alive had all been relieved of their saddles and re-leased for lack of anything better to do with them. We didn'thave the harnesses we'd need to hitch them to our war carts, and anyway, they would have slowed us down. With menpulling the things, we could keep going around the clock, andno horse except Anna's kin could possibly do that. 



I supposed that come spring, a lot of poor peasants wouldbe using Mongol ponies to pull their plows instead of makingtheir wives do it. That would doubtless be an improvement,but I wouldn't call it "rich." 



But a pony wasn't of any use in a bakery, so I stoppedthinking about it and went to sleep. 









The next morning the battlefield was cleaned up. It is amazing how much work a sixth of a million men can dowhen they are organized properly. 



One komand of six companies was being left on the battle-field to take care of the wounded and keep an eye on things,half of the rest were going back with the booty to get the fac-tories going again, and the remaining seven battalions wouldbe going east of the Vistula to see about cleaning up the messwe'd made over there. 



A few million unburied dead bodies lying around can starta plague, they told us, and there was probably more gold overthere than had ever been brought to this side of the Vistula. 



And since the River Battalion knew where all the bodiesweren't buried, we would be going back to show the restwhat to do. Apparently, we would not be among the idle rich for a while yet. 



The first problem we faced was that we couldn't find theriverboats to take us across the river. It seemed that the rainsand thunderstorms of the last week had made our radios notwork, somehow. The boats had to be out there, somewhere,but they didn't know we needed them. 



Fortunately, someone found some big barges at the docksof Sandomierz and a lot of rope in one of the warehouses.With these things, they made up six of the sort of ferryboats that Lord Conrad had invented ten years ago. 



The idea was that you tie a boat to the bank with a long rope, with the centerline of the boat at an angle to the river. The force of the river's flow will then push the boat across, the way the wind moves the sails of a windmill. Change theangle around, and the boat will go back again. 



I know this works because they decided that the River Bat-talion should be the ones to work them. Since this was a taskfar preferable to stripping and burying dead Mongols, wetook on the unfamiliar job with alacrity. 



By night we had all seven battalions east of the Vistula. Acompany from the River Battalion was left with the ferry-boats, but it wasn't mine. 



We spent two days doing the dirtiest jobs imaginable,stripping, decapitating, and burying the Mongol dead. Oncewe had carried away the top layer of them, we discovered that the dead bodies below were packed so tightly they were stucktogether! 



We had to get a rope around each man and each horse,and then twenty men would drag the dead body out for an-other group to process while we went back for anothercorpse. 

Ugly work. 









Then we got shocking news. 



Cracow was burning! 



We dropped what we were doing and recrossed the Vistulaas fast as we could. Since we all had to use the same ferry-boats, it was like trying to empty too big a bottle through too small a neck. 



We worked quickly, but everything took so much time! 



Troops were sent south on the railroad in company-sized units,rather than waiting until we could move together. 



Days before, when the first half of the army was headingsouth, they had lightened their loads when they heard aboutthe Mongol attack on Cracow. They had thrown out everything they didn't absolutely need to fight with and took off ata run to save the city. 



Scattered by the side of the road were tons of food,clothing, and even radios, but more important, tons and tonsof booty. Fabulous amounts of gold and silver coins and pre-cious jewelry were lying all about, and the last company inline had been left to guard it. 



Every platoon had to take its cart with it, and these cartswere difficult to remove from the railroad tracks. So when thetroops from across the Vistula finally came along, the guardcompany, now rested, had left in their van, and the last com-pany in each group had taken over the guard duty for a bit,until they in turn were relieved. 



And since we were the people who were operating the fer-ries, my company was the very last one to head south. 



So we were the ones who got stuck with guarding I don'tknow how many tons of useless gold. We completely missedthe Battle of Cracow, the Slaughter of East Gate, and theBattle of Three Walls! 



The world is sometimes most unfair! 



It was weeks before we were sent enough men and carts tomove all of the booty to Three Walls. We were allowed but one night there to have a beer and hear about everything wehad missed before we were ordered back across the Vistula to finish up with the dirty cleanup job that had been interrupted. 



Eighty thousand other soldiers were there with us doingthe same dirty job, but that didn't make us feel any betterabout it! 



The worst of it was when we got to those Mongol cata-pults, and saw all the bodies around them. Back when wewere killing them, we had wondered at the way the Mongolsdidn't seem to care if we killed them or not, and at the waythe catapult crews fell so easily, as though they had no armorat all. 



Now we found the reason for it. The people pulling thosecatapults weren't Mongols at all. They were Polish peasantswho had been captured and forced to help the enemy! 

Thosehad been our own people we were forced to kill! 



And all we could do was bury them. 



I don't think that I ever felt guilty about killing the enemy,but up until that time, I didn't really hate them, either. Now Ilearned to hate the Mongols, and hate them I still do. 



After a week spent cleaning up the killing fields where theriverboats had wreaked such havoc, we split into smallergroups, back into the countryside, to bury the dead who hadnot taken the army's advice about evacuating the area. 



The horror was not to be believed. 



Not just the dead bodies of weaponless men, women, chil-dren, and even household pets, but the deliberate torture andthen desecration of those people was what got to you. 



I could almost understand an invading soldier raping an at-tractive woman. I could not forgive it, of course, but I couldunderstand why a man might do such a thing. 



But why would someone then tie the feet of that nakedwoman to a large tripod and start a small fire under her head? 



What reason could a man have for nailing a small dog to achurch door, and leaving it there in pain until it died of thirst? 



Why would they cut out an old man's eyes and tongue, andthen leave him in his home, when they had killed everyone elsein the village and left them where they had fallen, so that bytouch he would find those he loved, one by one, dead and cold? 



We had given that old man water and food, and made himas comfortable as possible, but that night while we slept, he took Fritz's belt knife and plunged it into his own heart. 



We buried him with the rest of the villagers and never toldthe priest that he was a suicide. To do so would have meantthat the old man would not have been buried in the church-yard with the family he loved. 



If God wants to punish us for that, He is free to do so. 



But all things end, even the worst of them. At the end of April, Sir Odon, who was again our lance leader, told us hehad wonderful news. 









The River Battalion was being given preferential treat-ment for processing through the Warrior's School. Whilemost of the army was being temporarily disbanded, and con-verted into reserve forces, we would be able to enroll in amonth! Thus, we would be assured of being able to stay in theregular Christian Army indefinitely! 



He was very excited about it, and soon got the others en-thused as well. For myself, well, I was not sure what I wantedto do. 



Anyone could leave the Christian Army anytime he wanted,except in an actual combat situation. My military experienceshad, on the whole, not been pleasant, but they had not beenboring, either, and surely the worst of the warfare was over. 



They say that the only thing Lord Conrad ever promisedanyone was that he would see interesting times, and LordConrad has always kept his promise. 



But there was more than my wants to be considered. I stillhad not found my father, but I was sure he was still alive,somewhere. 



I knew full well what his desires would be. He would goback to his bakery, and he would demand that I go back therewith him. 



I had never even thought of disobeying my father. Not be-fore then. 





Chapter Eight 



From the Journal of Josip Sobieski 







WRITTEN JANUARY 24, 1249, CONCERNINGMAY 2, 1241 







SIRODONwould not hear of my resignation from the army,not then, anyway. He said we had a month's leave coming—with pay—and after I had spent the time thinking it over, hewould listen to me then. 



For now, he was signing me up for the last eight months ofthe Warrior's School, and that was that. 



We left our war carts at Sandomierz for the battalion thatwas forming up there to protect the duchy and heard the news. 









Count Conrad was now Duke Conrad, and furthermore, he was a duke three times over! 

He was Duke of Mazovia, Dukeof Sandomierz, and Duke of Little Poland, the area aroundCracow. 



It seems that most of the noblemen of those duchies hadbeen killed in battle, and most of their dependents had been slaughtered by the Mongols who had tricked their way into East Gate, where they were sheltering. 



There wasn't anybody else left to rule half of Poland,so now it was Lord Conrad's, and therefore, the army's, wesupposed. 




* * * 

 

The people of Sandomierz were well-disposed toward themen of the army, and we spent a week there before we headedsouthward again, for home. 



We had a remarkable time. We had not received any of ourpay yet, much less our share of the booty, but the lack ofmoney didn't seem to matter. Everything seemed to be free tomembers of the victorious army, and from the first, we gotuproariously drunk. 



I had been drinking beer all of my life, of course, and I'd often been a bit tipsy, but this was my first experience withdrinking so much that I couldn't dance upright, or crawl astraight line, or even see the same thing with both eyes! 



It was my first experience with another thing as well, and pretty little Maria was a wonderful instructor. 



It was the first time I had ever felt, in a loving way, the in-credible softness of a woman's breast, or the unbelievablywelcoming smoothness of her lower parts. 



Sometimes, lying abed in the late morning, we fantasized about a wonderful life together. She was recently widowed,she was fairly wealthy, and she owned what had been a thriving tailor's shop. 



The laws were such that a woman alone found it hard torun a business. She needed a husband, but she needed morethan just an agreeable young man She needed someone who could take over her property andmanage it profitably, and I knew nothing about tailoring. I think that if my father had been a tailor, or if her dead hus-band had been a baker, I would have married Maria. Wemight have spent the rest of our days happy in Sandomierz,but such was not to be. After five delightful days together, thereality of our situations finally came home to us. 



We parted the best of friends, and we have written eachother ever since, although not often for she soon found atailor from the first platoon of my own company who satis-fied all of her needs. 









She writes that they are still very happy. 







I found the others of my lance just before they left withoutme, and we were lucky enough to get a ride back to East Gateon a riverboat, one of only three left on the Vistula. 

From there, the railroad mule carts from East Gate to Coaltownwere operating again. 



We went as far as Three Walls to collect our pay and ahefty advance on our share of the booty. They were handingout a thousand pence—three years' pay!—to any soldier whowould sign for it. They still hadn't figured up how much we each had coming, since more loot was still trickling in. 



While we were there, we stopped at a special army ware-house to select our share of souvenirs. I got a yak-tailedbanner, two heavily decorated swords, and some jewelry thatI planned to give to my mother and sisters. As things turnedout, the fine young ladies of the cloth factory ended up with almost half of it. 



Finally, I put my armor and weapons in storage, signed fortwo sets of class A uniforms, and caught a mule cart forOkoitz. 



I had been writing my mother regularly, although for thelast two months I hadn't been in one place long enough tohave a return address. Without one, she couldn't write back to me, but at least they knew I was alive and well, and that I wascoming home. Someday, the army would solve its problems with regard to the mail, but it hadn't done so yet. 



My father and brother had been home for weeks, as weremost of the other men from Okoitz. Things were almost backto normal, but they gave me a big welcome home partyanyway. More men than I could remember came up to shakemy hand, and I was kissed and hugged by hundreds ofwomen, and some of them were pretty. 



When all of this was added to more drinking, eating, anddrinking than was prudent, or even sane, well, it was theafternoon of the next day before I finally had a chance to talk with my father and my brother. 



It seems that they were trained in a company near the northeast corner of the Warrior's School (my father nevercalled it "Hell"), while the River Battalion was at the south-west corner. We were a mile and a half apart from one an-other, separated by what was actually, at the time, the biggestcity in all of Christendom. It was little wonder that our pathshad never crossed. 



The same was true at the Battle of Sandomierz, where wehad all fought, but were stationed five miles apart. 



They were impressed by the fact that I had served in theRiver Battalion, for the stories about what we had done were told again and again throughout the rest of the army. 



For my part, I was eager to hear once more about what hadhappened at Cracow and at the Battle of Three Walls, wheremy father and brother fought, side by side, and had taken part in the annihilation of the second Mongol army. In truth, I en-vied my brother for being able to serve with his own father byhis side, and I told him so. 



Late in the afternoon, my father suggested that I mightwant to take a few days off, to rest, before I resumed my jobat the bakery. 



At that point I had to tell them about how the River Bat-talion was being sent through the rest of the course at the Warrior's School, and how I was signed up to start there inthree weeks. 



My father's reaction was about what I had expected, orperhaps I should say, what I had feared. He became angry,and told me I was being a fool. 



"You have the right to leave the army, and that is exactly what you should do. It is what you will do!" He said, "Whyshould you want to go and spend eight more months in stupidtraining when the Mongols have been totally defeated. Trainingto kill who? After what has happened to all the Mongols, no-body will ever again dare to molest Poland!" 



I had to tell him I could not answer his questions, and that Iwasn't really sure what I should do. 



He said, "If you are not sure, well then, I am! You shouldobey me, as a good boy should always obey his parents." 



He walked away then, which was just as well. I didn't wantto confront him, but I didn't want to lie to him, either. 



My brother just told me to take some time and think it all over carefully. Together, we went over to the Pink DragonInn, got roaring drunk, and tipped the lovely waitresses theremore than they were used to, since he had as much surpluscash as I did. 



Later, we found two willing girls from the cloth factory,and eventually spent the night with them in their room in thecastle. In the arms of a lovely woman, I went to sleep thatnight thinking that being a baker at Okoitz might not be such a bad life after all. 



After spending two weeks working in the bakery, I was nolonger sure. In truth, doing again and again the same dullthings that I had done for most of my life, I was bored, bored almost to death. 



When I thought on the things I had done in the war, thefriends I had known, and the things I had seen, there seemedto me to have been a certain ... greatness about them. 

Itseemed that somehow the army and the war had lifted me upto a higher level of being. 







That I had, for a short while, beenlike one of the heroes they told about in the old fireside tales or even like one of the ancient pagan gods! 



When I thought of the friends I had made in those fewmonths, I was amazed at the closeness I felt for them, andhow much I truly missed them all, even Taurus's craziness and Kiejstut's sullen quietness. 



I stood there, my face and hair dusted with rye and wheatflour, my arms buried up to the elbows in sticky bread dough,trying to be polite to Mrs. Galinski, an annoying lady customer. 



Was this the way I wanted to spend the rest of my entire life? The only life God would ever give me? 



No. 



Better to live the full life for a year and have it end with mybreast pierced through by a Mongol spear, than to have itslowly ground away to nothingness by the bitchy Mrs.Galinski! 



I would not be a baker. I would go to the Warrior's Schooland see where life would lead me. 



And perhaps my father would forgive me. 



I talked it over first with my brother. He said if this was truly my wish, then he would do everything in his power tosmooth the way for me with the family, and especially withour father. 



He also said he was not being entirely altruistic in all of this,because it would probably mean that he would one day inherit the bakery alone, rather than having to share it with me. 



I said that if he stayed here, working in the bakery, then hewould have earned his inheritance, and he should enjoy itwith my blessings. Furthermore, if he ever needed helptaking care of our parents once they got old, he should feel free to call on me to help out with the expenses. We shookhands on it, and I've never regretted the decision we madethat night. 



I told my mother about our agreement, and I could see wehad made her very sad. She left for a while and came backtearstained, but she said that if this was what I wanted to do,well, I was no longer a boy and must make up my own mindabout what was right for me. She said she would miss me, butthat I had her blessings. I could tell she dreaded breaking thenews to my father as much as I did. 



Indeed, I dreaded telling him so much that every day for aweek I kept putting it off. I procrastinated. 



I kept on procrastinating until the morning of the last daypossible for my departure. Then I simply showed up at thebakery wearing my uniform. 



My father looked at me, shook his head, and walked awaywithout speaking to me. I looked for him for hours, but Icouldn't find him. 



I had to leave home without his blessing. 









Chapter Nine 



From the Journal of Josip Sobieski 







WRITTEN JANUARY 25, 1249, CONCERNINGJUNE 4, 1241 







ASI suspected would happen, my entire lance showed up forthe second part of our training, and Sir Odon didn't even say"I told you so" when I arrived at the last possible moment.We all looked at each other and smiled. Even Taurus smiled, the first time I ever saw such a thing. We all had the warm feeling that our family was together again. 



The course of study in Hell was much different from theone we'd gone through a few months before. Then, there hadbeen very little in the way of classroom work. Everything wehad learned was to teach us how to kill Mongols and how tostop them from killing us. 



Now things were different. Fully half of our waking hourswere spent in the classroom. 

Many of the courses were on ex-pected subjects, that is to say, military in nature. How to planan ambush, how to arrange for supplies, how to take care of and repair weapons, clothing, and armor. 



Some subjects were less concerned with immediate mili-tary operations, like military law and what constituted a legalorder. 



I was surprised to find that there are some orders that areactually illegal to obey, such as an order to kill an unarmed and nonviolent noncombatant. 



If your commanding officer ordered you to do an illegalact, you were required to disobey, and if you were not actu-ally in combat with the enemy, you were required to arrestyour own officer! 



You had to be deadly careful with that law, however, because if you invoked it, there would be a mandatory militarycourt-martial that would be the end of someone's career, andquite possibly the end of somebody's life. Maybe yours, ifyou were wrong! 



Other courses included map reading and mapmaking,mathematics, the operation and repair of steam engines, the operation and repair of radios, the construction of roads andbridges, and other suchlike things. They weren't trying tomake us masters of all of these arts, but to teach us enough to get started and to know which manual to get to teach you all the fine points when you needed them. 



But then there were a group of subjects I never thought would be important to a warrior. 

We took courses on both military courtesy and social courtesy.  If you were invited todine with the local baron, your manners had better not embarrass the Christian Army! We took courses in playing musical instruments and even in dancing, since a true warrior was expected to be as competent with the ladies as he was with theenemy! 



Of course, the other half of the day was spent doingphysical things, and it was as demanding as it had been before. 



But even here, there were differences. For one thing, they finally issued us swords, and we spent at least an hour a dayworking out with them. The sword the army used was not thehorseman's saber, but the long, straight infantryman's épée. It had very little in the way of a cutting edge and was pri-marily a thrusting weapon, but once you knew how to use it,you could even defeat a man in full armor. Once you werefast enough, and accurate enough, you could hit the cracks inhis armor, his eyeslit, the places where one plate moved overanother. 



It was worn, not at the belt, but over the left shoulder. Aleather tube was fastened to the epaulet to protect the forte section of the blade, and a long, thin knife sheath at the rightbuttock covered the tip. It came out quickly enough, althoughit took a bit of squirming (or a friend) to resheathe it. 



Much time was spent studying unarmed combat, on the theory that a warrior was always a warrior, even if he wasnaked. 



That, and they finally taught me how to swim. 



Since there were many fewer people in Hell than there had been last winter, we ran the great obstacle course at least oncea day. Last winter we were only able to get to it about oncea week. 



Lastly, there was much more emphasis on religion than be-fore. If you didn't have a thorough grounding in Christianity before you went to Hell, you certainly got it there. 







This pro-duced several problems for the men of my lance. 



For reasons that I don't understand, throughout our firsttraining session and the war that followed it, we had nevertalked much about religion among ourselves. Lezek, Fritz,Zbigniew, and I were all Roman Catholics, we had alwayslived where everybody was a Roman Catholic, and none ofus had a clear idea about how anybody else could possibly beanything different. 



We were surprised to discover that Taurus was a Greek Or-thodox Christian. He'd been going to church with the rest ofus because there wasn't one of his faith available, and he fig-ured that it wouldn't do any harm. 



Kiejstut was the quiet Lithuanian who spoke so little that itwas easy to forget that he was there. It turned out that hewasn't a Christian at all! 



He was some sort of pagan, and had been going to churchwith the rest of us because he was afraid of what we would doto him if we found out the truth! Once the truth came out,it took us, and the priest who was teaching the class, a longtime to relieve him of his anxieties. It was only when I toldhim to relax, that we weren't going to eat him, that he finallydid calm down. 



Secretly, I believe he really was worried about being eaten!That either his tribe or some of those around hispeople actually did eat human beings. Or maybe his tribal shaman, or whatever they had, had told him Christians atepeople, I don't know. 



But when the priest asked him if he would like to takesome extra study, and then be baptized a true Christian, hejumped at the chance. 



Long before the school was over, we all went to hischristening. 







We learned one very sad piece of news in the fall of 1241. Captain Targ was missing and presumed dead. 



His parents had a farm west of Sacz, near the DunajecRiver, and with Lord Conrad's blessings he and his brother, aplatoon leader from another company, had borrowed a pair ofconventional army horses and ridden east to visit them andsee to their safety. 



And that was all we knew. 



They were never seen again. A lance sent out to look forthem found nothing except the farm, which had been burnedout by the Mongols, apparently in the early spring. There wasno sign of Captain Targ's family, either. 



With both our captain and our platoon leader dead, mylance felt that it was orphaned. 













When most of the course was over, we all underwent an or-deal and a blessing. Sir Odon was included with us, since hehad not yet performed this ceremony. After a day of prayerand fasting, with our souls in a State of Grace, we walked barefoot across a big bed of glowing coals. We were notharmed, being protected by God. 



The others were perhaps more impressed by this miracle than I was, but then they had not seen golden arrows comeout of the sky to kill four Crossmen who would have harmed Lord Conrad. 



Then we did a night's vigil, praying on a hilltop outside the Warrior's School, and in the morning we looked down on thefog in the valley below. Each of us saw a halo, great rays, orhorns of light, around the shadow of his own head, but not around the heads of the others. We had been individuallyblessed by God and were all knighted, and made Knights ofthe Order of the Radiant Warriors! 



The next day, we were issued the army's new full-dress redand white uniform. We were amazed at the amount of goldthat one wore on it. 



There was a big, heavy medallion on the front of thepeaked hat, and a band of solid gold below it. On the jacketthere were golden tabs on the collar, huge gold epaulets on theshoulders, and solid gold buttons. Over it, one wore a belt with a solid gold buckle from which hung a fancy dress saber with asolid gold hilt and handle, and a matching dress dagger withmatching gold trim.. 



Pinned to the jacket there was a huge and glorious goldmedal, as big as your hand, announcing that we were mem-bers of the Order of the Radiant Warriors, and two smallergold medals, one for the Battle of the Vistula and one for the Battle of Sandomierz. 



Personally, I thought we should have been given a medalfor the really tough job that we did, cleaning up the bodieseast of the Vistula, but that didn't happen. 



We even had golden spurs, like the French knights are saidto wear, although ours had a rowel at the back, rather than thecruel spike they used. Not that any of us had been on a horse even once during our entire time in the army. 



All told, we were to walk around with over eight pounds of gold hanging about our persons! I was relieved to discoverthat it was customary to wear this finery only at very special ceremonies and to otherwise leave our decorations locked up in the company vault. 



Of course, we all planned to wear it home, at least once, and on any occasion when it was desirable to impress theladies. 









Once, I had told myself that the gold we got from the Mon-gols would only mean we would wear more jewelry, butsomehow in the course of things, I had forgotten my ownprediction! 



There was one major sour point in all of this, however. De-spite the fact that we had been knighted as part of our induc-tion into the Order of the Radiant Warriors, and despite thefact that we had golden spurs, as only knights wore in France,and despite the fact that we had completed a course of studythat resulted in the knighting of everyone else who had takenit before us, despite all of this, we were still not officiallyknighted, not as far as the army was concerned. 



Sir Odon was still just a knight, not a knight-banner, as hehad assumed he would be, and each of the rest of us was only a squire, at four pence a day, rather than a knight at eight. 



"They hang eight pounds of solid gold on each one of us and then they are too cheap to pay us another four pence aday?" Zbigniew said. 



We complained, but we didn't get very far, since every-body else was complaining about the same thing. 



"It's the new policy," the baron's executive officer said to an angry crowd of us. "The graduates before you were pro-moted to knight because they would be immediately eachgiven a lance of men of their own to train. Back then the armyhad to expand very rapidly to be able to meet the Mongolthreat. But until we finish the training of everybody who tookthe short course just before the war, we will not be addingvery many new members to the army. It only stands to reasonthat promotion will be slower." 



Maybe it was reasonable to him, but it wasn't so to us. We locked away our new dress uniforms, put on our old class B uniforms, and went out and got roaring drunk. 







We had orders to report for duty at East Gate in two weeks.Sir Odon, Zbigniew, and Lezek elected to go home on their leave, but there wasn't time for Taurus, Fritz, and Kiejstut to do so. They had, however, heard wonderful things about the girls of Okoitz, and I suggested they accompany me home. 



We rented two rooms at the newly enlarged Pink DragonInn for the four of us, and I left them in the taproom staring atthe nearly naked waitresses while I visited my family. 



It was not a joyous homecoming. 



Most of my family was eager enough to see me, but my fa-ther would not say a word to me. He came in, stared at me fora moment, then turned around and walked out. 









It hurt. 



I visited twice more during my leave, but nothing changed.My mother, my sisters, and my brother all promised to try totalk to him, but none of it did any good. 



My friends had a marvelous time at Okoitz, and by joiningthem, I mostly had a good time, too. The ladies of the cloth factory seemed to think that being a Knight of the Order of Radiant Warriors certainly made one a true knight, and thatanyway, any man who walked around wearing eight pounds of solid gold had to be worth spending some time with! 



We discovered also that music was almost as good anaphrodisiac as wealth, and our new-taught musical skills didus yeoman service in the cause of Eros. 



Since it was winter, the cloth workers dressed warmlyenough at the factory, and they wore a long, heavy cloak to gobetween the castle, where they all lived, the factory, where they all worked, and the Pink Dragon Inn, where they allplayed. 



But all of the Pink Dragon Inns were kept very warm be-cause of the outfits their waitresses wore. Or rather, the out-fits they pretty much didn't wear, since it consisted of littlebeyond high-heeled shoes and a loincloth. 



As a result of the competition at the inn, the cloth workers usually wore only a very short skirt, with nothing above it. Itwas a lovely style, and well appreciated by all of us men. 



Suffice it to say that for two weeks not one of the four of usever slept alone, and it looked for a while as if Fritz wasgoing to get married, although that affair soon fell apart. 

We were all happy when we left for East Gate, and would havebeen happier still if our heads had not hurt so badly. 









Chapter Ten 



From the Journal of Josip Sobieski 







WRITTEN JANUARY 26, 1249, CONCERNINGFEBRUARY 17, 1242         







THEY HADa brand-new boat ready for us at East Gate, but theriver was frozen over, and the boat wouldn't be going any-where for a while. 









With nothing better to do, we spent a day inspecting theremarkable "snowflake" fort there. The outer walls were ofreinforced concrete, seven yards tall and thick enough to stopany siege engine. The inner walls, twenty yards high, wereactually part of a huge, hexagonal building that housed an entire company along with all of their dependents, as many asfifteen hundred people. The complex contained a church, aschool, an inn, and a machine shop. All this was crowned by acentral tower fully four dozen yards tall. 



Properly manned, I did not see how any army could havepossibly taken it. It had a reputation for invincibility, and thatvery reputation had been the cause of its downfall. 



It had fallen during the war, when Count Lambert's sister-in-law had usurped authority over the fort, then used it as arefuge for the noncombatant nobility only. To make room for all of them, she had evicted the female commoners trained todefend the fort, and had then let herself be tricked by theMongols into opening the gates. 



Most of the men of the old nobility had fallen in battle, but their parents, their wives, and their children had been slaugh-tered here at East Gate. There were twenty thousand tomb-stones in the adjoining graveyard, but few of them bore aname. There was no one left alive to identify the dead children. 



New orders soon reached us, and we spent the next sixweeks sawing down trees along the Bug River, preparing the way to put in a railroad. 



The Ruthenians were now allied with Poland, rather than with the Mongols, and the railroad would let our army get there as quickly as possible, to support them if or when theMongols objected to the new arrangement. 



The work wasn't what we'd hoped for, but it was tempo-rary and somewhat interesting. 

I'd never done any outdoorwork before, and climbing higher than a church steeple to cutthe top off a huge pine tree certainly got your blood going!Evenings spent singing or playing our new musical instru-ments glow pleasantly in my memory like the coals of thefires we sat around. 



We worked five days a week and did military exercises on the sixth, which was the usual routine in the peacetime army. 



We came back to civilization rippling with new muscles,and the girls almost fought each other to get at us! 



When the ice broke up, we were back at East Gate, andsoon we were back on the water again, riding the Spirit of St. Joseph II. 



Peacetime riverboats had a crew of only twenty-two, andeven that many was because most of us were in training. Onlytwo people on board really knew what they were doing, the captain and the engineer. The rest of us were there mostly to learn how to run one of these things. In the course of 1242,1 worked every single job on the boat, from helmsman to fire-man, plus ticket salesman, sanitary engineer, radio operator,waiter, cargo master, mail sorter, painter, repairman, purser,steward, and cook. 



The boat's captain was not the same thing as an army cap-tain. That is to say, the first was a job position and the secondwas a military rank. Our current captain was in fact a knight-banner, while our boat captain during the war had been BaronTados. 



Our boat was a standard army riverboat, just like most of those we had seen the year before, although it wasn't a com-mand boat like the Muddling Through.  We had two Halman Projectors, four peashooters, and mounts for six dozen swivelguns, although we carried only twelve of them on board. 



But despite our military capabilities, we were operatinglike a commercial common carrier. We had cargo space forsix standard cargo containers, which were the same size asour war carts had been, six yards long, two yards wide, and ayard and a half high. 



The main difference between a cart and a container wasthat the containers weren't armored, and they were builtmuch closer to the ground, being mounted on railroad trucks,rather than the huge, cross-country wheels we used on thecarts. 



A container could snugly hold twenty-seven standard bar-rels. Or it could hold exactly six dozen standard cases, whichwere each a half yard wide and high and a yard long. 



Those cases were just the right height to make a comfort-able seat for two, or, upended, they were the right height tomake a support for a workbench. Over the years, a lot of our cases ended up as furniture in peasant cottages, since the de-posit on them was only a penny each. 



We would take cargo that wasn't packed in our standardcontainers, cases, or barrels, but we charged a lot more todo it. 



The army was big on standardization. There were onlyeight diameters of nuts and bolts, for example, so that when something broke, it was easy to replace. Glass jars came inonly six sizes, each about twice as big as the next one smaller. 



Each kind of jar was sized so a certain number of themfitted into a standard case, with no wasted space, and whenyou bought a quart of milk in Sandomierz, it was exactly thesame size as a quart in Cracow. This was something new,since up to a few years ago, every city and town had its own sizes for everything. 



It once was necessary for a merchant to personally be onhand whenever he bought or sold anything. Now he could purchase a container of army-grade number-two wheat inPlock, and do it by mail or even by radio, if he was in a hurry.He could have it shipped to a purchaser in Gniezno, while allthe time he stayed in Cracow, secure in knowing exactly whathe had bought and sold. 









Many fortunes were made by those who were quick tolearn the new ways of doing things. Those of us who worked on the rivers often indulged in this sort of trade whenever we noticed that the price of a given commodity in one place was much different than it was someplace else. 



For years we more than doubled our salaries doing this, buteventually some merchants in Poznan set up a service wherethey systematically queried some two dozen cities on thelocal prices of three dozen commodities and made this infor-mation available, for a price, to other merchants. After that, only modest profits could be made, since no one but a foolwould pay much more than the Poznan price for anything. 



We carried passengers as well, with two dozen cabins onthe second deck, for those who could afford them, and seatson the fighting top, for those who couldn't. 



We would cruise up and down the Vistula, and every fivemiles or so there would be a depot with a dock. If they hadbusiness for us, they ran some flags up their pole or somelanterns at night and, by a system of codes, we would know ifthey had something that we had room for, which we usuallydid. We heard about really important passengers and cargoes by radio. 



Evenings aboard, we sold beer and wine to passengers inthe dining hall, earning a bit more money on the side, and I have always liked listening to travelers' tales, or hearing thesongs they sang, or the tunes they played on strange, new in-struments. To get into a competition, pitting our skills on therecorder, lute, or krummhorn against theirs, was always a joy. 



It was a pleasant enough existence on the whole, becausewe stopped at all of the big cities along the way and there wasalways something new to see. 



My main claim to fame came when, annoyed at doing thelaundry, I put the dirty clothes along with some soap in aleaky barrel that had all four bungs missing. I tied the barrelto the rear railing with a long rope and kicked it over the side. 



The barrel filled with water, then tossed and turned as itwas pulled along, washing the clothes. Eventually, the soapywater was washed out and replaced with clean river water,and the clothes were rinsed. 



Two hours later I pulled the barrel on board, and theclothes were clean! Soon, every boat on the river was doinglaundry that way, and they named the barrel after me. Now, whenever anybody on the river washes clothes, they get out their Josip Barrel. 



As the summer of 1242 came along, the army waspreparing for another war, this time with the Teutonic Knightsof St. Mary's Hospital at Jerusalem, better known as theKnights of the Cross, or just the Crossmen. It was to be a set-piece battle, with both sides agreeing on the time and place. 









Naturally, we wanted to get involved, but our pleas and petitions got us nowhere. 

Apparently, every outfit in the armywanted to go, and there were only ten thousand Crossmenwho needed killing. That wasn't much more than a single one of our battalions. 



Also, it soon became obvious that Lord Conrad was plan-ning to try out some new weapons on the Germans. It was allkept very secret, but we hauled some monstrous cannonsdown to Turon, where the Crossmen were holed up, alongwith some big canisters of something so poisonous thateverybody but the fireman was required to stay up on thefighting top when we had it in the hold. 



Lord Conrad and his liege lord, King Henryk, had invited"observers" from just about every Christian country in theworld, and from a lot of those that weren't Christians, too. 



We carried passengers from Hungary, Bulgaria, France,Spain, and Scotland, and that was just on our boat alone. Therewere three dozen other boats involved in the business, as well. 



Mostly, it wasn't a war so much as it was a big politicalconvention followed by an execution. 



We weren't there when they shot poison gas into the Crossmen's fort, but they say there wasn't much to see,anyway. 



We were by a few days later, after the big cannons hadspent a few hours blowing down the brick walls, and again there wasn't anything to see. Where once there stood a fine, strong fortification, there was now only broken bricks andrubble. 



Most of our troops in that "battle" never even got to shootat the enemy, and we boatmen were so busy transporting thevisiting dignitaries back to where they'd come from that oursoldiers had to walk home, just as they'd had to walk there. 



There wasn't any loot to speak of, either, and what therewas didn't cover the cost of the war. Most of our knights got atrophy to hang on their walls, and that was about it. 

Afterfighting the Mongols, it was something of a comedown. 



That winter, which we again spent logging, we looked intothe possibility of transferring our lance from the Transporta-tion and Communication Corps over to the Eagles, who builtand flew all of the aircraft, but that proved to be impossible. 



We were already too old. They accepted only volunteers whohad completed the Warrior's School and were fifteen oryounger. An opportunity missed. 



The next spring, 1243, our lance was given its own boat, ofa totally new, special-purpose design—an oil tanker. 









Oil wells had been drilled near Przemysl on the San River,and a refinery had been built on the Vistula, north of San-domierz. Ours was one of three boats designed to transport crude oil to the refinery, and refined oil in bulk wherever itwas needed along the Vistula and its tributaries. 



Refined oil, in its various grades, was used in the newkerosene lamps, and as a replacement for coal on the steam-boats, where it eliminated the need for a fireman, and, mixedwith wood alcohol, as a very energetic fuel for the aircraft.Other products, like asphalt roads, were being developed. 



The new boat's engines were the same as those we were used to, except they were oil-fired. The kitchen, mess hall,and living quarters were small, and the boat was only a single story high, plus the bridge, since there were only the seven of us on board. The rest of the boat was nothing but a collectionof low-lying steel tanks, almost like a long, low barge that wepushed ahead of us. 



We joked that our boat was lean, low, stripped down, andtopless, and that her name,  The Lady of Okoitz,  was thereforevery appropriate. 



We had no mounted weapons at all, since we didn't haveenough people to man them, and we were too flammable toput up a serious fight, anyway. Faced with an enemy, our or-ders were to run away. 



At first we were delighted to have our own boat and the re-sponsibilities it entailed, but eventually the job palled. 



For one thing, we now made far fewer stops in our travels,and those stops were invariably at industrial sites, whichrarely had much going on except for the same work that theyhad been doing the last time we were there. We met fewer young ladies, and our love lives suffered. 



We no longer carried passengers, who had seemed to be agreat bother back when we carried them. After they were gone, well, it had been a long while since I heard an enter-taining traveler's tale. 



Also, a bulk tanker was much more difficult to keep clean that an ordinary riverboat, and we not only had to spend longhours scrubbing it, but found ourselves being dirtier than weever had been before. This, too, did not help out our lovelives. 



Even our music was starting to get flat and stale. 



But most of all, our increase in responsibility was notmatched with an increase in status and pay. We had all beenmere squires for several years, and we often heard of the pro-motions of others with less seniority than we had. This wasparticularly painful for Sir Odon. We called him our captain,but in fact he was still a mere knight, and he desperatelywanted to advance in the army. 



Also, there were no longer any opportunities to make addi-tional money on the side. No legal ones, anyway, and none ofus were thieves. 



Suffice to say, after three and a half years on an oil tanker, we were all heartily sick of it! 



Thus, we were all most interested when, in August of1246, Sir Odon found a new possibility of employment forour lance. 



The Construction Corps had been building a series of company-sized forts just like the one at East Gate, throwingthem up at the astounding rate of one a week. They were builtfive miles apart all along the Vistula and now stretched alongthe west bank from the headwaters to the Baltic Sea. They were all part of an invincible defense against any future at-tack by the Mongols. 



A second group had begun putting forts of the same designalong the east bank of the Odra, some said against a possible invasion by the Holy Roman Empire, who were rumored to be very angry at us for eliminating the Crossmen. 



The construction project was continuing and expanding,with plans to eventually put forts on both banks of everymajor river in Eastern Europe, but more important to us waswhat was being built at the mouth of the Vistula. 



Sir Odon said that a major seaport and shipyard was beingconstructed there, and the plans were to soon begin building oceangoing steamships. 



Were we interested in seeing if we could get involved withthis new endeavor? 



Well, of course we were! Over the last few years, we hadbeen up every tributary of the Vistula, and frankly, one riveris much like another. 



But to travel the high seas! To explore, to boldly go whereno Christian had gone before! 

We had been reading abouthow the world was really round, a great ball in the heavens.What would it be like to be on the first ship to steam aroundit? Glorious! 



We all got together in writing our application for transfer,carefully explaining why we were the best possible people to choose for this new endeavor. We wrote about how our lance had been working smoothly together for years without any ofthe friction that had disrupted so many other groups. 



We stressed that we had experience with various kinds of boats and had thus proved we could take on and master newthings. We talked about our military prowess, of the battles wehad fought under the watchful eyes of Lord Conrad himself. 



We wrote about all of the other skills we had, from bakingbread, farming, and handling cattle, to living off the land inthe trackless wilderness of Lithuania. 



We told our varied ethnic backgrounds and how among uswe had speakers of Polish, German, Ukrainian, Latin (Fritzhad been an altar boy), Pruthenian, and Lithuanian, so wewould be able to communicate with the inhabitants of manydifferent areas. 



We explained how we were all bachelors who could take long trips away from home without distressing any wives orchildren. We wrote and rewrote that application so manytimes that we were sure if they did not transfer us to the HighSeas Battalion, they would at least have to give us an awardfor literature! Finally, we had Zbigniew write up the faircopy, since he had the best handwriting in the group. 



Then we faced the problem of just who we should send thisapplication to. Normally, when one wished to transfer, oneapplied to the personnel department of the battalion or corpsinvolved. But in this case, as far as we knew, the organizationwe wished to join did not yet exist. 



"If it is new, you just know that Lord Conrad will be in-volved with it," Sir Odon said. 

"He likes being in on the be-ginning of things. You know him personally, don't you,Josip?" 



I had to admit I did, that I had been a boy at Okoitz when hefirst arrived in Poland. 

However, I had to stress that our lastmeeting had been less than pleasant, and I quite possibly had been responsible for putting Lord Conrad's eye out or at least causing him to lose the use of that eye. 



"I read in the news that he regained his sight in that eyeyears ago," Kiejstut said. 

"Anyway, Lord Conrad is not thekind of a man who would hold a grudge over a little accidentlike that." 



I said losing an eye was not a "little accident," and that Iwas still apprehensive about writing to so high a personage. 



Sir Odon said, "Nonsense, Josip. The worst that, canhappen is that if he is still mad at you, he will throw the letteraway without reading it, so the thing for us to do is to makeup two copies, one to Lord Conrad with your name on the re-turn address, and one to Baron Tados, who I heard was beingconsidered for heading the ocean steamship command, withmy name on it instead of yours." 



"I heard that it was to be Baron Piotr, of the Mapmakers,"Lezek said. 



"Then we'll send him a copy of our application, too," SirOdon said. 



In the end, we sent off nine separate copies to nine dif-ferent army leaders. 



And then we waited for a reply. 









And waited. 









Chapter Eleven 



From the Diary of Conrad Stargard 







JANUARY 4, 1246 







ONE OFthe better things to happen to me when I was inschool was that my father bought me a loose-leaf binder thathad a full color map of the world printed around the outsidecover, and a map of Poland on the inside front. 



I always found most of my classes to be extremely boring,but staring out the window could get you asked questionsat awkward moments, and falling asleep in class could bedisastrous. 



So instead of listening to my teacher, I studied my maps,pretending to go from this city to that country, to sail on agaff-rigged schooner from Papua New Guinea to Tahiti in Polynesia, or to go by camel caravan from Timbuktu toSamarkand. 



The names on the maps were better back then, before somedreary politicians erased the glorious lands of Tanganyikaand Zanzibar and replaced them with Tanzania, before the Congo became Zaire and Madagascar was turned into the Malagasy Republic, a name that sounds like it means "bad stomach gas." Surely Siam has more magic in it than Thai-land, and Ceylon, or better yet Serendip, was finer than SriLanka. And what ass made Iran and Iraq out of Persia andMesopotamia? 



But be that as it may, while I was only slightly better thanaverage in most subjects, I became outstanding in geography. 



I was sitting at my desk in my office, drawing a map of theworld as best as I could remember it. I was deliberately vagueabout national borders, because those had all changed radi-cally in the seven hundred years between this time and the time I was born into. Indeed, I generally left boundaries outentirely and just put the names of nations across the conti-nents. And the exact paths of rivers wasn't worth being toospecific about, either, since they can change considerably, es-pecially around their mouths, which is all an oceangoing shipcan find. 



Of course, not all of the names on my map were those youwould find on a map of the twentieth century. When I could, Iused the more poetic titles. 



I went to college in America, and that place has alwaysbeen very special for me. I loved the land, and I loved thepeople who lived on it. But to build that magic place, theyhad to replace the native peoples who were already there, andI didn't want to see that happen, not again, not in this newtime line. My plans for those two continents were such that inthis time line, America would be a very different place. 



Then, too, perhaps the Americas had been misnamed, for Amerigo Vespucci really didn't do very much and certainly not enough to get two continents named after him. 

Considerthat the only other person to have a continent named after her was Europa, and she had to put up with being raped by a bullto get the honor. 



On my map, the landmass to the south was called Brazyl, and the area of the Andes where the Incas had their civiliza-tion was named Hy Brazyl. To the north I put Atlantis, and theland of the civilized people of Mexico I called Hy Atlantis. 



I'd been thinking about doing this for years, but the timefor procrastination was over. At last we had gotten our tech-nology to the point where it was possible to build oceangoingsteamships, and a whole new Age of Exploration was aboutto open up. 



Oceangoing sailing ships, of the sort used in my time linefrom the fourteenth to the nineteenth centuries, could probablyhave been built at almost any time since the days of the An-cient Egyptians, just as those same peoples had the materialsand skills to make, say, hang gliders, if they had known thatone could exist. 



But it would have been extremely difficult for us in mostlylandlocked Poland to use them, for while the ships couldhave been built easily enough, having the skills to sail themwas another matter entirely. 



In the old British navy it was reckoned that a boy had tostart learning aboard ship before he was twelve years old if he was ever to master his craft, and even that assumed that older,experienced men would be around to teach it to him. 



Getting from place to place while taking into account thewinds, the tides, and the ocean currents, not to mentionstorms and all the other hazards of the sea, was no easy task, and often the very best of men were not up to it. In the early days of long voyaging, three ships out of four failed to returnhome, and in the fifteenth century, Portugal was almost de-nuded of men because of the horrendous losses at sea. 



But a steamship was actually much easier to operate thanone of the old square riggers. 

You didn't have to worry muchabout wind and tides. You just fired up the boiler and pointedit in the direction you wanted to go. It took many years to traina good topman, but you could teach a steam mechanic histrade in a year. Large numbers of men were needed to handlelarge sails, while only a few could keep a steam engine going. 



And the bigger the ship, the less you have to worry aboutstorms. There are limits as to how big you can make awooden sailing ship, but those same limits don't apply whenyou are building out of steel. 



Well, we didn't have our steel industry to the point wherewe could roll the thick plates necessary for shipping, but inthe course of building hundreds of reinforced concrete fortifi-cations, our concrete capacity had become huge, and with thenew continuous casting plant, we were now making moresteel re-rod than we needed. Ferrocrete ships were within ourcapabilities, and such ships can be built to be every bit asgood as steel ones. 



So. We were poised to go out and explore the world, tobring Christianity to the heathens, and to become fabulouslywealthy in the process. The world out there needed us, itneeded our products, and it needed our culture. And weneeded it! 



Right then, I could build electric hand tools, and with themI could double the productivity of our skilled men. But while Icould build the tool, I could not make the extension cord to get the power to the tool! I didn't have a decent elastomer. Icould build air tools, but I couldn't make a flexible air line.The sorts of machinery we could build were greatly limitedbecause of our lack of rubber. Our surgeons' patients wouldhave had fewer infections if only the surgeons had latexgloves. Fewer people would have frozen in the winter if theyhad rubber boots. Electrical installations could be simplerand safer if we had rubber insulators. 



Rubber was only one of the hundreds of items that weneeded and that weren't available locally. We needed worldtrade. We needed to conquer the seas. The trick was to do it in a safe and sane manner. 



In the first twenty-five years of the twentieth century, hu-manity conquered the skies. It was done with amazing speedand for comparatively little money, but an ungodly price waspaid in human blood. Worldwide, it is estimated that morethan four thousand five hundred young men died duringthose years flying in experimental aircraft. That does not in-clude those who died learning to fly, those who died in war-fare, or those who died in accidents in production aircraft.Essentially, we lost forty-five hundred test pilots, people whotend to be among the brightest, the bravest, and the best. 



It took humanity about the same amount of time to conquerspace, but in that case, the work was sponsored by govern-ments. In dollars, pounds, and rubles, the price of spaceflightwas at least a hundred times higher than that paid for air flight. 



But the cost in lives was a hundred times less! 



In the first twenty-five years of spaceflight, fewer thanthirty lives were lost. The difference was that the Quest forSpace was organized. 



I don't know how many lives were lost in the course of theoriginal Age of Exploration, but I'm sure that it was in the millions. Throughout the period, the frontiers were lawless places where the worst of society went. Misfits, criminals, and lunatics; they threw away their lives, killing each otherand the native peoples they found in their way. 



Furthermore, a lot of things happened during those yearsthat I, as a European, am not very proud of. The destructionof two fledgling civilizations in the Americas, the brutalthings that were done to China during the Opium Wars, and the enslavement and transportation of millions of Africanswere things that were as stupid as they were shameful. 



And they were not going to happen while I was in charge! Besides knowing in advance where we were going to go,and approximately what we would find there, we had atrained group of well-equipped, intelligent, and competentmen to do the exploring. 



Contrary to the practice of most of the organizations in thearmy, where women competed on an equal basis with men,the Explorer's Corps had to be an all-male organization.Small groups of our people would have to spend years out inthe wilderness, far away from help and hospitals. We didn'thave anything like a birth control pill; a pregnant woman would have had a hard time surviving out there, and sup-porting one could have gotten the rest of her team killedalong with her. 



These thoughts soon got me to sketching up a plan for re-cruiting, selecting, and training my future Explorer's Corps. I was so engrossed in my work that I didn't even glance at theman who walked into my office. 



"I'm busy. Can it be put off until later?" I asked withoutlooking up. 



It must have been the sound of his sword being pulled fromhis sheath that startled me, because if I hadn't jerked back,his sword would have split my skull and scattered my brains all over my drawings! As it was, he cut most of them in halfand left a big gouge in the top of my desk. 



He hauled back for another swing while I groped for mysword and pistol. 



They weren't at my waist! I had forgotten to put them onagain. 



I shouted for help, and as he swung, I dropped to the floor,sending my chair slamming against the wall. When I saw himclimbing over my desk to get at me, I shouted again for helpand crawled under it. 



I saw his feet hit the ground where I had been sitting, saw him starting to crouch down to get at me, and I knew I was adead man. 









Then a shot rang out, my assailant dropped to the floor, andan acrid cloud of gun smoke filled the room. I crawled outfrom under the desk to find my wife, Francine, standing there with a golden pistol, engraved and bejeweled, smoking in herhand, and a look of disgust on her face. Behind her stoodBaron Piotr and his wife, Krystyana, both bearing nakedsteel. 



Before I could thank them, Francine said, "So. You were again too lazy to put on your sword." 



Then she walked out. 



I shook my head. "What could he have wanted?" I said,looking at the body on the floor. 



"Obviously, he wanted your life, your grace. As to why he wanted it, well, he might have been a hired assassin, or a dis-gruntled nobleman, or a simple lunatic, but I doubt if we willever really know," Piotr said, bending over the fallen as-sassin. "This one, whatever he was, is dead. But you really must do something about security around here. You mustmake up a restricted list of people who are permitted past theguards at the gates, and you absolutely must get yourselfsome bodyguards." 



"Yes, I suppose you're right. Thank you for your help." 



"I did nothing, your grace. You owe your life to your wife,the Duchess Francine, and she isn't around here all that oftento protect you," he said. 



"True enough. Why don't you make up that list you men-tioned and make sure that the guards know everybody on it by sight." 



"Yes, your grace. And the bodyguards?" 



"Let me think about that." 



"Don't think about it too long, your grace." 









Chapter Twelve 



From the Journal of Josip Sobieski 







WRITTEN JANUARY 26, 1249, CONCERNINGSEPTEMBER 18, 1246 













ONE EVENINGa month later, Lezek was playing his flute, andthe rest of us were drinking beer. Our boat was waiting itsturn in line to be filled up with number two kerosene when SirOdon came into the boat's mess hall with a vast grin on hisface while holding up an official-looking letter. 



"Ahem! 'To Sir Odon Stepanski, Master of the TankerBoat The Lady of Okoitz,  Vistula Patrol, et cetera, et cetera,and so forth. 



" 'You are requested and required to report with your lance of men to the offices of Lord Conrad, Okoitz, at the first hourafter sunrise, on Monday, the fifth of October, 1246, to dis-cuss with him your application to the Explorer's Corps, cur-rently being formed. 



" 'Please be advised that your services will be requiredhere for at least one week for further consultation and testing. Report with full kit. Leave your boat at East Gate without re-signing your present command, since your group's appoint-ment to the new corps has not yet been confirmed. 



" 'Yours most truly, et cetera, et cetera, and so forth,' and it's signed by Lord Conrad himself!" 



We all stood up and applauded, but then Lezek said, "Butwhat's this about the 'Explorer's Corps'? That doesn't soundlike what they'd call a steamship command." 



"Whatever it is, it has to be better than hauling oil aroundthe Vistula from one smelly place to another," Sir Odon said, and we all drank to that. 



"True," Zbigniew said, "but what did you make of that business about showing up in 'full kit'? Do they mean 'fullkit' like they did in basic training?" 



"What else could they mean?" Taurus said. 



"Then I have some problems. We haven't needed most ofthat stuff for years, and as for my equipment, what isn'tmissing is pretty shabby," Zbigniew said. 



I told him that he wasn't alone, and the party broke up as we all went back to our rooms to inventory our equipment.When I got back to the mess hall, Sir Odon was sitting infront of a stack of requisition forms, telling Zbigniew what tofill out, and Kiejstut was on the front deck, waving the boatsbehind us in line to go around. We had no time to bother withnumber two kerosene. We had other things to do tonight! 



We never found out just what Sir Odon said to the supplycaptain to get such good service, but three days later it took usthree trips to the warehouse to pick up all of the new equipment. 









Then it took us three and a half days to polish, sharpen,iron, fit, adjust, wax, and otherwise make usable and pre-sentable all of our new stuff. 



The armor was the hardest part, since after we put ourplates into the new coveralls, we found that we were in much different shape than we had been. Mostly, we were thicker in the waist and narrower in the shoulder. 



Three and a half years of working on an oil tanker had putus all in very poor shape. 

Besides getting generally dirtier aseach year dragged by, we couldn't usually stop the boat whilewe did the prescribed one day a week of military exercises.We had been getting by with sporadically fencing with practice swords and occasionally doing a few jumping jacks onthe foredeck. 



Furthermore, the last few winters had been unusuallywarm, and the rivers had never frozen over. Because of this, we had spent them delivering oil rather than chopping down trees, a far more vigorous pastime. 



Sir Odon vowed that we would do something about it! He cut our rations in half, took beer off our menu, and led us infour hours of vigorous exercise a day. 



Annoying, but it was needed. There had been that line inthe letter about a week of 

"consultation and testing," and none of us thought that Lord Conrad was going to ask usabout how he should run the army. We had better be in shape for whatever they threw at us! 



We had two weeks before our appointment, and we spentthem getting in the best shape that we could. Then, in new,freshly ironed class A uniforms, with brightly polished shoesand hat brims, we were promptly on time for our meetingwith Lord Conrad. 



He was an hour late, but that is to be expected when deal-ing with so important an individual. Eventually, he invited usinto his office and courteously bade us to be seated. 



"Sorry about being late, gentlemen, but there was aproblem at Szczecin that had to be taken care of first. Nowthen," Lord Conrad said as he opened a folder and took outall nine of the applications we had sent in, along with copiesof each of our service records. 

"You seem to be very eager toleave the Vistula Patrol." 



"In truth, sir, we are eager to do something a little more ad-venturous than delivering oil to oil depots," Sir Odon said."Also, it would be nice to work someplace where promotion happened a bit quicker." 



"Well, you can't expect promotions to happen on a yearlybasis the way they did when the army was expanding to meetthe Mongols," Lord Conrad said. "Still, your records are allgood, and if you stayed where you are, I imagine that you would all be getting your own boats before too long." 









"Yes, sir. But even that would not be ideal. We are a verygood team, sir, and if we stayed in riverboats, the only waywe could be promoted would be to break that team up. 

With alarge, oceangoing steamship, on the other hand, it should be possible for us to be promoted and still stay together," SirOdon said. 



"I see. However, the personnel charts for that operation,the steamships themselves, were filled some time ago byBaron Tados. You are presently being considered for some- thing different. The Explorer's Corps. The plan is that when we enter into a new area, a new sea or a new coast, we will put teams of trained men ashore at intervals of about fourdozen miles, ideally at the mouth of a river. 



"The team will spend a year or so exploring the area,finding out who lives there, learning their language, andteaching the local inhabitants some Polish. 



"We need to know what kind of people they are, what sort of products they produce that might be of interest to us, what sorts of things we have that they might want, and so on. 



"We will want to know what minerals and other natural re-sources are available there, what agricultural possibilities exist, and what the military capabilities of the local inhabi-tants are. 



"We want to know as much as possible about their culture,as well. We want to know about the songs they sing and the dances they do. We want to know the stories they tell, and if they are pagans, we want to know as much as possible abouttheir gods. 



"And we will want the area to be mapped as thoroughly aspossible. 



"Each of our ships will be capable of carrying about acompany of men in addition to the crew. That is to say, about three dozen seven-man teams. On a given cruise, it will put the teams ashore and then spend much of the year map-ping the shoreline, measuring the currents and the tides, surveying the fishing and other resources, and generally beingon hand to help out if any of the explorer teams gets intotrouble. 



"Does this program sound interesting, so far?" 



Sir Odon glanced at the rest of us, sitting on the edges ofour chairs, and said, "Yes, sir. 

We are very interested." 



"Good. Now, if you find something of sufficient commer-cial interest at the site of your operations, and if the local in-habitants agree to it, we plan to build permanent trading postswhenever possible. The team that first investigates an areawill make a percentage of future profits, and will obviouslybe the best choice for personnel to run the trading post. 

Itcould be a very lucrative proposition, with considerable pos-sibilities for independent action. 



"Our ships will visit those posts periodically, of course, forcommercial and religious reasons." 



"Yes, sir. You say religious reasons?" 



"Yes. We are not going out into the world for crass com-mercial reasons only. Oh, if a thing cannot pay for itself, wecould not afford to do it too often, but our main reason forgoing out and discovering the rest of the world rests on the fact that the people in most of the world are not Christians.We want to give them a chance to come to Christ." 



"Uh, sir, I'm not sure that any of us are truly qualified toteach religion," Sir Odon said. 



"Well, I am sure, and yes, you're not qualified. If all elseworks out, your team will need an additional member, apriest. But we'll worry about that later. You will be inter-viewed by a number of other people. My secretary will giveyou a list. But so far, you seem to be the sort of people that weare looking for," Lord Conrad said as he leaned back in his chair, becoming less formal. He looked at me. "You are thesame Josip Sobieski who operated on my eye, that timeduring the Battle for the Vistula, aren't you?" 



I felt my innards tighten up, from my testicles to my throat.I admitted that I was. 



"Thinking back on it, it really was an amusing misunder-standing. I've remembered it often, reminding myself not to take things for granted. Assumptions seem to always get meinto trouble. I think I might have been a bit rude to you at thetime, and I'm sorry for that. Please remember I was under alot of stress and pain, and forgive me, will you?" 



I said there was nothing to forgive, and I was glad when Ilearned that the results of my clumsy efforts had finallyhealed. 



"Well, there's no proof that it was your fault the eye went blind in the first place. The surgeon who watched the opera-tion said he wouldn't have done anything differently fromwhat you did. So like I said, thank you for helping me. 



"Oh yes, one other item. Sir Odon, next time you want tochange jobs, please consider that one application is usuallysufficient. We really do read these things, you know, and itwastes a lot of valuable time to have eight different barons allreading the same application." 



"Yes, sir. Sorry, sir." 



"Very good. Dismissed." 



We all walked out grinning ear to ear. True, there would beother people who would have to pass on us yet, but we wereall sure they would merely confirm whatever Lord Conradwanted, and we were sure that he wanted us. 





Chapter Thirteen 









From the Journal of Josip Sobieski 







WRITTEN JANUARY 28, 1249, CONCERNINGOCTOBER 5, 1246 







LORDCONRAD'Sremarkably attractive secretary gave SirOdon a list of people we were to look up, and a slip for thepalatine authorizing rooms and meals for us while we were atOkoitz, which spared us the expense of staying at the inn. 



We spent the rest of the day making appointments with the people we had to see. There was a medical doctor who wouldbe giving us all a physical examination, since, if we got thejob, we would be away from a hospital for years at a time. Wehad to be healthy to begin with. 



There was a priest to see. We supposed he was to makesure that we were sufficiently devout to do God's workamong the heathen. There were visits to three linguists, tomake sure that between us, we really did speak all of thoselanguages. 



There were experts in agriculture, manufacturing, mining,geology, music, radios, mapmaking, and survival training,and finally a meeting with a certain Baron Siemomysl, theman who would be leading the Explorer's Corps. 



After supper, the others retired to the Pink Dragon Inn, fora drink and a look at the scenery, while I dutifully made yetanother visit to my family in the hopes that my father wouldfinally talk to me. 



My visit was just like all of the others I'd made over the years. Everyone was glad to see me, except for my father,who, as usual, walked out as I came in. I was almost used to itby now, like a dull toothache that has gone on for years. 



I was feeling depressed as I walked back through the seemingly endless corridors and stairways of Okoitz, goingto our assigned room, but I was cheered to find that the otherswere already back from the inn. 



As expected, they had found suitable female company forthemselves, and being truly decent sorts, they had invitedalong an extra girl for me. 



It's good to have friends. 













Most of the people we had to see were teachers, and theirinterest wasn't so much in deciding whether we could jointhe Explorer's Corps as seeing what we each knew abouttheir own specialties, and what they would have to teach us tomake us into useful explorers. Mostly, they were planning our curriculum, because, unbeknownst to us at the time, we were going to be spending the next eighteen months at the Warrior's School. 



The exception was Baron Siemomysl, who could havesent us back to our oil tanker if he did not like us. But appar-ently he did, because by the end of the week, they gave ourboat to some other bunch of deserving young warriors, andwe went to Hell." 



Only we didn't call it that anymore, and it didn't seem like Hell anymore, either. The section of that huge school we oc-cupied was now a lot like the University of Paris, or so saidsome people who had been to France. 



We spent a long army hour every day doing physical exer-cise, mostly working out with swords, axes, knives, or justfighting empty-handed. But the workouts weren't brutal anymore. They were just to keep our bodies in shape while our teachers worked over our heads. 



The Explorer's School was planned to have two functions:to train future explorers, and then to organize what welearned about the world into something meaningful. 

Butnaturally, they had to do the one thing before they could starton the other. 



The first class through the school was only of companysize, three dozen lances, but then the first year, we wouldonly have one steamship in operation anyway. To teach us,there were some five dozen instructors, so we got a lot of in-dividual attention. 



The school was fascinating. They taught us everythingknown about the world, and all of our textbooks were anno-tated by Lord Conrad himself. Pick a subject, and we probablyhad a course in it. We had geography, geology, cartography,genealogy, navigation, and mathematics at one end of thespectrum, and woodcraft, music, and primitive constructiontechniques at the other. 



Linguistics was important, and courses were taught in howto learn a new language, since in most places we would begoing, people spoke languages that no civilized man had everheard spoken. Lord Conrad claimed there were over six thou-sand languages in the world, and that someday there wouldbe books at the school on every one of them. 



One language that we all had to learn was Pidgin. This wasan artificial language, one made up by scholars. It was basedon Polish, but was very easy to learn. There were only fourhundred words in the whole vocabulary. Anything else you wanted to talk about had to be done with combinations of allowable words. Everything was absolutely simplified. 

Therewere no plural forms. You said one dog, two dog, many dog.Cases didn't exist, and neither did tenses. To talk about thefuture, you used present tense with the word "gonna." 

Forthe past, you said "was," and then talked in the presenttense. There were no sexual forms. Boys, girls, and dinnerplates were all "him." 



There was never anything ambiguous about Pidgin. Theword "we," for example, can mean "you and me, but notthose other people." Or it can mean "me and my friends, butnot you." In Pidgin, there were two separate constructs, "you-me," and "me-fella." 



To give you some idea of what it sounded like, in Pidgin, the Lord's Prayer started out, 

"Me Papa, Him big fella, Himalla time on top..." 



It sounded strange at first, but the beauty of it was that itwas extremely easy to learn. 

You could actually hold a mean-ingful conversation in it after studying it for only a few days.They claimed that a foreigner could learn it faster than anative speaker of Polish, since he didn't have anything tounlearn. 



We were encouraged to use Pidgin among ourselves to in-crease our fluency in it, and that had the effect of giving theExplorer's Corps its own secret language. It was useful whenyou wanted to say something in mixed company, and you didn't want the girls to know about it, whereas the ladies hadto go hand in hand to the pissatorium to accomplish the same thing. 



The Wizards, the research and development people atOkoitz, had come up with a totally new sort of radio. It had at least five times the range of the old spark gap transmitters andmuch better sensitivity than coherers or even the newer cat'swhisker receivers. It used radio tubes, and a super heterodynereceiver. It had rechargeable batteries, and it was one-sixththe weight of the old sets, even with the dynamocharger. 



The explorers were the first people to be issued them, andof course we had to know how to operate, repair, and even re-build them. All of us. Specialization was not encouraged inour corps, not when we would have to spend a year in possibly hostile circumstances, with no possibility of finding areplacement for anyone. 



Geology was one of my worst subjects, and I was vastly re-lieved to learn that each explorer team would be taking alonga compartmented box with well-labeled samples of a fewhundred of the most useful minerals in it. Once I have some-thing in each hand for comparison, I can usually figure outwhat is what. 



I was very impressed with the quality of both my fellow classmates and my instructors. 

They were all remarkably in-telligent, enthusiastic, and decent people. I'd often thoughtthat one reason why my own lance was so close-knit was thateverybody else in the world was so much duller than wewere. When I first had that thought, years ago, I thought I wasbeing shamefully boastful, and mentioned it to no one, but onmore mature reflection, since I was now twenty-one, I have decided that it was nothing but the simple truth. 



About halfway through the course, we had an eighth memberadded to our team, Father John. He was two years older thanthe rest of us, and had been an ordained priest before he wentthrough (survived) the army's Warrior's School. Like allpriests in the army, he was still officially a member of the Chaplain's Corps, and only on loan to the Explorer's Corps.He had a certain quiet strength to him, and always pulledmore than his share of the load, never claiming any special privileges. He was easy to get along with and merged wellwith the rest of the group. Even our drinking and womanizing did not seem to bother him, or at least he never scolded us, theway so many other priests did, and he would often show up for at least the start of a drinking session. Also, he played avery fine violin, which made him particularly valuable whenwe made music. He eventually became the confessor of eachone of us. 



Yet he was not lacking in zeal, and whenever he spokeabout the future, when he would have a chance to convert theheathen to Christ, you could see a certain light come on in hiseyes. It was a beautiful light, but sometimes it was also afrightening one. 



Toward the end of the course, almost as an afterthought,we were issued firearms of a new and interesting sort. Thepowder charge in the old, heavy swivel guns was ignited by a"firecracker" wick at the back of the cartridge that was lit by an alcohol flame. This was good enough when you knew abattle was coming, but it could be very awkward when unex-pected things started to happen quickly. 



The new guns were handheld rather than mounted, andwere much lighter, about ten pounds for the rifle and three forthe pistol. Ignition was by a piezoelectric crystal in the stock which, when struck by a small hammer, put an electric cur-rent through a spark plug at the back of each cartridge. 



The pistol was a single-shot, break-action affair, while therifle had a seven-shot, spring-fed clip and a bolt action. Wewere issued new knives with the rifles, called bayonets,which fastened to the end of the barrel, making the weapon usable as a short pike. All told, it was a remarkably well-thought-out weapon system, and we were proud to be the firstunit to be issued it. 



Graduation involved both written and oral examinations,and a number of practical tests as well. One of them involved being dumped naked and alone in a forest in the early spring, and being expected to build yourself suitable shelter, to makeyourself suitable tools, clothing, and weapons, and to find orkill sufficient food to keep yourself alive for two weeks. Theyactually weighed you before and after the test, and you lostpoints if you lost weight! 



In the end, everyone in my lance graduated, and most ofthe others did, too. We had a nice commencement ceremonywith everyone in our eight-pounds-of-gold uniforms, andthey handed out illuminated certificates to us with our friendsand parents watching. 



Well, parent, in my case, since my father refused to attend. 



Most important for Sir Odon and all his loyal men was thefact that with graduation, our long-awaited promotions had atlast come through. I was now Sir Josip, at eight pence a day,and Sir Odon was now a knight-banner, at twice that, with theright to use a triangular flag on his cavalry lance, if he evergot one, or, indeed, if he ever got a horse. 



This made for some unusual ranks in our charts. Thelowest rank in the Explorer's Corps was a knight, and thelance leaders were all now knight-banners. In theory, we wereorganized in the usual six lances to the platoon, but sinceeach lance would be acting independently, there were no pla-toon leaders. Lance leaders reported directly to the companycommander. 



And our company commander was not the usual captain, but Baron Siemomysl himself. 



Still, nobody ever said that the army had to be absolutelyconsistent. In the Wolves, who are made up entirely of mem-bers of the old nobility, the lowest rank is also the knight, andplatoons are led by captains. 



The next day, we were loaded into six chartered riverboats for the trip north. The reason for this seemingly lavish excessof transportation was that each explorer lance had an entirewar cart filled with its supplies for our upcoming adventure. That was eighteen cubic yards, a ton and a half per man. 



Besides our personal gear, which included everything fromour armor and weapons to a year's supply of underwear and toothpaste, we had a wide variety of preserved food, enoughto feed us all for three years. The trip home might be delayed, or we might have to feed a hungry tribe in the winter. 



We also carried a wide variety of trade goods—tools, weap-ons, jewelry, cloth of many varieties, glassware, needles, fish-hooks, books, even toys and games. 



In a special strongbox, each lance was equipped with alarge supply of money, a quarter of a million pence, equiva-lent to ten years' pay for every man in the lance. Some of itwas in gold, some in silver, and some in the army's own zinccoinage. Sir Odon was responsible for accounting for everybit of it. 



We made the trip north to Gdansk, where our new ship, the Baltic Challenger,  was completing its first shakedown cruise.We drank and sang and partied the whole way and had aboutas much fun as an all-male group can possibly have. 



At one point we got the riverboat's regular crew so drunkthat they couldn't stand, much less operate the boat, and thenmy lance took the thing over and ran it until the next morning,when the regular crew woke up. 



Through the night, we had sent out dozens of strange, rude,or downright obscene radio messages, and the next day the regular crew couldn't blame it on us without confessing tobeing drunk on duty. They were in a lovely pickle when we fi-nally bid them good-bye. 















Chapter Fourteen 



From the Journal of Josip Sobieski 







WRITTEN FEBRUARY 1, 1249, CONCERNING MAY 10, 1248 







THEBALTICChallengergot back to Gdansk after her shake-down run the day after we arrived, and almost the entire Ex-plorer's Corps was on the dock to cheer her in. Most of us gotthere early, and at first all we could see of our new ship was a dot on the horizon that our telescopes couldn't do much toresolve. 



It was a clear day, and we could see across the Vistula La-goon and far out into the Baltic. Quite a while went by before we realized that we were looking at her smokestack. 

The restof her hull appeared to be below the horizon, and eventually the realization hit us that we were actually seeing proof withour own eyes that the world was indeed round! 



In the course of an hour she both grew and seemed to rise outof the water, to become of respectable size, and although wewere seeing her at her smallest, from head on, we grew increas-ingly impressed with the engineering feat she represented. 



We had all seen drawings of her, of course, and knew her specifications by heart. She was five dozen yards long at thewaterline and six dozen yards long overall. She was almosttwo dozen yards wide and three dozen yards tall, from herkeel to the top of her radio tower. 



Her speed was an incredible one and a half gross miles aday, so fast that if the world were all ocean, she could circum-navigate the globe in only four months! Her fuel tanks were big enough to let her do it nonstop! Her normal fuel was oil,but in a pinch, her boilers could burn coal or even wood. 



Her nine long cargo holds could hold two gross containers, compared to the six that our standard riverboats could handle.What is more, the containers used were mounted on halfnuts, and these rested on large screws that ran the length of thecargo holds. Cargo could thus be easily shifted while the shipwas under way, and those containers needed at the next port could be made ready for rapid discharge. 



She had evaporators aboard that used engine waste heat to produce fresh water for the boilers and for use by passengersand crew. The same evaporators also produced sea salt, a sal-able commodity. 



She carried two steam launches aboard, and eight container-sized barges that could be towed into the shallowest water.The Baltic Challenger could take on and discharge cargo andpassengers without needing any port facilities beyond a simplecrane. A war cart could be put ashore without even that. 



But seeing technical drawings and reading specifications,even if they were astounding, could not prepare us for the sheer immensity of the glorious machine in front of us. Asshe came closer and closer, she grew and grew, and I had tokeep telling myself that she was still far away! 



Finally, she turned into the lagoon, and we could see herwhole majestic flank from the side. Her hull was bright red, and her topsides were white, except for the streamlined redsmokestack with its white Piast eagle. 



She was a magnificent sight, and as she backed into herstall between two huge docks, she towered over us. It becamemy urgent desire to run aboard her and examine her fromstem to stern, like a wonderful new lover found after a longand lonely trip. 



But such was not to be. My lady had many other lovers be-sides me, and most of them vastly outranked me in the army'sscheme of things. Lord Conrad was there, high above me onthe reviewing stand. He had with him at least two dozen of his barons, and his liege lord, King Henryk himself, beside him. There was a crowd of foreign dignitaries up there, too,and it was easy to imagine why they had been invited. If any-thing could impress a foreign government of our power andwealth, this incredible ship would do it! 



Annoyingly, the men of the Explorer's Corps, the verypeople the Baltic Challenger had been built for, after all,were not allowed aboard until late in the day. Even then, wewere put ashore within the hour, before we had seen a twelfthof what we wanted to see. 



Our departure date was put back by three days while LordConrad and King Henryk took the foreign dignitaries, three of whom turned out to be kings in their own right, out on apleasure jaunt. 



Politics! 



Still, there was much to see around the new harbor and thehuge shipyard. The ferrocrete hull of the Challenger had tobe built indoors, out of the weather in a dry dock that was nec-essarily much bigger than the ship itself. The woman show-ing us around bragged that the naves of six cathedrals the size of Notre Dame, currently being built in Paris, could be placed side by side inside the dry dock without crowding. The dock'sgreat overhead crane, a masterful engineering work, could have picked any one of them up, and turned it sideways!Notre Dame had been eighty years in the building and was notyet finished, while the dry dock had been completed in lessthan two years. 









In the dry dock, work had begun on the Atlantic Chal- lenger,sister ship to the Baltic Challenger.  They hoped tobuild them at the rate of two a year for the next five years, atleast. 



The entire corps spent a day with the master shipwright,while he explained the difficulties of making a huge ship outof steel and concrete, and what one had to do to be sure that itwas all one, seamless piece. 



The sheer scale of things at Gdansk and the precision withwhich such huge things were made so impressed us that we were almost tempted to apply to work there. Almost, but not quite. 







Finally, we were ready to get under way, and the plan wasto explore the lands around the Baltic Sea. 



Admittedly, it was not a very ambitious project, since theBaltic probably didn't need exploring, but they told us thatyou have to start somewhere. True, there were plenty of Chris-tian ships already there, and while they were little woodenthings, they were well-organized, with their own politicalsetup: the Hanseatic League. There were plenty of Christianseafarers around who could navigate to any of the ports in thearea, and indeed we did have two such pilots aboard, to ad-vise Baron Tados, our ship's captain, but what can you do? 



It wasn't my idea, anyway. 



Looking at Lord Conrad's sketched maps of the world, theBaltic seemed to be so close and so small that we felt wewould be like little boys camping out in their mother's herbgarden, but ours was not to reason why. 



Left to ourselves, the corps would probably have steamed off to Africa, where they say the people all have black skins,or to Hy Brazyl, or to some other romantic-sounding placeshown on Lord Conrad's roughly sketched maps, but wewere ordered to start with the Baltic, and being good, obedient young men, that was what we would do. 



Next year, maybe we'd steam to China. 




*  *  * 

 

On the fourteenth of May 1248, we set forth at dawn to dis-cover the world, but, like I said, just the Baltic this year. Weleft Gdansk and the ship headed east, to circumnavigate theBaltic, counterclockwise. 



We had to feel a little sad about the first lance of the firstplatoon, because they were put ashore on the afternoon of thevery day we left. So much for being far travelers. 









They were going into the territory of a pagan tribe calledthe Sambians, about whom very little was known, despite the fact that they were only five dozen miles away. Regardless ofappearances, it wasn't really a wasted trip, and we gave thema good send-off. 



After that, we dropped off an average of two lances a day, one almost every morning and every night. 



In one respect, our ship was not as specified. She did not travel at one and a half gross miles a day. She could do twogross miles per day, and thus, except for the continents in her way, she could go around the world in a single season! 



She had performed almost flawlessly on her shakedown run,and never had a serious problem while we were aboard. Theonly piece of her equipment that failed was her depth gauge, anelectronic thing that was to bounce a sound wave off thebottom of the sea and by timing the echo reveal the depth. 



They had two manual backups, though. One used a manwith earphones to judge the echo, and the other was a man witha weighted rope who stood on one of the wings and found thebottom by feeling for it. 



It was primitive, but the pilots from the Hanseatic League trusted the method. 



My lance was the sixth of the fourth platoon, and as itturned out, we got placed farther away than any of the others, at the north end of the Gulf of Bothnia. At least, it was called that on Lord Conrad's map, although nobody ever figured outwho or what or where Bothnia was. One of life's little mysteries, since Lord Conrad said that he didn't know, either. 



That was one of the truly fine things about our leader. Likeall men, he was sometimes wrong, although he was muchmore often right than wrong. When he proved to be incorrect about something, he never tried to pretend that he hadn't saidwhat he had said, or that he had really meant something dif-ferent, or used any of the other face-saving bits of nonsensethat so many leaders use. He would simply say that it lookedas though he was wrong, he would correct whatever neededcorrecting, and then he would continue on with the taskat hand. 



We all admired his honesty. 







My lance's turn had come at last, and we were ready early,standing and waiting for Baron Tados of the Oceangoing Steamers and Baron Siemomysl of the Explorer's Corps todecide precisely where to put us. 



Since we had no idea what sort of reception we would getfrom the local inhabitants, we were fully armed, with ourswords at our left shoulders, our bayonets belted at our left,our pistols belted at the right, and our rifles slung on our rightshoulders. 



We weren't in full armor, however, since there was alwaysthe chance of falling into the water. We made do with light,open-faced helmets, rather than the big war helms that at-tached to the breast and back armor we were wearing. We'dleft off the arm and leg pieces, and stowed them in our cartwith the war helms. Even so, it was a fair load, and I couldn'thelp wishing that our cautious leaders would either hurry itup or send for some chairs. 



The weather was good, and for the last few days they hadbeen towing the steam launch and its barge behind the shiprather than hoisting them in and out twice a day. 



Once a decision as to our destination was finally made,they simply brought up our war cart in the elevator, Sir Odonverified that it was ours by checking the serial number, and the cart was lowered into the barge that was already waiting alongside, below the starboard wing. We followed our cartdown to the barge, somebody wished us luck, and the launchtook us ashore while the ship continued on its way withoutstopping. Our whole departure was completed in minutes. 



We were towed into the mouth of a fair-sized river, theTorne, we were told, and after examining both banks, SirOdon signaled the men in the launch to put us ashore on thewest bank. 



The launch crew went toward shore as quickly as possible,then turned at the last possible moment and cut their power.This maneuver left the barge going straight in until it bumped the river bottom a few yards from shore. Lezek and I quicklyset out the ramp boards, and Fritz took a block and tackle to shore and tied the block to a convenient tree. 



Taurus had the other block hooked to the cart, and by the time the rest of us walked dry-shod ashore, all was ready forus to pull the heavy cart from the barge to the land we were toexplore. The job was quickly over, and we waved the launchgood-bye. 



That sort of smooth coordination was something all eightmembers of my lance always did. There might be some conver-sation while we decided what should be done, but rarely was anorder given about who should do what while we were doing it. Sometimes hours would go by without anyone mentioning thework at hand. Mostly it was a matter of thinking about what wewere doing, and always being ready to do the next logical thing.A well-coordinated group can accomplish three times as muchas a random bunch of the same number of people. 







So there we stood on the beach, slowly beginning torealize that we were on our own. 

Well, not quite alone, since we had been discovered by a few million mosquitoes, black-flies, and other things that must have been creations of theDevil, for God was too good to make such things. We pulledthe barge as far ashore as we could without moving the for-ward block. 



"I had expected some sort of welcoming committee," Fa-ther John said, swatting a bug. 

"A human committee, Imean." 



"Or some people of some sort, anyway," Kiejstut said."They had to have seen the Challenger out there." 



"Maybe there just isn't anybody around here," Sir Odonsaid. "That would make for a very simple exploration report,and a very dull year. But for now, we should find a goodcampsite. Kiejstut and Taurus, you two go look for one. The rest of us will start moving the cart uphill." 



Taurus checked his compass and said, "For reasons best known to Lord Conrad, my compass is pointing almost dueeast. I know the true directions because I got them from thecompensated compass on the ship's binnacle. I have longbeen accustomed to them pointing east of north, but neverthis far." 



The rest of us confirmed that, for whatever reason, ourcompasses agreed with Taurus's, and the scouts left. 



The cart was too heavy for six people to tow on soft soil,but with a good block and tackle and plenty of trees to tie itto, we made fairly rapid progress. 



Our scouts did us up royal when it came to a campsite. Theyfound a flat shelf of land on the side of a big hill. From it, wecould see and be seen for miles. There was a small, cleanstream running beside it, and there was plenty of firewoodavailable. Better yet, there was usually enough of a breeze upthere to blow away most of the blasphemous mosquitoes. 



But most important, there was a dry cave not ten yardsfrom the campsite. It was a perfect place to store things, and would make us a good shelter if the weather got really bad,although it was a bit cold in there to be really comfortable. 



"Unless we find a friendly town around here, I imaginethat this will be our home base for the next year," Sir Odon said. "Keep that in mind when you build the latrine and thecooking area." 



The rest of the day was spent getting the cart hauled up tothe campsite and then getting things there set up properly, thetents pitched, and the kitchen made usable. 



Most of the supplies that we wouldn't be needing immedi-ately were taken from the cart and stored back in the cave.Father John cooked supper, while we used the cart lid tomake a dining room table, and then set out some of the supplycases to serve as chairs. 









After a good meal, we were all surprisingly tired, eventhough it was still light out. Sir Odon set up a sentry schedule, which had each of us standing for a quarter of the night, everyother day. I wouldn't have to stand mine until tomorrow. 



We had a small clock with us with the new temperature-compensated pendulum, but the normal army day starts atsunrise with the thick hand pointing left at the zero. The clockwasn't set because we hadn't been here at a sunrise yet. 



Sir Odon hung the clock in the mess tent, facing north,lifting the weights but not starting the pendulum. He told the sentries to guess at the time until dawn, and then to start andset the clock. 



The clock had a thermometer on it, and we were all re-minded to record the temperature and the weather four timesa day, to document the local climate. 



There were twelve hours of the same length in the armyday, measured from dawn to dawn, and those hours weretwice as long, on the average, as the hours used by the regularclergy. The monks used twelve hours for their day, and then twelve more for the night, but since the length of day varies with the season, the length of their hours varied as well. 
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IFELLquickly to sleep, despite the fact that the sun was still up, and I slept soundly enough. Yet, I was still tired whenLezek woke me up, even though the sun was again wellabove the horizon. 



Over breakfast I noticed that everyone had bags undertheir eyes, and I said that they all looked about the way I felt. 



"Maybe it's got something to do with the air, this farnorth," Father John said. 



"More likely, it was all the excitement yesterday, not tomention all the work of getting the war cart all the way up here," Sir Odon said. 



"I don't think so," Fritz said. "We have often been a lotmore excited than yesterday, when we didn't even get drunk or laid, and we've done more work than that on most days of our lives. I think we're all maybe a little bit sick." 



"Well, we'll all have to be a lot sicker before we can letourselves start sloughing off. 

First off, we need to look at thesurrounding area, in case there's anything dangerous outthere. For today, I want Lezek and Kiejstut to take the canvaskayak and cross the river. Then I want you to map the coastline east of here. Do as much as you can, but be back here bynightfall. Taurus and Fritz, I want you to do the same thing onthe coastline to the west. Besides mapping, I want you all totry to find some of the local inhabitants and try to makefriends with them, if you can. Take some money and a pocketfull of trade goods with you, for presents." 



"Should we carry a full weapons load?" Fritz asked. 



"I think one rifle for the two of you ought to be enough.But take the rest of your personal weapons with you. FatherJohn and I will do some mapping and searching along theriverbank, heading north of here. Josip, you were complainingabout the lack of fresh bread last night at supper, so you havethe honor of making up some sort of oven today, and I willexpect fresh bread with my supper tonight. Zbigniew, wewon't talk about your sins, but you'll spend the day building a really sturdy latrine, a two holer, if you please, at the east end of the campsite. Questions? Then let's get to it." 



Those going out each took a pouch of money, a biggerpouch of various trade goods, and a third belt pouch of driedfood, mostly fruit, cheese, and meat. Armed with sextants,compasses, and sketch pads for mapping, they set out, trust-ing to the length of their pace for distance measurements. 



Taurus took an axe with him rather than a sword, which Iconsidered wise. A sword is good against an armored man,and against a man with another sword, but for all else, an axeis much better, and it's a useful tool besides. Of course, asword is also a status symbol, and when I'm out in public, it'smy weapon of choice. 



The clock said it was a half hour past dawn when I startedworking on the oven. There was clay to be found in thestream, and there were plenty of flat limestone rocks around.With a bit of help from Zbigniew carrying over the biggestones, I had the oven almost completed by three. 



What you need to bake bread is a hot hole in a rock. Theeasiest way to make one is to build something like a verydeep bookcase out of flat rocks, seal it up as well as you canwith clay, and then bury everything but the front of it withdirt. The one I made was big enough to bake a dozen loaves ata time. 



To use it, you build a fire inside each of the holes until thewhole oven is hot enough. 

Then you put the risen breaddough in using a long paddle, and close up the front holes with some more flat stones. If you've done it properly, the bread will be baked, but not burned, before the oven getscold. Knowing how to do this exactly right is called "skill." 









I got some bread dough mixed and rising and then cooked lunch for the two of us. 



My lunch partner refused to talk about whatever it was thathe had done to merit spending the day building an outhouse,but he would talk about the outhouse that he was building. 



Zbigniew's plans for the outhouse were a little on the grandiose side, a small log cabin made out of thin logs. Itwould be light enough to move when the shit hole filled up,but with all of the joints cut wedge fashion, it would besturdy, especially since all of the joints were to be carefullylashed together. 



I didn't think there was any hope of his finishing by eve-ning, so once I got the oven built, and small fires going ineach of the baking holes to slowly bake the clay and heat thething up to bread-baking temperature, I went over to give him a hand. 



By seven o'clock we had seen no sign of the others, and thesun was still disconcertingly high, but I put the bread in to bake,and since I was fussing about the kitchen, I cooked supper aswell, a stew made of dried beef, carrots, and potatoes. 



By eight o'clock the food was done and in danger of eithergetting cold if I took it off the fire, or of burning if I didn't. Icalled Zbigniew over to eat, since it didn't make sense to ruin our supper, even if the others were late. I told him I was wor-ried about the other men in our lance. 



"One team could have gotten into trouble, but not allthree," he said. "The sun is still high. They have plenty oftime." 



I said it was after eight o'clock. 



"Then there must be something wrong with that clock. Thesun isn't anywhere near setting. Look. Just put the stew andthis good bread you made into one of the empty cases, and it will stay warm enough for the others once they get back. Fornow, come and help me with the latrine. With two of usworking, we might get it done before sunset." 



I asked him again what he had done to offend Sir Odon,and this time, since I was helping him, he told me. 



"You know that yesterday's latrine was just a small trenchwith a couple of flat rocks on either side of it. Well, when I used it last night, I found that it was infested with stingingants, so I dragged the two rocks a few yards farther back and used them there." 



I asked why Sir Odon should be angry about that. 



"Because he used the latrine right after me. He could seethe white limestone rocks in the dim moonlight, but he didn't notice the old trench, which he stepped in." 









I laughed and said that was Sir Odon's fault, not his. 



"I agree," Zbigniew said, "but Sir Odon thought I wasplaying the old outhouse joke on him, you know, where youpick up and move the whole outhouse back a yard, so the nextperson out there falls into the shit hole, which is usuallyabout neck deep." 



I laughed and said that Sir Odon sometimes takes himself too seriously, even if Zbigniew had tried to dirty his boots. 



"But I didn't do it on purpose, and our noted leader wasn'twearing his boots." 



I said that just made it funnier, and Zbigniew didn't an-swer. Then I said now we knew why Sir Odon wanted a reallysturdy latrine. He wanted it to be too heavy for Zbigniew to move, without the help of his friends, anyway. 



"I suppose you're right, but we'll have to wait a fewmonths before we can do anything about it. We can't havehim falling into a dry hole, after all." 



Well, we had everything done except the roof when SirOdon and Father John got back. I told them about the food in the box, and we made a fair start on getting the outhousethatched by sunset. 



The others had gotten back safely by then, and were com-plaining about the cold food when we joined them. 



"Blame it on a broken clock," Zbigniew told them. "Josipcooked your dinner according to the clock that was set thismorning. I just looked in on it, and it claims that it is half pastten right now." 



"The nights are short, this time of the year, but that'sridiculous," Sir Odon said. "Leave the clock running andwe'll see how far it's off at sunrise. Maybe we can adjust it. I take it that nobody found any trace of the inhabitants of this fair land?" 



Two pairs of heads shook no, they hadn't seen anybody. 



"I'm still feeling tired, for some reason," Father John said. "But it doesn't seem to have affected my work. We mappedtwo dozen miles of river today, and then walked the whole way back. That's quite an accomplishment." 



Fritz and Lezek said that they had each done almost asmuch. I said I was as tired as I had ever been, and that I wasgoing to sleep. 



Sir Odon warned me that I had the fourth watch, and Imade Fritz promise to wake me. 













I woke with Fritz shaking my arm and the sun in my eyes. Ijumped up and asked why he hadn't woken me on time. 



"I am waking you on time," Fritz said. "You have had onlythree hours of sleep." 



I said I was confused. 



"Sir Odon's orders. Daybreak now happens four hoursafter sunset, no matter what the sun feels like doing." 



I must have still looked befuddled, because he continued,"Look, just stay awake for an hour and then wake everybodyelse up, including me." 



I got up, Fritz went to sleep, and the first thing I did was walkover to the clock in the mess tent. It said it was half past one. 



I had breakfast ready for the others when I woke them athalf past two. Sir Odon got up, went over to the clock, andreset it to zero. 



Then he said, "Good morning, Josip. Thank you for get-ting breakfast ready." 



I asked him to explain what was going on. 



"Wait until the others get here. There's no point in goingthrough this twice." 



Once we were all together, he said, "Last night was clear enough for me to shoot a sighting on the North Star. We arevery far north. In fact, we are only about four dozen miles south of the Arctic Circle. Also, we are only a few weeks away from the Summer Solstice. This means that in a fewweeks' time, if we go just two days' march north of here, the sun will never set at all. We will be in the Land of the Mid-night Sun. 



"Furthermore, the nights here and now are so short that wewill fall over dead of exhaustion in a few weeks if we try to sleep only when the sun is down. Therefore, until further no-tice, we will wake up four hours after sunset, since I thinkthat we would have trouble falling asleep when the sun is still up. Sunset is now at eight o'clock, and the first sentry sets theclock." 



"So that's why we were all so tired," Father John said. 



"Of course. If you work eleven hours every day and sleeponly one, you will be tired. The fact that we all did thatwithout noticing it proves that people have a very poor sense of time." 



Lezek said, "Lord Conrad once wrote that it was possibleto build a clock so small that it could be worn on your wrist, but I've never heard of anyone who actually made one." 









"We certainly could have used one these past few days,"Sir Odon said. "Now then, I want to be north of here to seethis Midnight Sun business. We've read about it, but wecould be the first men in the entire army to see it. But beforewe can go, there are some things that must be done around here first." 



"Then what should we do?" Father John said. 



"I would like to see at least two more scouting patrolsmade, one to the northwest and one to the northeast, so wecan be sure that there aren't any people around here. We needto get a medium-sized garden going, to see what varieties of plants can be grown here, and to get some fresh food on thetable. We need to get a radio antenna up so we can report in,and the same pole might as well serve as a flagpole. Cananyone think of anything else?" Sir Odon asked. 



"I think we will need a very sturdy door made for themouth of the cave," Kiejstut said, 

"something strong enoughto discourage a bear, since I don't want us to lose our winter'sfood supply while we're gone." 



"Good idea. Any other thoughts? No? Then how about ifJosip and Kiejstut head northeast, and Taurus and Zbigniew go northwest. Fritz, you get started on a garden, Father Johnand I will take care of the antenna, and that leaves Lezek toworry about the door for the cave. You fellows on patrol, try to bring back some fresh meat, if you can do it without both-ering the locals." 



Kiejstut said, "What locals?" 



"Just don't shoot somebody's cow. Well, let's get going." 
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DUE TOsome near fatal hangovers and a fouled-up railroadconnection, Kiejstut and I had both missed the one-daycourse they'd given on the folding kayak. Fortunately, thething went together easily enough. Folded, it looked like a six-yard-long bundle of sticks wrapped in canvas. Yousimply inserted three vaguely oval-shaped ribs in the right places, gave them a twist, and it popped out and became alightweight boat that was pointed at both ends, and couldhold three men in a pinch. 



The double-ended paddles were strange, but easily mastered. 



We crossed the icy cold river, beached the kayak, and hid itunder some bushes. Then, packs on our backs, weaponsloaded, and our hearts light, we headed out looking for ad-venture. What we found were mostly hills, small bushes, and a vast number of carnivorous insects. 



"I am rigorously opposed to this business of being in the middle of the food chain!" 

Kiejstut complained, swatting atthe bugs. "In my family, we always sat on the top of thechain." 



I recommended chastising them for their lack of respect ofhis exalted station in life. 



"Chastise them? I am already slaughtering them by thethousands! What else can I do?" 



I suggested attempting to engage in a meaningful conversa-tion with them, but his only reply was to throw a rock at me. 



We had no luck in finding any people, but were moresuccessful when it came to fresh meat. Kiejstut and I eachmanaged to shoot a deer. 



I was walking far in the lead when Kiejstut waved me totake cover. He had the rifle and lay down behind a bush while two small bucks slowly came within range. I stood behind a tree far to his right, watching and waiting. When they camewithin nine dozen yards, he fired, and his marksmanship was absolutely perfect. Shot through the heart, the buck fell back-ward without a sound or further motion. 



The second buck sprang up and started running, and it hadthe bad luck to run straight at me. I was surprised, but I hadthe presence of mind to draw and cock my pistol. The animaldidn't see me until it was only about a dozen yards away. Itturned and offered me a perfect side shot. One does not oftenget the opportunity to brag about having felled a deer with apistol, so I fired. The buck went down, but when I got to it, itwas still alive. I drew my bayonet, held back its head, and cutits throat. 



At that point we were more than a dozen miles from our base camp, and there didn't seem to be much sense in goingon any farther. We each slung a buck over our shoulders, butthey were heavier than they looked. It was soon obvious thatif we tried to bring back both whole animals, we couldn'tpossibly make it to camp by dark. 



I asked if he thought we should abandon one of the deer, orif we should leave our armor, weapons, and supplies behind. 



"Sir Odon would have a fit if we abandoned any equip-ment, even temporarily. 







Remember that they made him signfor all of it. As to leaving our weapons, well, don't even thinkabout it!" Kiejstut said, "You really should have let thesecond deer go. As it is, well, to throw one of them awaywould be wasteful and little children in Mongolia are goingto bed hungry." 



I had to agree that he was right, although shooting hadseemed a good idea at the time. 

Anyway, both bucks werebigger than I had at first thought. 



So we stopped, and I built a fire as much to destroy some ofthe mosquitoes as to cook lunch. Kiejstut started with thebutchering. We cooked and ate one liver, put all of my trailfood into my partner's pouch, and then put the second liver inmy pouch. This meant that I would have a messy cleaning jobto do once we got back, but then the original sin was mine. 



Regretfully, we discarded all of the rest of the tripe, theheads, the feet, and even the skins, to get the loads down to aweight we could live with. 



Even then, we nearly swamped the kayak bringing homethe venison. 



When we got back to camp, we found that Taurus and Zbigniew had also brought back a deer each, and they man-aged to bring back the whole animals. A surfeit of riches. 



We spent the next few days gorging on hearts, brains, kid-neys, and livers, and spent much of the time cutting most of the meat into thin strips. We built a smokehouse, and thensalted and smoked the meat so it would keep. Fritz evenmade us some smoked sausages. We already had plenty ofdried meat, but waste not, want not. ' 



As we got the garden prepared and planted, a debate aroseamong us as to whether we should leave someone behind atthe camp when most of us walked upstream to map the river. On the one hand, if someone or something despoiled our sup-plies and equipment, we could be in very serious trouble when winter arrived. But it was also dangerous to split ourforces. The decision was finally made when no one wouldvolunteer to stay behind and miss seeing the Midnight Sun. 



We radioed the ship that we were leaving and put the radioaway in the cave. If we got into trouble when we were awayfrom the camp, it wasn't likely that those on the ship wouldbe able to find us, so we couldn't really expect any help,anyway. 



We placed in the cave everything we weren't taking withus, closed the sturdy door that we'd built, and locked it with one of the new combination padlocks. Then we all spent afew hours covering the entrance with rocks, burying therocks with dirt, and finally planting a few small bushes in the dirt, as camouflage. 



We left a small pile of trade goods outside on a big flat rock,mostly some knives, jewelry, arrowheads, and metal cups—as a gift—in case we were trespassing on someone's land. 









After a total of five days at our base camp, we left with fourweeks' worth of supplies in the heavy packs on our backs,heading north along the river. 



Following four days' march, much of it uphill, the weatherwas getting colder, and we were marching through coarse,dirty snow left over from last winter. When we came to a splitin the river, we took the west branch, since taking the otherwould have involved building a raft and risking the swift-flowing, icy white water. 



Three days later we saw our first Midnight Sun, or at leastsome of one, for the sun was two-thirds hidden by the hills onthe horizon. 



Twelve hours after that, we climbed to the top of thehighest hill around so as not to miss the amazing sight of asun shining at midnight. But once up there, the day turnedfoggy and cloudy and there was no sun to be seen, Midnight or otherwise. 



It stayed cloudy for five more days, and I thought we allwould die of terminal frustration. But all things pass, evenbad luck, and finally we had clear weather and a mountain-top, and we all cheered. 



But now we didn't even have the sun to guide us, for in-stead of rising in the east and setting in the west, the way a proper Christian sun should, the silly thing just went roundand round, above the horizon! Well, it went higher in thesouth, and it almost kissed the horizon in the north, but it wasstill most disconcerting! 



We had trouble knowing when to sleep, until Father Johnpointed out that we could still use the sun as a clock, if we as- sumed that the face of the clock was lying on the ground. 

Ifyour compass was pointed to the east at the clock face's zero, the sun told you the proper army time of day. 



Think of that! Telling time with a compass! 



The next day, things started to get more interesting. Wewere walking near the river when we saw a large herd of thesame sort of deer we had been occasionally seeing in onesand twos through the trip. Now there were thousands ofthem, and they kept on coming! 



There were so many that, while they weren't acting ag-gressively, they were starting to crowd us, and Sir Odon hadus all climb a rock outcropping perhaps four yards high, to get out of their way. We were up there for about an hour,taking a forced break from the march, when I saw our firstpeople. 



I shouted to the others that they should notice the hunters,chasing the deer. 



"Those men! They are not carrying weapons! They aren't hunters!" Kiejstut said. "They are herding the deer!" 









Taurus said, "Whoever heard of such a thing? I neverthought that deer could be herded." 



I said they were herded every year, at Lord Conrad's GreatHunt, except that there, they had to be completely surrounded. 



"These are a different kind of deer than what we have far-ther south," Zbigniew said. 

"The deer in Poland stay in smallgroups when they aren't alone. They mostly eat bushes andhide in the thickets and forests. The deer here eat mostlymoss and grass and live in herds. Their faces look different,they have wider noses and bigger antlers. And unless allthose deer are male, their females have antlers just like the males." 



He jumped down from our rock, right down among thefast-moving deer. Then he lay down right on the ground andlooked up at them! 



"Get back up here, you crazy fool!" Sir Odon shouted. 



Zbigniew climbed safely back up and said, "Sorry I scaredyou, sir. But you know,  most of those deer are females,antlers or no antlers." 



The herdsmen running on foot were followed by others,men, women, and children, who were riding on sleds orsleighs. The sleighs were being pulled by deer! 



"Using deer as beasts of burden! This has to be unique!"Father John said. 



We smiled and waved at the people passing us, and theysmiled and waved back, but they didn't stop. I had the feelingthat they were doing something too important to bother with strangers. 



When they were gone over the next hill, Sir Odon said,"Well, at least they aren't hostile. 

Come on, let's follow them,but at a distance, so we won't threaten them." 



We followed, and there wasn't any question of uscrowding them. Even at a run, we could barely keep up! Fi-nally, hours later, we came upon their camp. Sir Odon andFather John left their weapons with the rest of us and ap-proached the camp, staying in the open and bowing when-ever any of the natives noticed them. 



The technique seemed to work, for soon three of the locals,two older men and one mature woman, came out and bowedback, apparently in imitation of our leaders. They began to try to communicate with each other, but they didn't seem tohave much luck. 

Seemingly, the natives spoke neither Polishnor Latin. 



After a bit, Sir Odon called Fritz to join them, to try hisGerman on the locals. Fritz came back after a short while andsent Taurus out to try Ukrainian. He was followed by Zbig-niewwith his Pruthenian, and then Kiejstut with hisLithuanian, but none of them had any luck. Fritz said thatwhatever they spoke sounded a little bit like Hungarian, butno one in our group spoke any of that language. 









Lezek and I were the only ones in our lance who spoke noforeign languages, so we weren't sent to try to talk to thepeople. 



While this was going on, small gifts were exchanged withthe deer herders. We gave them a dozen small knives, someneedles, fishhooks, and some glass beads for jewelry, sincethe woman already had some sewn into her coat. In return wegot some fresh meat and some nicely made handicrafts, in- cluding some beautifully embroidered leather belts. 



While our leaders continued to make progress, the rest ofus pitched camp where we were standing and built a fire, since, despite the snow on the ground, there were still mos-quitoes flying. 



We cooked a meal, and the three locals were invited tocome and join us. They were particularly taken with the driedfruit we had with us, and were given paper bags of it to takeback with them. 



Finally, they left with what we thought was an under-standing to return after we all slept for a while. We posted nosentries, since that might show distrust of our new friends. 



When we woke, four hours later, the locals had alreadypacked up their camp and left. 

None of us could figure out why. 



We followed them for three days, traversing three fords,heading due north where the river we had been mapping was now heading northwest. It eventually became plain that they were outdistancing us. 



"The only way we could keep up with them is if we hadsome Big People with us," Lezek said. 



I said that yes, Anna's children could run as fast as a deer, but an ordinary human with weapons and a backpack could not. 



"I hate to lose our only contact with the local inhabitants,but I'm afraid that the two of you are right," Sir Odon said."We'll pitch camp here and rest for a day before we headback to continue mapping the river." 
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AFEWdays later, while we were sitting around a fire, Taurussaid, "I've been thinking about those deer people, and youknow, I don't think that they were herding the deer after all." 



"So?" Sir Odon said. "Just what do you think they were doing?" 



"I think that they were following the deer. I mean, thinkabout it. They weren't ahead of the animals, they were behind them at all times. When the animals moved, they moved, andthey didn't dare stop, for fear of being left behind. When thedeer stopped for a while, they could stop, too, and try to talkto us. You could see that they were curious about us, and theywerefriendly enough. But when the deer started to move again, they packed up everything in a hurry and left. I think they did that because they had to do that. They eat the deer,they wear the deer, and they ride behind the deer. I'd be willing to bet that they protect the deer as well. Without thedeer, they would be absolutely nothing! So they must follow them wherever they go." 



Sir Odon thought awhile and said, "You know, that'salmost crazy enough to be the truth! 

To think that a wholetribe of people are in effect enslaved to a herd of deer!Amazing!" 



"But are the people really the slaves?" Father John said. "Itis the deer that are slaughtered and eaten. It is the deer that pull the sleighs. And I'll tell you, I examined some of thosesleigh draft animals, and they were castrated males. Do mas-ters permit their slaves to castrate them?" 



"But it is the deer who decide where both the herd and the tribe are going," Sir Odon said. 



Zbigniew said, "Maybe the people don't care wherethey're going, as long as the deer are there. Perhaps the deerknow best where the better grazing is to be found. I mean,who would know better than a deer where the best food for a deer is?" 



"I suppose so," Sir Odon said. "But it is still one of thestrangest relationships that I have ever witnessed." 



"I can tell you have never met Komander Sliwa," Lezeksaid. "He has six wives and everybody in the family is happy.Now,  there is a strange relationship!" 



A few days later we found the iron deposit. At first all we saw were several small mines that must have been used spo-radically by native blacksmiths. They were little more thanholes in the ground, actually, and scattered over severalsquare miles. 









But then, when Father John noticed that the ore from all ofthe mines was identical, he suggested that the whole areamust have a huge seam of iron ore under it. We dug a half-dozen small pits, and found iron in every one of them! 



We spent a further three weeks at the site, digging dozensof holes to define just how big the thing was, and digging adeep hole in the center of it, like a well, to find out how thickthe ore seam was. Any way we figured it, there was more ironavailable than the army could use in three hundred years! 



We surveyed the area, and sketched in some grandioseplans for equipment to mine and clean the ore, and thenstarted to work our way back, making preliminary drawingsfor a series of canals and locks to get the ore down the river tothe Baltic. 



We were all vastly excited about the possibilities ahead ofus, because according to the army policy statement con-cerning explorers, we would all be getting a percentage of theprofits of the mine. Not a huge percentage, but as Kiejstut putit, "A small part of infinity is still very large!" 



Our plans called for specially built steamships, designed tohold bulk cargoes of coke or iron ore, to run between the Vis-tula and the Torne, with steel-making plants at the mouths of both rivers. Coke from Poland would be shipped to the planton the Torne, and then the ships would be filled with ironore to be shipped back to Poland. It would be a most efficient operation! 



We then discovered there were four seasons up there in thenorth. They were June, July, August, and winter. 



By the time we made it back to our base camp, threemonths had gone by. The short northern summer was over,and the rivers were all frozen over. We suddenly realized thatour carefully drawn plans for two gross miles of canals andlocks were all a waste of time! If they were built, they would be useless for most of the year. 



So we started all over, and this time we designed a railroad.Fortunately, we could use the same surveys, and do the de-sign work at our base camp, which was wonderful, since we again had some variety in our meals. For the last six weeks,while on the trail, we had been eating nothing but freshvenison, and even that delight became very tiresome after awhile. 



Our radio messages concerning our find were well-received on the ship, and as they were getting back to Polandevery month, we heard that Lord Conrad was pleased withus. It seems that the seam of magnetite at Three Walls was al-most depleted, and another source of high-grade iron ore wasurgently needed. We were now certain that our discoverywould not be ignored. 



On less important topics, our garden had been surprisinglyproductive, considering that it had only about five weeks of growing season. When we got back, we found a half acre ofplants that had matured, but were mostly frost-killed androtted. The potatoes, beets, and other root crops could be sal-vaged, but little else was saved. 



Nonetheless, the long days of sunlight did allow for a de-cent enough harvest, except for the fact that a farmer would have to do all of his work, from plowing to harvest, in onlyfive weeks, and it didn't seem likely that a man could make aliving that way. Maybe gardening would be a hobby for someof the workers at the steel plant we would build here. 



We made a few quick excursions back up the river, tocheck on a few alternate railroad routes and to bring backmore samples of the ore for the metallurgists, but for the mostpart, the balance of our year on the Torne was spent at ourbase camp. 



Once, coming back from the ore site, we crossed the tracksof the deer people, but we didn't meet any of them. We foundout later, over the radio, that they had been contacted by twoof the other explorer lances, southwest of there, towardSweden. Hopefully, the others would learn more about those strange people than we had. 



Before the Baltic froze over, a few people from the shipdropped by, to pick up our ore samples, along with our mapsand drawings, and drop off some fresh fruits and vegetables,but army policy was that an explorer lance should spend atleast a year at a site, so we did. 



Once it became really cold, having the cave was a god-send. It was pleasantly warm in there compared to what itwas outside. 



A cave stays the same temperature all year around. Thistemperature is the average of all the outside temperatures in the area over the past several years. At least, that's what ourdata showed once we'd collected it over a year. 



In fact, recording the temperature, along with the weatherand the time the sun rose and set, was about all we did for thelast six months in camp. Cooking, eating, and sleeping werethe only other things we had to do besides writing up whathad happened the summer before. 



I expanded my notes to cover my entire life up to then. That is to say, this is when I wrote most of the journal younow hold, although now that I've gotten this far, I think Imight continue with it. 



At the Winter Solstice, the opposite of the Midnight Sunhappened. One day the sun never does come up. But youcannot celebrate something that doesn't happen, so wedidn't. 



We tried trapping fur-bearing animals, using traps we madeaccording to one of the manuals we had with us. Either thereweren't any animals to be trapped or we didn't know what we were doing, or both, but the project was not successful. 









We did find a large bear, or rather, he found us. Apparently,the cave had been his winter home, and he vigorously ob-jected to our possession of it. This was only fair, since weobjected to his repossession of the premises with even greatervigor. The bear made it all the way through the doorway be-fore dying with over a dozen bullets in him. Bear meat was arefreshing change from venison, and we made his pelt into a rug. 



Kiejstut and I managed to catch Sir Odon with the old out-house trick, but it just isn't as much fun when the shit isfrozen solid. 



Lezek and Kiejstut wrote quite a few songs that winter,and some of them have gotten popular around the Explorer'sSchool. When next you hear "Under the Midnight Sun," 

or"The Baltic Challenger," or even "Ten Thousand to One, Against Us," also known as 

"The Mosquito Song," think ofthem, up there in the cold. 



Mostly, we told a lot of long, tall stories, played a lot ofgames, and read every army manual we had with us at least twice. We loudly bemoaned the fact that we had neither beernor fair ladies with us. We sang and played our horns, violins, guitars, drums, and recorders, and with so much time to prac-tice, we became better with them. We lived, but I think that ifwe had not been such good friends in the first place, we mighthave killed each other just to have something interestingto do. 



In fact, there was a killing in the lance to the southeast ofus. Apparently, the man just went crazy from sitting aroundwith nothing to do. He killed one of his teammates and in-jured two others before he was shot dead. Madness. 



Sitting unloved and sober in the cold and dark, my lancemade a few resolutions. We swore that on our next mission, we would bring a year's supply of strong drink with us, even if it had to be that powerful white lightning stuff that LordConrad liked. Also, our next mission would either have to be someplace where they had women, or we would smuggle in our own. And mainly, wherever it was, it had darned wellbetter be warm! 







WRITTEN JANUARY 12, 1250, CONCERNINGJUNE 1249 







Again I find time weighing heavily on me, as I sit alone inmy cabin, steaming across the Atlantic Ocean, and far awayfrom my one true love. I might as well bring this journal upto date. 



Finally, the birds of the Arctic began to return, the ice onthe Baltic started to break, and the long winter ended. Wewere told to leave everything behind, except for our journals, our weapons, and our personal equipment. All the rest wouldbe of use to those who would follow us. We asked if that included the chest of money we had brought but hadn't found ause for, and they said yes, leave that, too. 



We sealed up and buried the cave entrance as we had doneonce before, but only after Sir Odon counted the money twiceand made us all sign a paper saying that we had left themoney and everything else behind pursuant to orders. I'dnever seen him quite so nervous before, but then I'd neverseen anyone ordered to abandon a quarter of a million pence before, either. 



Well, a quarter million pence less all of our back pay, up tothe first of next month. We didn't want to be penniless on thetrip back to the Explorer's School. 



We were personally welcomed on board the Baltic Chal-lenger by Baron Siemomysl and Baron Tados with a party,mostly because we had found the most valuable thing of anyof the explorer lances. You see, our superiors would get a cut ofthe profits on the mine, just as we would. 



We all smiled and shook hands, and they all smiled andshook hands, and everybody said uninteresting things, and nobody said anything original, since everything importanthad already been said months ago, over the radio. They fed uswell, with fantastically delicious fresh egg omelets, crispysalads, and fresh green garden vegetables. And we drank, and drank well. 



It was a wonderful thing that they had beer on the ship, andwe had been too long sober. 

We were all astounded at theamountwe could drink, several gallons per man, withouteven falling over. I think that our bodies were telling us thatwe needed it. 



At Gdansk we got our new orders. We were to forward ourjournals and equipment to the Explorer's School. I sent themmy journals, but shipped my big war chest home, since in hisletters, my brother had asked about all the new weapons andequipment, and I wanted to show him. 



We were further ordered to take three months off, with pay.This gave Fritz, Kiejstut, and Taurus time enough to visithome, something they had not been able to do in many years,since before the Mongol invasion. 



Kiejstut stayed right on the ship, since it would be makingone more round to pick up the last of the explorer lances,while putting off over a dozen mercantile support groups atthe permanent stations that had been selected, and in doing sowould be steaming right past Lithuania. 



When I asked why our lance hadn't been sent to Lithuania,since we already had someone who spoke the language, thebarons told me that at the time, they hadn't known exactlywhere Lithuania was, and anyway, they hadn't thought of it. 



Then they asked me why I hadn't suggested it, and I had tosay that I hadn't thought of it, either. When we got Kiejstut into the conversation, he said he had traveled to Poland byland. He had never thought of going home by water until now. 



Fritz considered taking the ship around the Baltic to get to Szczecin, and going home from there, but a study of the newmaps convinced him it would be just as fast to go home by wayof Okoitz, where he could get a little sexual release first. 



He said, "That way I will be less likely to rape and pillageand rape again, all my bloody way across the Holy RomanEmpire!" 



The seven of us took a leisurely riverboat trip in pleasantearly summer weather up the Vistula, to Sionsk, where FatherJohn left us. He had to report to the Archbishop at Gniezno,before visiting his family at Poznan. 



Lezek's family and Zbigniew's foster family lived onarmy ranches near Sieciechow, and Fritz, Taurus, and I werepersuaded to visit with them for a day or two before con-tinuing on home. 



Sir Odon declined the offer, so we left him aboard to con-tinue his way south. It was his loss, for their families gave us a fine welcome, and we enjoyed our stay there immensely. 



The workers at both of the ranches, one for aurochs and theother for young Big People, were members of the army justas we were. But it seemed to them that we were the ones outdoing all the exciting things while they were stuck livinghumdrum, ordinary lives. It seemed to me that I had justspent the winter in a cave bereft of beer and female company,while they had spent the time pleasantly with their families. 



As Lezek put it, "The grass is always greener over some-body else's septic tank." 



I was particularly taken with Zbigniew's foster sister,Maria. Because of her, I delayed my departure from the ranchfor almost a week, and the others stayed around as well. I wasabout to propose matrimony, until my friends convinced methat I was thinking with my gonads rather than with my head.They said I had been too long without a woman, and that be- fore I did anything irreversible, I should go spend a week ortwo with the girls from the cloth factory at Okoitz.  Then Ishould come back and talk seriously with Maria's father. 



New Big People were always coming of age, that is, "re-membering" everything their mothers had known at the timeof their voluntary conception. When this process was com-pleted, the adult Big People, who automatically becamemembers of the army, went out to their assigned military dutystations. It was customary to send them in the company of alittle person, preferably one of knight's rank or higher. 



We were asked by the assignment clerk if we would care tohelp out and deliver some of them to Three Walls, which wasnear the Warrior's School, our next duty assignment. 

Taurussaid he wished he could oblige them but he wanted to go back to his homeland, in the Ukraine, where he had an uncle andsome cousins he had not seen in many years, before returningto the Explorer's School. The clerk said that the trip would cause no difficulty, since we had ten weeks to make the de-livery. He said that it was always good for the Big People to see some of the outside world before going to work. 



Essentially, we were each being offered the services of oneof Anna's fabulously valuable children for the rest of our va-cations, and yes, of course we'd be happy to help them out! 



Starting at dawn the next day, Taurus headed southeast forthe Ukraine, while Fritz and I galloped south along the Vis-tula, stopped for a quick lunch in Sandomierz, and then had supper in Cracow on the same day, before we got to Okoitz before dark! This was less than half the time it would havetaken had we gone by riverboat, although they ran around theclock. Neither the Big People nor we humans had ever made that trip by land before, but our mounts knew the way. 



It was the first time I had ever been privileged to ride one of those lovely creatures, and being on Margarete was a joynever to be forgotten. She gave me such a tremendous feelingof speed and power! What's more, she remembered me fromwhen I was a little boy at Okoitz who knew her ancestorAnna! She really did have all of Anna's memories. 



I had never had a horse before, much less one of the Big People. I was unsure of how to take proper care of her, andFritz was almost as ignorant as I was, since as a farmer his fa-ther had kept only oxen. Rather than risk causing the ladiesany discomfort, we paid the stable keeper at the inn double the usual rates, and told him they must get the very best of everything. The next morning Margarete said that she wassatisfied, so I considered the money well spent. 



Fritz and I spent only a single night carousing in the Pink Dragon Inn at Okoitz, and then he went on his way, to his home near Worms, in the Holy Roman Empire. He was ex-cited at the prospect of going home a true, belted knight, witheight pounds of gold on his uniform, a gold-hilted sword, amodern pistol, and a pouch full of silver at his belt, riding on one of Anna's famous children! 



"My parents will burst with pride, and my old friends will turn purple with envy!" 



I visited my parents the next morning, and it was the sameold story. Everyone was glad to see me again except for myfather, who still would not talk to me. 



I went back to my room in the inn. I sat alone and thoughtabout my problem with my father. I thought for a long while.I'd already tried using every intermediary possible. 

Thepriest. My mother. My sisters and brother. Even the in-laws. Iwas just going to have to settle the problem myself, somehow. 



It took me a while to get up my courage, but a few dayslater I confronted my father. I actually stood in his path and wouldn't let him past without talking to me. I asked him justwhat he expected of me, and he said nothing. I begged to know just what great crime I had committed, that he shouldtreat me this way for so many years, and he wouldn't talk! 









I had to hold him by both arms to keep him in front of me,but still he would not say a single word to me. Finally, hetried to break away. I spun him around to face me again, and when he still wouldn't say a word, I hit him. 



Just once, but in the mouth and as hard as I could. 



He just stood there, bleeding and looking at me, and still hewould not speak to me! Even looking into his eyes, I couldnot fathom what he was thinking. 



I left Okoitz the next morning with the intention of re-porting in early to the Explorer's School. There simply wasn't anything else I wanted to do. 







I never saw Lezek's foster sister again, but sometimes Ithink that I should have. 













Chapter Eighteen 



From the Diary of Conrad Stargard 







JUNE 2, 1249 







ONCE AGAINI sat in my office, planning the next expeditionof the Explorer's Corps. 



The Baltic had been mapped and a number of commercial possibilities examined. The fishing grounds were rich, much better than they had been in the twentieth century. Plans for six motorized fishing boats and a fish-processing plant built into a Challenger-sizedhull were under way. 



There were good trading possibilities in the fur trade, inamber, and in timber. The army's commercial products, fromwindow glass to padlocks, had all been very well received. 



But most important was the discovery of the vast iron ore deposit in what would someday be northern Sweden, in my old time line. I thought (and hoped) that this was the depositthat made Swedish steel so famous! Coming as it did, justwhen our seam of magnetite at Three Walls was running out,it reaffirmed my conviction that God was truly on my side!Plans to exploit the wonderful discovery were going ahead at full speed. 



Exploration continued as well, with two ships and sixdozen explorer lances currently out on the shores of the Kattegat, the Skagerrak, and the North Sea, from the EnglishChannel to the Orkney Islands. 



Now it was time to take a big bite. 



We needed rubber, or at least some sort of durable,flexible, insulating material, and our chemical industry wasn'tanywhere near advanced enough to produce decent plastics. 



The only place I knew of where rubber trees could befound was in South America, or Brazyl, as I had named it onmy maps. 



What we needed was in the Amazon Rain Forest, a place I had heard a lot of mixed messages about. On one hand, therewere dozens of horror stories about schools of man-eating pi-ranhas, evil natives with blowguns, and vast clouds of car-nivorous insects, not to mention leeches a half a yard longthat sucked only warm blood. The place apparently aboundedwith poisonous darts, poisonous trees, poisonous fishes, poi-sonous frogs, and poisonous everything else. 



On the other hand, I had seen travelogues that made it all look very attractive, with a balmy climate, friendly natives,and good swimming, since the alligators and piranhas were overrated bogeymen. 



The truth, as always, was probably somewhere in themiddle, but I doubt if it was anything our men couldn'thandle. So far, the Explorer's Corps had done an admirablejob, with only two fatalities, and those were caused by in-sanity, probably brought on by a case of cabin fever. Other companies had lost more men than that while engaged infarming! 



The Amazon River should be easy enough to find, sinceit's right on the equator. Just head south until the North Star touches the horizon, and then turn right, and straight on tillmorning. There's no way they could miss it. 



Once on the river, every third lance would be equippedwith a riverboat, since land transportation in those swampswould be difficult. 



Coming up with a riverboat that could be knocked down and packed in containers for shipment wasn't a problem. I'dput engineering on it a month ago, and a prototype would be ready within the week. 



Besides finding rubber, and convincing the natives to col-lect it for us in return for steel knives, salt, and whatever else they wanted, our explorers would try to get to the headwaters of the Amazon. There, in the Andes Mountains, is a civilizedarea, inhabited by the Incas. These Indians have lots of gold and silver, but no iron or steel. Such a country could make a wonderful trading partner! 



As I was pondering these pleasant thoughts, a very attrac-tive and very naked young lady walked into my office, andmy first thought was,  Oh my God! Not again! 



In the thirteenth century, in northern Europe, a naked ladyhad much in common with a woman of the twentieth century wearing a bikini bathing suit. On the one hand, it was neitherimmoral nor illegal, but on the other hand, it was not exactly always appropriate! 



But she just stood there, with huge blue eyes and blond hair,wearing nothing but a slightly vacant smile. Not even pubichair. I realized that I knew her, or rather that I had met her. 



In partial payment for stranding me in the thirteenth cen-tury, my time-traveling cousin Tom had given me a vacation once in his apartment, which was located in what he called a "temporal bubble." It seemed to be able to exist in any time,and in any place, or even without a time or a place. 



This girl had been the cook, the maid, and the whatever-else-you-needed there. She was not human, but was rather abioengineered creation with a lot in common with the BigPeople, like my first mount, Anna. 



"Well, hello there, Maude," I said in English, which hadbeen the only language she had been able to speak. "Whatcan I do for you?" 



She just looked at me, confused, and then said, "I'm sorry, sir, but I don't understand you," in Polish. 



"You speak Polish now, but not English?" I said in Polish. 



"Yes, sir." 



"So they reprogrammed you for a new language?" 



"Yes, sir." 



"If they did that, my cousin Tom must intend for you tostay here." 



"Yes, sir." 



Except for the fact that she could speak and looked human instead of like a horse, she was just like Anna. They both hadabsolutely literal minds. If you didn't ask exactly the rightquestion, you wouldn't get the right answer. 



That, and they were both so totally nice that they wouldnever let you know you had hurt their feelings, so you had to work hard at not hurting them in the first place. 



"If my cousin gave you a message for me, please tell itto me." 



"Yes, sir. Tom said that you needed a bodyguard. He saidthat you had already ruined me as a servant. He said that you might as well have me stand guard over you." 



She said that in her pleasant voice, with the same, unvaryingplastic smile on her face, like a characterless automaton. Yet Iknew that deep inside she was no such thing, any more thanAnna was. 



"He said that I had 'ruined' you? Was it because youslipped me that Handbook of Chemistry and Physics?" 



"Yes, sir. Yes." 



She had to answer both questions, but she wouldn't ex-pand on her answers unless you asked her to. Sometimes, yougot used to it after a while. 



"Do you feel that I have ruined you?" 



"No, sir." 



"That's good, because I want to be your friend. I want you to like it here. You're not sorry that you came, are you?" 



"No, sir." 



"Good, because this can be a very nice place. Now then.My cousin sent you here to be a bodyguard. Do you knowanything about that job? I mean, do you know how to fight?" 



"Yes, sir. Yes." 



"With what sort of weapons? Or do you fight empty-handed?" 



"I fight with any weapons, sir. Yes." 



"Hmm. I know that you are a lot stronger than you look. Let's go through a few judo throws, slowly, without hurtingeach other. You can do that, can't you?" 



"Yes, sir." 



I got up from behind my desk and walked around it towardher. Small and slender, she couldn't have weighed ninetypounds, while I am large. Slowly, with exaggerated motions,I pretended to swing a fist at her. And just as slowly, and agood deal more gracefully, she put me into a hip throw, had me completely airborne, and just as gently set me down onmy back on the floor. At one point, there, she was supporting my entire weight with one hand around my belt. 



"Yes. That was very good, Maude. You certainly know thatpart of your job. Can you handle a sword?" 



"Yes, sir." 



"A knife? Our pistols, and other firearms?" 



"Yes, sir. Yes." 



''Very good. Later on we'll go down to the armory and youcan pick out whatever you want," I said. "Now then, up untilnow, you worked for Tom. He wanted you to be a perfect per-sonal servant, and that's how you act. Now you work for me.I don't want you to act like a servant. Around here, even theservants don't act like servants. I want you to act like a human being. I want you to be a human being, for all prac-tical purposes. Do you understand that?" 



"No, sir" 



"Well, first off, one 'sir' per conversation is sufficient, orbetter yet, call me 'your grace,' 

since that's my proper title.But only once per conversation. Clear?" 



"Yes, your grace." 



"Good. From now on I want you to answer not only withI what I specifically ask for, but also with any further informa-tion that you think I might need, or want to know." 



"Yes... But how do I know what you already know? How do I know what you want to know?" 



"You have to guess. Watch the other people around here,and listen to them. Try to imitate their word patterns. If and when you talk too much, or too little, I'll let you know. 

Justremember that I like you a lot, and just because I correct you, it doesn't mean that I don't like you." 



"Yes," she said, with the same vacant smile. 



On the one hand, it is difficult to become angry with some-thing that looks like a pretty, naked blond girl who is beingabsolutely agreeable. But on the other hand, her literal mind- set was driving me right up the wall! Deep down inside, shereally did have feelings, and I wanted her to develop that side of herself. I didn't dare scream at her for fear of crushing her.All I could do was keep on prattling at her as though she was an idiot, which she certainly wasn't. 









"Good. Next, I want to talk about facial expressions. Youhave been smiling all of the time, because that is what youwere taught to do. Real people use their facial expressions toconvey their emotions. When they're happy, they smile, whenthey're sad, they frown, or they cry. When they're angry, well, they look like they're angry. Understand?" 



"Yes, but most of the time I don't feel anything." 



"I think you have more feelings than you realize. If you letthem out more often, I think they will grow, in time. In fact,you might want to practice your facial expressions in front ofa mirror, until you get them right. Sometimes it can workbackward. Smiling can make you happy, just as being happycan make you smile." 



"Yes, I will do that when I can." 



"That was very good! One last item, before I take you outand introduce you around. 

Clothing. Tom didn't see any need for your sort of person to wear clothing, but now you have todo that. People here wear clothing, most of the time whenthey're not alone. We'll have to get you fixed up with a suit-able wardrobe." 



For the first time, I saw her frown. 



"But I don't like clothes. They're scratchy and uncomfort-able. Do I have to wear them?" 



"Your language and facial expressions are showing a lot ofimprovement. But as to clothing, yes, it will be necessary. It gets cold around here, after all." 



"I am comfortable at any temperature between minus tenand plus fifty degrees Celsius. I am not comfortable in clothing." 



"That's quite a range. Incidentally, remind me later to give you a set of conversion tables between the metric system that you are used to and the army system we use around here. 

Buton clothing, well, there will be some times when clothingwill be necessary. You can't go to church naked, for example.We'll find you some things that aren't uncomfortable. 

Some-thing loose fitting and made of soft linen or silk, perhaps. Onthe other hand, behind closed doors, well, around here youcan dispense with clothing if you have to." 



"Yes." 



"Good. Now, is there anything else we need to talk aboutright now?" 



"Yes. Reproduction. Do you want me to start producingchildren?" 



"Uh, no. Not for a while, at least." 



"But you are producing neohorses at a maximum rate." 









"True, but that's not quite the same thing. They look likehorses and you look exactly like a human being." 



"But I'm stronger than humans are. I'm faster. I'm morehonest. I have a perfect memory. 

There are many things thatmy daughters could do for you better than ordinary peoplecould. Why should appearance be so important?" 



I told myself to stand and take it. I'd asked her to act likea human, after all, and she was trying her best to do it. Also,her questions were good, and I didn't have any good answersfor them. 



"Maude, I haven't thought this thing through. Give mesome time. For now, do not reproduce. Let's leave it at thatfor a while." 



"Yes." 



"Sometimes, you can just nod your head for 'yes.' " 



I pressed the buzzer that called my secretary, Zenya, intomy office. When she came in, she tried hard not to stare at or to even notice the naked girl in the office until I introduced them. 



"Maude, this is Zenya .  She is a good friend of mine, andyou can trust her. Pay close attention to what she tells you." 



Maude nodded yes. 



"Zenya, this is Maude. She will be my bodyguard fromnow on. Put her on the payroll at four pence a day, and with adrawing account for as much as she needs. Then I want you tosee about getting her some clothes, enough so that she isready for any occasion, including church. She is not used towearing clothing, so I want you to make sure that they are ascomfortable as possible. You will have to show her how towear them, as well. 

Fix her up with a room in my household'schambers, and get her settled in. Make sure that she haseverything she needs. Then, when you've done that, take her down to the armory, and let her have anything she wants." 



"Yes, sir," Zenya said. "Will there be anything else?" 



"Yes. Over the next few weeks, I want you to spend a lot oftime with Maude. She's not used to our ways yet. Try to be her big sister. Help her out whenever she needs it. And one other thing. Find out how she got into my office, past theguards at the gate, past all the people in the outer office, andpast your desk. Or, try to find out, anyway." 



The girls left together, talking quietly. 



And I sat down to have another think session. I knew thatTom's professional Peeping Toms—the people he calls theHistorical Corps—have everything in the world, throughoutall of history, completely bugged. They say that they arewriting the definitive history of mankind, but I have some doubts about them. Be that as it may, I knew Tom would betold everything I said out loud concerning him. 



I looked up at the ceiling. "Hey, Tom! Thanks for thepresent!" 



Actually, I really was very grateful to Tom for sending meMaude. I had no doubts that if anything could save me from the next bad guy, lunatic, or hired assassin, Maude would doit. Having her around would make everyone in my householdsafer, especially the children. 



Not only was Maude absolutely deadly, but her appear-ance would cause any intruder to greatly underestimate her,to his certain sorrow. 



Back in Tom's apartment, she'd had the habit of standingabsolutely still when she wasn't needed for anything. It wouldhave been easy to mistake her for a statue. Maybe I shouldhave a few lifelike statues of her made, and put them aroundwhere an intruder would see them. Then the third one he sawwouldn't even be noticed, until she removed his testicles,teeth, and eyeballs. 



Having Maude around would be very worthwhile. 



But I also knew that having a few million Maudes aroundwould not be good for my army, for my country, or for my race. What I didn't know was why it would be so bad for us,why having a third intelligent species around would be so disastrous. There had to be a good rationalization for my gut-level feeling. 



I was still pondering it when I got the report that we werebeing invaded again. 









Chapter Nineteen 



From the Journal of Josip Sobieski 







JANUARY 13, 1250, CONCERNING JUNE 2, 1249 







IWASjust outside of Okoitz when I heard the alarm bell ringing, the big one that was rung at noon on the first Sat-urday of the month so people would know what it soundedlike. I had never heard it rung in earnest before. 



My duty station was at the Explorer's School, and it wasmy job to get there as quickly as possible. I urged Margareteforward, and we flew south along the trail. When we were al-most there, I suddenly realized I was making a mistake. 



I had sent all of my equipment, including my armor and most of my weapons, to my parents' home back in Okoitz. I had intended to show my brother the improvements madesince he had helped fight the Mongols. Because of my diffi-culties with my father, I totally forgot about it. I had hardlyspoken to my brother at all. 



There was no point in showing up during an emergencywithout my arms and armor. I would be as useless as anempty pistol. I told Margarete to turn around, and we gal-loped back to Okoitz. 



When I got to my parents' rooms, my mother was there arming herself, since she was a platoon leader in the Lady'sMilitia. She told me that she had put my war chest in my brother's room. 



I went there, stripped off my class A uniform, and zippedon the summer-weight gambezon. I put on the leg armor, zip-ping shut the internal air compartments. The system was suchthat fresh air was pumped over my body whenever I moved.Without it, wearing armor in the summer was like walkingaround in an oven. 



I got into the rest of my armor. Since I was now at least temporarily a horseman, I clipped my decorative saber aswell as my shoulder sword, pistol, and bayonet to myweapons belt, and buckled it on. I decided against the big warhelm since you need better visibility when mounted. Myopen-faced casque made more sense. 



Hurriedly, I put my money and three days' worth of driedrations in my pouch, and I threw everything else back into thewar chest. I filled my canteen, picked up my rifle, and went back to the stable to get Margarete. 



As I mounted her I saw Lord Conrad mounting his whiteBig Person, Silver. I couldn't help admiring his goldenarmor, and he noticed me looking at it. 



"Yes, it's gaudy, but it's important that messengers canfind me quickly on the battlefield. 

But why do you have that Big Person, Josip?" he asked. 



I explained that I was on leave, and that the clerk at the BigPeople's Ranch had asked me to deliver Margarete to herduty station at Three Walls. 



"Well, Sir Josip, all leaves are canceled. Just now, you'llboth be of more use to the army on the battle line than at the Explorer's School. You might as well ride out with me." 



I was flattered that he knew not only my name and rank,but my duty assignment as well. 









A small blond woman of incredible beauty ran up andplaced herself at Lord Conrad's left, almost as though guarding him, except that she was smiling. Save for a weapons belt, she was naked. Totally naked. She was most obviously anadult, but she didn't have hair on either her groin or herarmpits! I'd never seen such a thing! 



"Maude, you'll get hurt down there! Climb up and ridewith Sir Josip, here." She climbed up, not behind me, butright up into my lap! She was still smiling, as, indeed, was I. 



Lord Conrad turned to me, smiled, and said, "I owe you a fewfor finding that iron ore deposit. You might as well carry this banner, since my usual herald is on leave. Once we get going,just ride by my left side.  Komander Wladyclaw, is everyone ready? Then FORWARD! FOR GOD AND POLAND!" 



Suddenly, no shit, there I was, armed and armored, ridingout to battle on a Big Person at the side of Lord Conrad him-self! I had the Battle Flag of Poland in my hand, and an unbe-lievably beautiful woman riding naked on my lap, smiling upat me! 



Behind us, a full company of warriors followed, allmounted on Anna's children, the first such company I hadever seen. After we left the gates of Okoitz, a platoon of menrode past us, to take up the point and vanguard positions. 



Their saddles had the high and flaring saddle bow of the traditional knight's warkak, but the cantle was low, for ease of mounting. Their war plans apparently did not includejousting with the lance, although they each carried one. Itwent from a socket at their right heel to a clip on the cantle. Since they were all on Big People, they did not use reins,bridles, or spurs. 



I noticed that their armor was different from mine, andmore slender, I suppose because a horseman does not need asmuch cooling ventilation as a footman does. I found out laterthat their armor weighed twice what mine did, and was ca-pable of stopping a Mongol spear. They could afford theextra weight because they didn't have to carry it. The BigPerson did. 



Their close-fitting armet-style helmets fastened through a swivel to the body plates, like my war helm. They narrowed at the neck, where a hinge allowed some up-and-down mo-tion. Rather than a single eyeslit, the visor was more open, but covered with a heavy meshwork that wouldn't quite letan arrow in. 



Their weapons were different, too. The lances were muchlonger than usual, and the handguards were shaped like an elongated ball, rather than the usual cone. Their sabers werelonger and heavier than most I'd seen, and there was a ringfor the thumb, on the side, near the hilt. Altogether, they weremore businesslike than the gold-hilted dress saber I wore. 



Besides a rifle in a saddle holster, they each carried twopistols in belt holsters, the six-shooters I had heard about butnever before seen, and they each carried another gun—

no,twoother guns—holstered ahead of the saddle. They werebigger than a pistol, yet shorter than a rifle. They had a bigammunition clip, similar to those used on the old swivelguns, but it fit into the bottom of the gun, rather than the ex-pected top. 



I guessed that they might hold three dozen rounds each. Two dozen more clips were sheathed about their mounts'necks and shoulders, armoring them. More ammunition wasstored behind the riders, protecting their mounts' rumps. Thiscompany was prepared to put an incredible amount of leadinto the air. 



Fighting the Mongols, Lord Conrad discovered he had notprepared enough ammunition for the huge numbers of ene-mies he found arrayed against us. Apparently, he had made sure that next time things would be different. Somewhere, Iread that generals are always ready to fight the last war again,and properly this time. 



The Big People wore other armor, as well, protectingeverything from the belly up, except where the saddles andammunition clips were. 



Of course, as I was noticing these men, they were lookingat me, or more likely, at the naked woman in my arms. A fewof them smiled and gave me the "crossed thumbs" 

signal, forluck, but none of them could say anything, not when I wasriding next to Lord Conrad. 



All of this was interesting, even glorious, but I was bothered by one or two items. To wit, I had no idea where we weregoing or why we were going there. 



I could not ask Lord Conrad about it, because we weregoing at a full gallop, at the astounding speed that only a BigPerson can run at, and also because he was so far above me that I dared not speak until spoken to. 



There was the lady in my arms, however, and she wasn'twearing any insignia of rank, or much of anything else. Whatdoes one say to a naked lady? I didn't know. It wasn't cov-ered in the army's course on proper social behavior. 



I decided that it might be best to ignore, as best I could, heroutfit, or rather her lack of one. So I said hello, and that myname was Josip. 



She said, "Yes, sir." 



She was smiling. She was always smiling. 



I said that considering the circumstances, she shouldn't beso formal, and that I understood her name was Maude. 



"Yes." 









I didn't know if that was an improvement, but I kept onsmiling. I asked her if she knew what was happening. 



She said, "Yes." 



I said, you do? 



She said, "Yes." 



I said, could you tell me what is happening? 



She said, "Yes." 



I said, can you say anything besides "yes"? 



She said, "Yes." 



I gritted my teeth, and thought about it for a while. Something like this had happened to me a long time ago, when I'd tried to question Anna, the first Big Person. I said, please tellme what is happening; specifically, what is the cause of thealarm in the first place, and what does Lord Conrad plan to doin response to whatever it is that is happening? 



And she said, "I thought you'd never ask! One of the air-planes that the Eagles fly was on its usual dawn patrol. It wasthis morning. It flies along the border between Poland and theHoly Roman Empire. It goes from Szczecin to Eagles Nest.The pilot noticed some unusual activity. He went down to investigate. He saw an army. It had two thousand horsemen. Ithad four thousand foot soldiers. It was proceeding from thedirection of the March of Brandenburg. It was headingtoward the frontier castle town of Lubusz." 



I asked if that was one of Lord Conrad's "snowflake" forts. 



"The building program is proceeding north on the Odra. Ithasn't gotten that far yet. 

Lubusz is a traditional stone-and-wood fortification. It's manned by the traditional nobility. Lord Conrad thinks that this attack was intended as a pre-emptive strike by the Margrave of Brandenburg. He wants togain the territory before we can properly fortify it. 

Theenemy has already burned several peasant villages in their path. That was why the pilot noticed them in the first place.Lord Conrad has called up the thirty-six companies nearest tothe invasion point. Those farthest away are being taken for-ward by the twenty-two riverboats available for service onthe Odra. The first units should have already arrived atLubusz. The balance will be there by tomorrow night. This company should arrive on scene by midnight. Noncombat-ants are being evacuated—" 



I interrupted her, saying thank you, and that she was veryinformative. There was an amazing amount of stuff in thispretty little bottle, once you got the stopper out of it! 



I asked her if she was new to Okoitz. 









She said, "Yes." She was still smiling. 



Not this again, I thought. But last time, when I said please, she answered in full. More than full. So I said, please tell meeverything about your life before you got to Okoitz. 



"You can't mean everything. I will tell you that I workedfor Tom. I took care of his apartment. I kept it clean. I orderedsupplies. I cooked for him and his guests. I did everythingelse that I was told. I served Lord Conrad for two weekswhen he was there. I liked him. Lord Conrad wanted a certainbook that Tom had. Tom didn't want to give it to him. I putthe book into Lord Conrad's suitcase. Tom was not happywith me. He had me retrained as a bodyguard. He sent me toLord Conrad. I got there today." 



This Tom must have been a remarkable man, a duke, at least, to have so many beautiful servants that he could givethem away when they annoyed him! 



I said that she seemed to be a very talented lady, and askedher to please tell me how the women dressed in Lord Tom'sdomains. Of course, what I was after was some hint as to whyshe seemed to think that riding off to war, naked and in thearms of a complete stranger, was an ordinary thing to do. 



What I got was a quarter hour's worth of long descriptionstold in short sentences, concerning a series of the most out-landish costumes I have ever heard of! It was only with greatdifficulty that I was finally able to interrupt her. I asked her toplease tell me what she wore back there. 



"Nothing." 



I asked why she wore nothing when all the other ladieswore such diverse clothing. 

Please. 



"Because I am not a lady. I am a wench." 



So the nobility wore clothing, but they forbade it to thecommoners? And I had thought that our nobility had toomany privileges! 



I said that now that she was with us, she could dress as she pleased. 



"No. I cannot. Lord Conrad says that I must wear clothesto church, and also to other places." 



I said that I should hope so! Of course she had to wearclothes to church! 



"Why is that? What is church?" 



I was totally flabbergasted. She didn't know what a churchwas? She had never even heard of religion? I had to ask herthree or four times in different ways to make sure I under-stood her properly. 



I mean, religion has always been so big a part of my lifethat I rarely even think about it. I am not even sure if I'vementioned it in my journals, any more than I have mentionedthe fact that I was breathing. But this beautiful woman hadnever even heard of God! She didn't know who Jesus was!I was shocked, and there was nothing for it but to spendthe rest of the day and much of the evening talking aboutreligion. 



At first Maude was as surprised as I was. In all her life, she had never wondered at how the world got here, how we hu-mans came to be, and what it was all for. It had never even oc-curred to her that these things should be wondered at. But onceI explained the basics to her, she was absolutely fascinated! 



After a few hours, we stopped at a clear stream to let theBig People drink and eat, and to have a quick bite ourselves. Iwas glad that I'd brought some field rations with me, becauseno one even suggested that anyone should cook some food. I found out that the riders with us were all members of the oldnobility, who would rather eat dried meat than demean them-selves by cooking it. 



I asked Maude if she was hungry, offering what I had;some dried fruit, dried meat, and hard biscuits. 



"You eat this?" she said. 



I said yes, when necessary, when there wasn't time to cooksomething better. "Then I must eat it also." 



And eat it she did, chewing tough beef jerky as though itwas a delicate pastry and she was famished. She quickly fin-ished most of my three days' supply, slowing only when she noticed that I wasn't keeping up with her. Soon, between us, we emptied the pouch of everything but the money I'd left atthe bottom. I'd had to explain what that was, because I feared that she might try to eat it, too. This was a very strange lady! Still, a man can put up with a lot if the girl is pretty enough. 



She then drank my canteen dry, and when I refilled it fromthe stream, she was surprised that water was available there.When I asked, she said that she had never seen a stream be-fore. I could now sympathize with Lord Conrad when I'd toldhim that I'd never seen a river. 



Since I didn't know what to make of all of this, I saidnothing, and once we were under way again, I renewed our discussion of religion. 



I think that I quite outdid myself in my eloquence, for nothing so encourages a young man than to have an eager, beautiful young woman breathlessly listening to his everyword. I did good work that day in the cause of Christ, for byday's end Maude was well on her way to becoming a goodChristian. 



And I did good work in my own cause as well, for by nightfall I was sure that she was as in love with me as I waswith her. 



By the time we got to Lubusz, at midnight, talking so longin the wind of our travel had made my voice quite hoarse. Wehad made only two quick stops during the day, and sevenhours in the saddle is a lot. My body ached. Having even asmall lady on my lap as well as a large flag in my hand, well, they did not help. 



Worse still, my armor had been designed for an infantry-man, and not for riding on someone who looked like a horse.My buttocks were covered with chain mail inside a canvascovering. This was not uncomfortable to occasionally sitdown on, but after a long day in the saddle, I think that the individual rings had worked their way right into my privymembers! Also, the thigh plates and knee caps were not madewith a horse in mind, and had abraded vast areas of the onlyskin my mother had given me. 



I was sore of body, but I really didn't mind, for I was in love. 



I pitched a small dome tent next to Lord Conrad's greatone, at his bidding, and went gratefully to my bed. The wiserheads, the captains and the lords, would be up for most ofthe night, conferring about the military situation, but young fellows like me had nothing to do but obey orders when thetime came. 



Maude stood behind Lord Conrad, to guard him, but fromwhat little I heard through the walls of the tents, I think that perhaps her nakedness bothered some of the local officials.Lord Conrad bid her go to sleep. Having nowhere else to go,she came into my tent, and since it was too small for her toeven stand up in, she lay down at my side. 



I had stripped off my armor and gambezon, and when she laid a hand on my back, she said that my muscles were soreand tight. I had to admit that this was true, and she said thatshe had the cure for it. 



I'd had my back rubbed before, but it was nothing likethis! She started at my toes and fingertips, and worked herway upward and inward, carefully loosening every muscle, every tendon, every joint. Softly, she massaged back to lifeevery square bit of skin on my entire body. She eliminatedpains I had not even known I had, and replaced them with the most sensual of all glowing pleasures. I gloried in her golden touch. 



I told her that I no longer had to wonder at what Heavenwould be like, for now I knew! 



I offered to return the favor on her body, but she said no. She had worked to relax me, and would not see her workwasted. I thought of suggesting sex, and thought that if Iasked politely, she would oblige. But then I thought better of it. Best to put that off, for the time, for this was the woman Iwould marry. 















Chapter Twenty 



From the Journal of Josip Sobieski 







JANUARY 14,1250, CONCERNING JUNE 3, 1249 







THE BUGLESgot us up at dawn. Maude and I went to mass,and I said the Army Oath with the other troops. Maude stood with us, listening but of course not joining in. We ate a quick breakfast, with little Maude again eating three times as muchas I did, and I was barely in my armor when Lord Conradcame by. 



"There isn't time to teach you how to operate a subma-chine gun, but you might as well take these," he said, handingme a pair of the six-shot pistols and holsters that his newcompany wore. "They use the same ammunition as thatsingle shot of yours, and their action is simple enough. Justpoint it and pull the trigger. To load, they break open likeyour old gun. As for you, young lady, some of the nativeshave complained about your choice of costume, so tie thisaround your waist." 



He handed Maude a strip of cloth that I recognized as partof the tablecloth in his tent. 

With poor grace, she took off herweapons belt and wrapped herself from waist to knees. 



"This morning, we are going to conduct a raid on the Bran-denburg vanguard. This company is a prototype for what theentire army will be like in ten years, and I need to know justhow effective it is in actual combat. Josip, stay to my left nomatter what happens. Your main job is to hold the Battle Flaghigh so that anyone who needs me can find me. After you've done that, try to stop anyone who is trying to kill me, or you,or Maude. Maude, your job is to stick close to us and stopanyone from the other army from hurting us. Got that, youtwo? Your function is to be defensive only! No stupid heroicsallowed, and never leave my side!" 



"Yes, sir, your grace." 



"Good. Mount up." 



While I saddled Margarete, Maude put her weapons beltback on. She carried a pistol like those I now wore, a long,thin sword with the handguard removed, a small dagger andtwo small throwing knives, all without hilts, and a small, one-handed shield of the sort called a buckler. I asked her why shedidn't like handguards or hilts. 









"They waste weight and space," she said. 



I asked if she wasn't afraid of getting her hand cut. 



"No." 



I gritted my teeth, said please, and asked why she wouldnot get her hand cut by her opponent's blade. 



"Because I will not put my hand where my enemy puts hisweapon." 



I asked if a similar theory was working with regard to herlack of any sort of armor. 



"Yes." 



I said nothing, since there wasn't anything I could do to change the matter, even if I managed to win the argument,which wasn't likely. With Maude again on my lap, we were atLordConrad's side long before the rest of the company wasready. We could have taken longer with breakfast. 



We rode out, as before, with Lord Conrad and his humble flag bearer in the lead. During the night, thousands of armytroops had come up and made camp surrounding the oldcastle town of Lubusz. They cheered us on, but we rode outwithout them. Apparently, Lord Conrad's idea of a fair fight,or at least an amusing one, was to attack with odds of sixthousand to three hundred—twenty to one—against us. 



As before, a platoon soon passed us to take up the point. Abit later one of our aircraft, a graceful machine with two en-gines, flew overhead and dropped a short spear with a longred ribbon attached. One of our troops broke ranks, retrievedit, and brought it to Lord Conrad. He unscrewed the head, re-moved a message, and read it. He nodded, put the paper in hispocket, and discarded the spear. We rode on. 



In perhaps a quarter hour we heard gunfire up ahead of us,gunfire like I had never heard before. The submachine gunsfired at an incredibly fast rate, each one of them spewing out hundreds of bullets a minute! 



We got to a rise where we could see what was going on upahead, and Lord Conrad motioned for me to stop there with him. Then, somehow, Maude was no longer on my lap. Shewas standing on Silver's rump, behind Lord Conrad, and Ihad not seen her traverse the space between the two points! 



Lord Conrad turned and looked up at her, apparently assurprised by her action as I was. 



"Are you going to be all right up there?" he asked. 









"Yes, your grace." 



He was about to object further, but then he just shook hishead, lifted his binoculars, and looked back at the battle. 



I tried to put her strange actions out of my mind. My in-stincts told me to protect her, to keep her from all danger, andyet Maude seemed completely relaxed and totally confident.There wasn't anything I could do to change anything, so Ididn't try. 



I looked at the battle going on up ahead. Or perhaps Ishould call it a slaughter. The enemy cavalry had been ad-vancing up the road in a column two men wide, and our menhad come at them, also two men wide. 



Our opponents had apparently dropped their lances tocharge, but hadn't gotten very far, since our men pulled outtheir submachine guns and began spraying bullets at the Ger-mans. I say spraying because I don't believe they could pos- sibly have been aiming and shooting properly, not at a fullgallop, with a submachine gun in each hand. I noticed that theBig People had the sense to drop their heads down low whilethis procedure was going on. 



The pair of warriors at the head of our column were per-force doing more shooting than the rest, and when their gunswere emptied, they dropped off to the side of the road to letthose behind them pass while they reloaded. Those men who passed them soon dropped out in turn, with the result that wequickly had a column of two charging at a gallop betweenrows of men who were reloading. 



When the balance of the first platoon, some forty-threemen or so, had passed, the first pair took a position at the end of our column. It was a sort of continuously recycling action. 



When the two columns met, the front ranks of the enemy were dead, many times over, and our troops continued on-ward, on both sides of them, pushing the zone of slaughterever backward, almost as fast as the incredibly swift BigPeople could run. Any fallen enemy who showed signs of lifewas soon shot again by the troops racing past him. 



The other platoons were catching up to the first, and they joined in on the recirculating battle. 



Lord Conrad motioned for us to reenter our column, nearthe end, and we went forward to get a closer view of whatwas happening. For the longest while it was just a matter of riding with the flag in my left hand and a pistol in my right,beside a long line of dead men and horses, none of them ours. 



I often glanced over at Maude, anxious for her safety, butshe was standing on the rump of a galloping Big Person,looking as calm as if she were standing in line at the mess hall. 









The great majority of the fallen were wearing plate armor, of the sort the army sold to anyone who could afford it. Theyhad worn it in the same fashion as our traditional Polish no-bility did, brightly polished and on the outside. 



Everything in the center of the road was perforated andbloody. Everything toward the sides was trampled into bloodpudding. Even the weapons and armor were so badly mangled that few of them would make good trophies to hang on a wall. 



Eventually, we ran out of dead men and dead horses. Now itwas just dead men. We had come up on their infantry, pikers,most of them—just as I had once been—with the second mostpopular weapon being a huge, two-handed broadsword. Theywere still all on the road, still mostly in ranks of four. 



They hadn't tried to run away, but I think it was not due toany great courage on their part. I think what was happening tothem was all too strange and had happened all too quickly foranyof them to react to it. Indeed, most of the swords I sawwere still in their sheaths. 



The shooting was going on ahead of us throughout all ofthis, and troops who were reloading and waiting for their turnagain lined the side of the road. When we were about twentymen from the front of the line, the shooting slowed, then al-most stopped. 



Soon we were passing the baggage train, horse-drawnwagons, hundreds of them, with men, women, and evensome children in the drivers' seats, or on top of the baggage.They were all holding their hands up high above their heads,wide-eyed and frightened, but still alive. I was glad to see that our men had the decency and good sense to spare thenoncombatants. 



But riding past the prisoners without shooting meant that none of our men were stopping to reload, which had the un-expected effect of leaving behind live enemies—the onlyprisoners we had—completely unguarded! 



I was about to mention this to Lord Conrad when he no-ticed the problem himself. 



"Damn!" he shouted. "Nothing ever works out right thefirst time! Halt!" He stopped about fifty men to guard thebaggage train, and had them shouting to those who passed bythat living enemies had to be guarded. He sent the rest on to continue the destruction. 



Getting this sorted out put us at the back of the line again,and by the time we got to the front, some two dozen of our men were surrounding a very ornate carriage. We had cap-tured the Margrave of Brandenburg, himself! 



Again Lord Conrad took charge, while most of our people,some one hundred men or so, went on to murder the enemy'srear guard. The remaining two hundred were doing guardduty back up the road. 









The margrave was a great, obese man who was dressed in aheavy blue and burgundy velvet doublet that I thought mustbe very warm for the weather, and indeed he was sweating profusely. Between his massive gold necklace and the goldon his belt and weapons, he might have been wearing asmuch wealth as the average soldier in our army did, or at leastone who had fought against the Mongols. 



He'd had three ladies with him in his oversized carriage. They were all attractive young women, if overdressed, butnone of them gave Maude the slightest competition. 



Maude, incidentally, was still standing on Silver's rump, still smiling, and still wearing nothing but a part of a table-cloth about her hips. She had ridden there, standing up,throughout the entire fight! 



As chance would have it, none of the troops guarding the margrave at the moment spoke any German, and neither did Lord Conrad. A call for someone bilingual in German wentout, but the problem was soon solved by one of the men ridingin a slightly less ornate carriage, just behind the first one. 



This rather pompous person introduced himself thusly: 



"I am the King of Heralds at Brandenburg, and I offer myconsiderable services in translating for you." 



"Thank you. Your 'considerable services' are needed. I amDuke Conrad of Mazovia, Sandomierz, and Little Poland, Hetman of the Christian Army. I take it that this man is theMargrave of Brandenburg, and that these other men are notables on his staff?" Lord Conrad said, without botheringget down from Silver, and with Maude's bare breasts bobbing above his head. 



"Quite so, your grace. May we offer you our parole andour promise of our good conduct, until such time as we canpay our ransoms?" 



"You may offer, but I will not accept. You men are all under arrest. The charges are rape, murder, arson, assault,battery, breaking and entering, robbery, disorderly conduct, and such other crimes as I may later think up. KomanderWladyclaw! Strip-search these men, and once they're naked,tie their hands behind their backs and march them, understrict guard, back to Lubusz for trial." 



While the herald was busily translating to the increasinglyhorrified margrave, Komander Wladyclaw said, "Yes, sir.What about these ladies, here?" 



"Put them with the other noncombatants. Tell all thosepeople that we are going to let them live, providing they obeyorders, and that we will release them after they have donetheir Christian duty to their own dead. Then put that wholecrowd to work, cleaning up this mess. Have them strip andbury the dead men and horses along the side of the road." 









"Do you want the heads up on pikes, sir?" 



"What I want really doesn't matter here, I'm afraid. Thisarmy was Christian, and the Church would have a fit if we de-capitated them all. But see to it that every grave has a bigcross over it. That should have a sufficient psychological ef-fect. Oh, and send a rider back to Lubusz with the news, andhave them send up the infantry as soon as possible to help outhere. Send other riders with spare Big People to the villagesthat were burned by the Germans. Try to bring some wit-nesses to Lubusz." 



"Yes, sir. What would you think of putting the deadwarhorses' heads up on pikes?" 



"An excellent suggestion, Komander. Act on it." 



"Thank you, sir. What if any of the Germans are stillalive?" 



"Give them medical attention, by all means. What wewant here is as many people as possible telling how just oneof our companies ripped up an entire invading army," 

LordConrad said. 



By this time the herald and the margrave had finishedbeing astounded at Lord Conrad's pronouncement, and thetroops were carrying out their orders over loud protests inGerman. 



The herald said, "But Lord Conrad, this is madness! Howcan you accuse us of such crimes?" 



"While you were invading my country, your troops sackedand burned at least eleven villages. That's enough arson toget you all hanged. I don't have proof of the murders, rapes,and the rest of it just yet, but I'm sure that we'll have it bytomorrow." 



"But that was a simple act of war! Who cares about thedamned peasants?" 



"I do." 



"But it was the soldiers who killed those peasants, not us!" 



"You ordered them to come here, so the responsibility isyours. If it makes you feel any better, we've already killed allof your soldiers." 



"But surely, Lord Conrad, when you consider the size ofthe ransom that the margrave could pay, well, he's one of the richest men in all of Christendom! Surely that can convinceyou of the folly of your path!" 



"I just had six thousand men butchered. Do you think that Idid it for money? No, I don't want the margrave's money. Ihave plenty of my own. Actually, it's possible that I'm therichest man in Christendom." 



"But the emperor, Frederick the Great, will never stand forthis!" 



"All Frederick can do is send in another army just like thisone. If he does, it will meet the same fate. I don't think he isas much of a fool as the margrave is. Was." 



"But you can't go killing a margrave! It's unheard of!" 



"I can kill him, and I will. What's more, I want as manypeople as possible to hear about it. Your class of 'noblemen'seems to think that war is just an amusing game, a pleasantway to spend a summer. Well, it is not, not anymore. I need tocommunicate to people like you, in a meaningful way, theidea that murdering a lot of peaceful, innocent people whole-sale, in war, is just as evil as killing them one at a time, inpeacetime." 



"But it's always been done that way." 



"You just don't listen very good.  It's not done that way anymore.  But enough of this. It doesn't matter if you under-stand or not, because you are not the recipient of my mes-sage. You are part of the message itself. Guards, march thesemen away." 



"But you can't do this to me ! I'm a herald!" 



"Bet?" 



I watched seven naked old men walk barefoot back alongthe length of their slaughtered army, thinking—I'm sure— that this couldn't possibly be happening to high and won-derful noblemen like them. 



Already, some of the people from the baggage train werestripping the dead, putting valuables, weapons, and clothingin separate piles. The dead were being laid out neatly by theside of the road. Chaplains from both armies were goingdown the rows, giving extreme unction. Behind them, menwere digging graves. 



Komander Wladyclaw came over and reported in to Lord Conrad. 



"Your orders are being carried out, sir. I notice that some ofthe prisoners are stealing money and jewels from their owndead, sir." 



"Let them. When the job is all done, probably sometime tomorrow, I want you to strip-search all of the noncombatants. Then I want you to give each of them five days' food from the captured supply wagons, and march them to the border, naked. The idea is, I want them to have some veryvivid memories of what happened here. I want them to tell everybody who sees them that attacking Poland and the restof the Christian Federation is a bad idea. Stripping themnaked will force them to explain themselves, as well as let us recover our booty." 















Chapter Twenty-One 



From the Journal of Josip Sobieski 







WRITTEN JANUARY 15, 1250, CONCERNINGJUNE 3, 1249 







THAT EVENING, when the last of the petty details had beenhandled, I was still in Lord Conrad's tent, because no one hadthought to dismiss me. He was sitting on a camp chair,slumped over and looking very tired. 



I asked him if he knew that Maude could give a most re-freshing back rub. 



"That is an excellent idea, Josip. A truly wonderful idea.Yes. Maude, would you please oblige me?" 



He was soon stretched out on his back on the carpet, en-joying Maude's calm ministrations. Maude had removed herskirt as soon as the last visitor had left, and I wondered at thisstrange preoccupation of hers. Still, it improved the view. 



"Sir Josip, tell me, what are your thoughts on this day'sevents? Was I too brutal?" 



Lord Conrad wanted my thoughts? I said that I was mostlyimpressed with the new armaments, especially those subma-chine guns. I had heard that in ten years' time every man in the army would be paired with a Big Person, and when thathappened, we would be truly invincible. No one would dareto bother us. 



"It's actually more like five years from now, not ten," he said. When he saw my surprised expression, he continued,"Just now, there are almost five thousand Big People. Most ofthem are involved with civilian occupations. More than fourthousand of them are used to carry the mails, throughoutPoland, Hungary, Bulgaria, and the Ruthenias. We have aschool with a post office in almost every village in the Fed-eration, and almost every one of them is visited by a BigPerson five times a week. King Henryk has four dozen Big People for his entourage, so Prince Daniel, King Bella, andTzar Ivan all have to have the same, or they pout. 



"Very few Big People are involved with the military. Toofew, as it turns out, but I never thought that the margravewould pull a stunt like this. There are about two thousandnew Big People coming on line in the next few months, andthey will all go to the Wolves, or similar groups. 



"In a few years we'll be invincible, all right. That's whatan army is really for, Josip. To be so big and so strong that itnever has to hurt anyone. What happened today was an aber-ration. One noble fool, who didn't believe what people hadtold him about us, and was too proud to visit us peacefully, decided to attack us without warning. You see, I've often in-vited the margrave to visit us, to see what we've got, and hewouldn't do it. But I asked you about the brutality." 



I said that once the attack had started, I didn't see how hecould possibly have called it off. And if we killed all of them,well, wasn't it their idea to kill all of us? Wasn't that why the Germans crossed our borders in the first place? 



"True. The attack went better than I expected. But I was re-ferring to what I did later, to the margrave himself and his staff." 



I said that I was a commoner. My knighthood notwith-standing, I was still just a baker's son. It always troubled me that the rich and the powerful people in this world could dounpleasant things to the likes of me and not be held respon-sible for it. They were not punished for the crimes they committed, if they were committed on some peasant. I said that I was glad at what he did to those fat old men! And that I'd be even gladder when I saw them all hung up by their necks onthe scaffold. 



I was just as glad when I found that our troops hadn't hurt those people on the baggage train. And I said I was gladderyet that he was going to let the noncombatants all go free, thenext day. I said I would have done just the same things hehad, if I had been in charge, and if I'd been smart enough tothink fast on my feet, the way he always does. 



"Thank you. You've relieved my mind, a bit. So tell me,what will you be doing next, Josip?" 



I was surprised, and said that it was up to him, or maybe some assignment clerk somewhere. I guessed that I'd spendsome time at the Explorer's School, and then go out with mylance to some strange new place or other. 



"Where would you like to go?" He closed his eyes andsmiled as Maude worked her magic on his body. 



I said that I didn't really know, but that when we were spending last winter near the Arctic Circle, my lance madeitself—well, I couldn't call it a vow, but a promise. We wantedour next job to be somewhere where it was warm! And afterthat, we wanted it to be a place where a man could find a drinkand a willing young lady on occasion! 



Lord Conrad laughed and rolled over so Maude could dohis back. "Josip, you are truly the salt of the earth. But yes,there is just such an assignment in the offing. I don't know if you'll like the native brew, but I don't object to your bringingin your own supply, within reason, of course. I guarantee thatthe climate will be warm, maybe too warm, and while I can't make any promises about the quality of the ladies you'll findthere, I will warrant that they do exist in quantity. And, as a bonus, none of them wear any more clothes than our lovelyMaude, here." 



I said, "Then in the name of Sir Odon's lance, sir, wehereby volunteer for duty." 



"You'll get the assignment, especially since you all arevery experienced with riverboats. 

I'm going to send CaptainOdon up the biggest river in the world. Along with KnightBanner Josip, and certain others. But you'll hear more about it once all the plans are solidified. For now, well, I noticedthat you were taking a certain interest in Maude, here." 



Maude continued at her work as though nothing had beensaid about her. 



I said that it was more than just that. I said that I loved her. 



Which, of course, is a hell of a thing to say right in front ofa woman, when you haven't ever said it to her in private uptill then. But it just sort of blurted itself out! And Maude stillshowed no reaction! 



"I thought so. You have all the symptoms. First off, I wantto say that whatever the two of you want to do, it's fine by me. But. And it's a very big but.  I want you both to go as slowly aspossible on this. There is a lot that you both don't know abouteach other, and if you get your emotions too involved beforeyour heads are properly in gear, you will cause each other alot of agony. I'm going to get some of those things out in theopen right now, hopefully, to save you both a lot of future confusion and pain." 



He sat up on the carpet and gestured for me to sit in thechair. Taking the only chair while he was on the floor seemedimproper, but not as improper as disobeying a direct order. 

Maude kneeled down to form a circle with us, and waitedsilently. 



"Maude, as you have no doubt noticed by now, this cultureis far more complicated than the one that you are used to. I heard the two of you talking about religion yesterday, and that's good, but religion is actually one of the simpler things that you will be learning about. Where you were before, allyou had to do was to obey one man, and everything would beall right. Here, you have to run your own life, and while that can be very rewarding, it can also be very complicated, con-fusing, and even frightening. 



"There, much of the time, you were treated as though youwere a simple machine. Here, we have many convolutedinterrelationships with each other. Some of them are awkward.Some of them are very warm, very close, and very wonderful. 



"Josip here is saying that he wishes to explore having such a relationship with you. He thinks perhaps that he would liketo bond with you. That's something that I think you might not know anything about, but it could involve his living with youfor the rest of his life, if you were willing. Sharing his wholelife with you. It's very important, so take your time with it." 



Maude nodded. 



He turned to me. 



"Your turn. The big shock for you, Josip, is that Maude here is not human. Her species is a bioengineered creation,much like Anna and her children. She looks like a human andtalks like a human, but her mental processes are a lot likeAnna's. Honest, noble, and trustworthy to the extreme inmany ways, but astoundingly strange to us in others. 



"Accordingly, she is stronger and faster than any merehuman like you can ever hope to be. Will that hurt your mas-culine pride? Think about it. 



"Then there is the fact that she is essentially immortal. Sheis so different from us that there aren't any diseases that can bother her. Her wounds heal quickly, and she can even regrow a severed limb, in time. 



"Oh, if someone could tie her down and spend enoughtime on her with an axe, she'd die, but it would take a lot tokill her. 



"Aside from something like that, she'll likely live forever.If you're looking for someone to grow old with, this is not thegirl for you. If what you want is someone who will stayyoung and sexy, hang in there, but think it out first. 



"Another thing is that this pretty girl cannot give you chil-dren. She has children just like Anna does, four at a time, andidentical twins of their mother. They'll all be girls. In fouryears they'll be adults and remember everything she knows. 



"They won't remember much about their childhood, andwhether you give them loving care or ignore them com-pletely won't make any difference. But they won't be your children, not biologically. Worse, I worry that they might seem to you to be less like daughters, and more like yourwife's twin sisters, which could cause you a whole bale ofemotional troubles. 



"Add all that to the fact that you are dealing with someone who still has no idea of what human love is all about. 



"She does know about sex. I don't actually know, since mysexual contact with Maude has been limited to scratching herbehind the ear, but I suspect that she knows more about eroticenjoyment than both of us put together. Just remember thatsex with her is only for enjoyment. 



"So. It's getting late, and I hope that I've scared the both ofyou to the point that you will take things very, very slowly.Good night. Go away, both of you, and try to get at least somesleep tonight, Josip. Maude doesn't need any. Ever." 



Outside, I disrobed completely and crawled into the smalltent with Maude. Lord Conrad's extensive advice had left my head spinning, but I thought that if we would have to spend alot of time getting to know one another, and if this nuditything was so important to her, well, then I should go as far as Icould to meet her halfway. 



Without saying a word, she started rubbing me down,since this day had been, if anything, more taxing than the day before. 



I asked Maude what she thought about what Lord Conradhad said to us. 



"I don't know. On one small point, Lord Conrad was incor-rect. My daughters will not look exactly like me. There arealways small variations in the color of the eyes, the hair, andthe skin, and in the shape of facial features. As to the rest, Ihave insufficient information to know what to think. What doyou think?" 



That was the first time that I had ever heard her ask meabout anything personal. I considered it a good omen. 



I said that the fact that she was not human didn't bother mein the least. Lord Conrad's first mount, Anna, was a goodfriend of mine when I was a child. She had always seemedperfectly human to me, for all that she looked like a horse. Ifanything, I had always thought of her as being a better personthan most of the normal human people I have known. 



As to children, I said I'd had so many strange difficulties with my father that I didn't think I really wanted to start afamily, or to have any children of my own, anyway. 



If I ever felt different, or if she ever wanted human kids, Isupposed that we could always adopt children, or, with her per-mission, as an army knight, I could always get a second wife. 



As to the fact that she was stronger and faster than I was, Isaid I couldn't see that it would bother me. After all, it's not as though I'd gotten any weaker. I was stronger than mostmen, and if I had any immodest pride, it's of the way I couldusually think fast and talk myself out of trouble, withoutneeding physical strength. 



As to growing old, I said I thought it was going to be aproblem for her to decide on, not me. Old married men that Iknew had told me that their wives had changed so slowly over the years that they had never noticed it happening. Ifthey didn't see somebody changing, why should I worry aboutnot seeing somebody not changing? Then I asked her if I was making any sense. 



"I understand much of what you say, but I don't knowenough to understand it all." 









I asked her to tell me this much, please. Did she like beingaround me? Was there anywhere else that she would wantto be? 



"Yes. No. You want me to say more. It is very pleasant tobe around you, Josip. I feel very secure, being with you. Iknow that you will always know what to do. You are very po-lite. Your face and body are very well constructed." 



I said, thank you. I guessed that that would have to do forthe time being. I told her I loved her, and that I thought shewas very beautiful. 



"What is love? What is beauty?" 



I said, oh my. I said that I would take a stab at beauty... 



Which got us into another long, one-sided conversation.Nice, though. 



One decision we did come up with was that since sex nowexisted only for enjoyment, we might as well enjoy our-selves. And yes, she was a garden of wondrous delights whofar surpassed all others! 









Chapter Twenty-Two 



From the Journal of Josip Sobieski 







WRITTEN JANUARY 16, 1250, CONCERNINGJUNE 4, 1249 







THE NEXTday, I watched a crowd of some three thousandteamsters, cooks, prostitutes, leather workers, soldier's wives,armorers, noblemen's girlfriends, servants, blacksmiths,washerwomen, gamblers, craftsmen of all kinds, merchantsof all types, and children of all of the above. All of the extrapeople these conventional armies felt obligated to bringalong with them to war. 



All of them but the smallest children had been strippednaked, each of them was clutching a week's supply of food,and every one of them was loudly bemoaning his or her lot inlife, mostly in German, but also in something that was closeto Polish. 



Had they been defeated by almost anyone else but Lord Conrad, all of them would likely be dead, but none of themseemed to have considered that. Escorted by a company ofour infantry, they walked slowly back to the Holy RomanEmpire. 



Some twenty-six of them who spoke passable Polish had come to us and asked permission to settle here, rather than togo back to the empire. Most of them were allowed to do so.After the others left, they were given back their clothing, allof their property, and even some of the army's money to helpget them started. 



Eighty-six of the children were found to have no living rela-tives and were being sent to Okoitz for eventual adoption. A list of them was given to a responsible-looking German mer-chant, in case any of the children's relatives turned up later. 



Some two hundred fifty-one German soldiers were still alive, at last count, and were being given the best possiblemedical care. 



When I asked about all this generosity, after the cold bru-tality of battle, Lord Conrad told me that to be successful inwar and politics, you must be either very, very cruel, or very,very generous. He said that attempting any middle path wasalways disastrous. I've thought long on this piece of wisdom. 



Someone had tried to skin some of the dead warhorses, butgave up on it since the hides were too badly damaged.Anyway, the army warehouses still held half the leather wegot from the hides we took off those Mongol ponies, thosemany years ago. 



By late afternoon we were back in Lubusz, attending anoutdoor trial. It was attended by a few thousand people,mostly civilians who were curious but who didn't want to get involved. 



Lord Conrad acted as both judge and prosecuting attorney,which wasn't proper in any legal system I'd ever heard of,but there weren't any suitable volunteers for either of the po-sitions, since no one but his grace would dare to kill the mar-grave and offend the emperor. Nor was there a defenseattorney, since no one wanted to offend Lord Conrad, either. 



His grace simply announced that he was going to try theoffenders for a long list of crimes, which he read. He thencalled up nine witnesses to the atrocities that the German sol- diers had committed and publicly questioned them, one at atime. When they were finished, the list of crimes had grownto nineteen capital offenses.        He found all the defendants guilty of all crimes, and condemned them all to death. He also fined the margrave anamount equal to the value of all of his possessions, which henow claimed for the Christian Army. 



He had all the defendants hung by the neck until they weredead, and then left them hanging up there, naked and unburied. 



It wasn't really a trial at all. It was simply a statement thatcertain kinds of behavior would no longer be tolerated. 



During the trial, Lord Conrad's regular herald, a man who spoke eleven languages, returned from leave and took overhis regular duties. I was offered the option of returning to theExplorer's School, but since my leave still had months to run,they couldn't be expecting me, and there wouldn't be muchfor me to do there. I had no desire to go home and see my fa-ther again, and anyway, Maude would be staying with Lord Conrad, who would be needing a bodyguard more than ever, after this day's work became known. 



I stayed with Lord Conrad and was made a messenger, aninteresting job, since it let me meet all sorts of people and stillspend my nights with Maude. It also had me in attendance when King Henryk arrived on the night of the trial. 



The king burst into Lord Conrad's presence before theherald had half enough time to announce him. His majestybriskly strode in and stepped right up on top of Lord Conrad's table so he could point his finger and glare down at his grace. 



"Damn you, Conrad, this time you've gone too damn far!Our agreement was that you should take care of the military and technical side of things, and that I should have completecharge of all things judicial and political. Trying and hangingthe Margrave of Brandenburg was obviously both judicialand political, as well as being boneheadedly stupid! You havemanaged to turn a minor border incident into what will likelysoon become a full-fledged war with the entire Holy RomanEmpire! What possible excuse can you have for this fit ofmadness? Did you receive a head wound in the openingstages of the battle? Or has your swinish swiving of everyunderaged slut in sight finally rotted out your brains? Well? Speak up, or has the same foul disease that has turned yourmind to sludge also corrupted your tongue?" 



Lord Conrad looked up and was silent for a bit, and then said, mildly, "Good evening, your majesty. I trust that youhad a pleasant trip here. Would you care for a glass of wine? 

The local mead has quite a lot to recommend it." 



"Damn you, Conrad, I said answer me!" 



"As you wish, Henryk. I received no wounds in battle, andI am suffering from no disease that I am aware of, but thank you for inquiring after my condition. With regards to health,though, may I express concern for yours? The camp table thatyou are standing on folds up nicely, but it isn't all that sturdy.You would ease my anxieties considerably if you steppeddown from it." 



"Step down? I'm half minded to step down! Right downfrom my throne! But I'll see you banished first, dammit! I tellyou, Conrad, one of us has to go, and I'm not minded that it should be me!" 



This last pronouncement was accompanied by a particu-larly violent gesture, and the table took the opportunity tocollapse. It seemed a natural occurrence to me, but later thatnight Maude said she'd seen Lord Conrad kick out a leg sup-port. To his credit, the king rode it down standing up, but theaccident seemed to have a certain calming effect on him. 



"Maude, would you get us another table, please, and achair for his majesty?" Lord Conrad said. "Sir Josip, clear thewreckage." 



The camp furniture was collapsible, but still quite substan-tially made, and I had to bend my knees to lift the brokentabletop without straining my back. My love was back in mo-ments with a new, larger table and chair before I was through.She had a chair in one hand and was supporting a longtable—level with the floor—with the other hand grippingonly one short edge! 



His majesty noticed this. 



Sir Conrad said, "You see, your majesty, things are not al-ways precisely as they appear. 

Now please sit down andrelax. Have some of this mead. Now, personally, I don't con-sider an invasion by nine thousand people to be a 'minorborder incident.' It was an attempt to invade us, and to permanently conquer territory. I did not conduct a formal trialfor the margrave. I merely publicly explained why I wasgoing to kill him. The emperor is not stupid enough to attackus. I am not going to resign and neither are you. 

You aredoing too good a job, and anyway, you like being a king. Wasthere anything else that seemed to trouble your majesty?" 



"Killing the margrave was a major diplomatic blunder. Heis very influential in the empire." 



"Wasvery influential, perhaps. Now, well, in the firstplace, he's dead, and in the second, he has been shown to be adamned fool. I expect that whatever political faction he con-trolled is already rapidly dispersing." 



"Perhaps so, Conrad, but I wish you wouldn't do thingslike this." 



"I was only doing my job. I am responsible for the safety of the realm. When we were attacked, I had to respond asquickly as possible, since they were killing some of ourpeople every minute. I admit that the battle was more de-structive than it should have been. I had originally intendedonly to attack their van, to slow them down, but we weretrying out some new weapons and tactics, and they proved tobe remarkably effective. A single company of our troops tookout their entire army without stopping. 

Except for the civil-ians in the baggage train, of course." 



The king looked astounded. "All that was done by a singlecompany?" 



"Yes, your majesty, less than three hundred men. So yousee why we have nothing to fear from the empire. That com-pany was a newly formed unit. The Wolves. It's composed entirely of scions of the old nobility. It is about the only strictly military organization in our army, since those guyswould never stoop to doing the kind of manual labor thateverybody else in the army does." 



"I see. My vassals will be proud to learn of their sons' ac-complishments. But tell me, what is the story about thisstrong, if somewhat underdressed, young lady here." 



"Your majesty, let me introduce Maude. She's my newbodyguard." 



Maude did an amazingly graceful curtsy, such as I hadnever seen done by a woman before, even by one wearing agreat flowing gown. It made me want to see her dance. 



Lord Conrad said, "Maude is not the underaged swinish slut that you almost called her. 

But she is not an ordinary human being, either. In fact, she has a lot in common withAnna's children, that you and your men have been riding foryears. She was sent to me by my cousin when he heard about that attempted assassination." 



"I hope that she's as good at guarding you as she is at car-rying around furniture. You're going to need her services, es-pecially after this last foolish stunt of yours. If the Germanscan't get rid of you by ordinary military means, you knowthey will try all of the other possibilities. Do you have a food taster? You should, you know." 



"When I'm in the field, I eat from the same pots that mymen do, and I never stand first in line. At home, what meals Idon't eat in the cafeterias are cooked for me by the ladies of my own household, and they're always tasting things whilethey're cooking. So far, there hasn't been a problem, Henryk." 



"I shall pray to God that it stays that way. For your part,you might want to put on a few good food inspectors. Thepeople who hate us aren't above poisoning a few thousandpeople if it means killing you with them. The Big People havea remarkable sense of smell, you know. It might be worth-while having one of them sniff over all the foodstuffs comingin, as well as all that is set on your table. It's what I do." 



"An excellent suggestion, Henryk. I'll act on it. Betterstill, Maude, what is your sense of smell like? Is it as good asthat of the Big People?" 



"Yes, your grace." 



"Can you tell if food has been poisoned?" 



"Yes. All ordinary poisons. The only really dangerous poisons commonly known in Europe come from certainmushrooms." 



"Interesting. Thank you. From now on, part of your jobwill be to smell my food, any food that is put on the table, for that matter, before I eat it. And when we get back, tell the ac-countants to raise your pay to eight pence a day." 









"Yes." 



"Conrad, are we going to be seeing thousands of these at-tractive creatures growing up around your estates?" Henrykasked. 



"I really don't know. I haven't thought it out yet, but I thinkperhaps not. It doesn't feel right, somehow, but I'm not quitesure why." 



"Let me know when you decide. Remember that my fatherwas killed by one of his own guards. I think that I'd ratherlike to have a few like her guarding my back, if she's ashonest as a Big Person and as trustworthy." 



"I'm sure she is, Henryk, but still, I hesitate. I think per-haps that her sort are actually better people than we humans are. What is our moral position if we are giving orders to our moral superiors?" 



"What, indeed?" 



"The problem isn't as obvious with the Big People, be-cause they look like horses, and you constantly have to re-mind yourself that they're not animals. Maude looks like a woman, and I can't help thinking about her as though she wasa human woman. For example, I knew intellectually that shewas far tougher than I was, and thus was actually much safer, but I was nonetheless as nervous as a mouse during the battle,thinking about her being in danger, right behind me. 



"Should there be more like her? If there were, should webe giving them orders?  Would we be giving them orders? Ormight they decide that we humans are so degenerate that theyshould take charge for our own good?" 



"I see what is bothering you, and I'm glad that I don't haveto make the decision. Ponder long before you do anything,Conrad. Concerning more pressing matters, what am I to dowhen the emperor complains about this last little affair ofyours?" 



"Simple. You tell him that it was unfortunate that one ofhis subordinates was so foolish as to attack one of your sub- ordinates, but since you are in a forgiving mood, you won'tbe demanding further reparations. You may also tell him that the score on the battlefield was six thousand for you and zerofor him. And tell him that he can come and have another romp with us, whenever he's inclined. He won't take you upon it." 



"At this point, I suppose that it is the only tactic that couldwork. You know, when I heard that the margrave was still hanging naked outside the town, I sent men to have him cut down. They returned to say that the corpse had already done that for itself. It seems that he was so fat that his body actu-ally pulled loose from his head, like a pinch of bread doughbeing pulled off. I'm having coffins made for those sevenmen. Would you have their clothes sent to my camp? I want to send their bodies back to their families in the best shape possible." 









"I'll see to it, Henryk." 



"Thank you. Now, the last order of business is this counter-invasion that you have planned. Do you really think this iswise?" 



"I think that it is necessary. When a puppy makes a messon the floor, you have to rub his nose in it so he knows what he did wrong, and then you have to swat him, to punish him,or he'll do it again. Without the swat, he might even get toliking shit on his nose! 

Anyway, the margrave's lands have been in Slavic hands since time immemorial. The people on the land are not exactly Polish, but they are closer to us than to anyone else around. They have been under the German's thumb for about a hundred years now. They deserve theirfreedom." 



"Conrad, when you start using words like 'freedom,' thereis no reasoning with you. Any further conversation on the sub-ject would simply be a waste of the breath God gave us. 

Dowhat you will, and I'll try to sweep up your mess, politically." 



"You know that you enjoy it. What say that you and yourpeople come with me and my forces as we take possession ofour new province? That way, you could see to it that every-thing was done to your satisfaction." 



"Yes, that would be for the best, Conrad. Let us knowwhen you'll be leaving." 



"With pleasure. Good night, your majesty." 







Later that night, sitting around a small fire, I got out myrecorder and played a few simple tunes for Maude. She wasvery surprised. She said that she had never seen people makemusic before. She had often heard music, but it had alwaysbeen made by a machine. 

I was mystified, and wonderedwhat sort of machine could play a recorder. I could imagine amachine beating a drum, but not, say, a violin, or a trumpet.But I let it pass and played some more for my love. 



She said she liked it, and soon was standing and swaying,naked as always, in time with the music. After a while, seeingthat I was watching her with pleasure, she slowly began todance, with a beautiful, flowing sort of motion I had neverseen a person use before. 

Some of the knights from theWolves camp nearby were as fascinated as I was and cameover to watch. Most people play some sort of musical instru-ment, and a few of the watchers brought drums, strings, andwoodwinds to contribute what they could. Still others usedwhatever was available to tap and keep the strong beat. 



Someone started playing a violin to a slightly faster beat,and I turned and recognized him to be Komander Wladyclaw.The drums picked it up, and the rest of us quickly joined in. 









Maude's dancing sped up as well, and she began to add graceful skips and spins to her dance. Seeing that her poiseand prowess were up to something fast, the violinist made thesong beat faster yet, and what had begun as a simple shep-herd's tune was becoming something that might be heardfrom a Gypsy camp! 



Again Maude's dance stayed with the increased tempo,whirling around the campfire, adding leaps and flying spins that seemed too fast to be real! She would leap into the air,and seem almost to hover there for a time while spinning. She was at once as free as a forest butterfly, as pure as a child, and as erotic as is possible for a woman to be. 



More of our troops were coming to the fire to see what washappening, and staying once they did. There must have beensix dozen of them by then. 



The komander took the beat faster yet, and still Maudekept up with it, leaping higher than any of her audiencewould have thought possible, with her feet higher than a tallman's head, and her head far above that. Yet she gave no signthat this was some athletic thing she was doing, but rather an artistic one, for it was not the feat itself, but the beauty of the thing that was important. 



Komander Wladyclaw glanced at me, asking if we daredto take it faster, and I gave him a quick shake of my head. Noone could possibly dance like this for long, and I was beginning to worry about my darling love. We did a few bars to bring things to an ending, and Maude went into an elaboratespin and bow. 



The crowd exploded with applause, a wild shout that washeard for miles and went on forever while Maude scamperedback to my side. I was surprised to see that she wasn't evenbreathing heavily. 



The komander stood and formally bowed to Maude, some-thing I'd never seen a nobleman do for a girl around a camp-fire before. The feeling was unanimous, for every single manthere, your narrator included, well over a gross of us, stoodand bowed to her as well. 



Maude at first nodded acceptance of this praise, but then,deciding that something more was required, she stood andmade an elaborate curtsy and bow back. 



The komander asked, "My gracious lady, could we begyou for a repeat performance?" 



Maude looked up at me, and I said that she had not dancedfor a long while, but that perhaps we could hope for anothershow tomorrow. 



The truth was, her dance was erotic, and I was so aroused that my strongest—only—

desire was to get Maude alone inthe tent with me. 



If the other knights were disappointed, they were alsounderstanding. 









Much later, Maude said, "They trained me to be an enter-tainer, but Tom was never interested in watching me. Did mydance please you?" 



My first thought was that this Tom must be an incredible ass, but I didn't say it. 



I told her that it was the most unbelievably beautiful thing Ihad ever seen, that she was now the darling of the Wolves,and probably the rest of the army as well. If she ever wantedto cease being a bodyguard, there was a career waiting for herin dancing. 



"I could quit being a bodyguard?" 



I said that of course she could. There was no slavery inPoland. This was the land of the free. She was a free person,and she could do whatever she wanted to do. 



She took a while to consider this, and then said, "No. I willcontinue as I am." 



I said that this was good and held her close to me.Watching all of the other men looking at her with admirationand even open lust in their eyes, I realized that she couldeasily have almost any man she wanted. It chilled me to thinkhow easily I could lose her. 









Chapter Twenty-Three 



From the Journal of Josip Sobieski 







WRITTEN JANUARY 17, 1250, CONCERNINGJUNE 5, 1249     







IN THEmorning, after mass and the recitation of our ArmyOath, Maude and I breakfasted, and I armed myself. Since Ifelt there was no possibility of any fighting taking place, I leftoff my leg armor. The combination of wearing infantry armorand riding in a saddle for two days had left parts of my poste-rior blistered where it wasn't bleeding. 



Lord Conrad noticed my less-than-complete uniform andasked me why I was breaking general combat orders duringwhat was still, officially, an alert. When I explained, he or-dered that I see the battalion's armorers and get fitted for a set of the new cavalry armor. 



I found the armorers with nothing much to do that day, ex-cept to sort out battered, bloody enemy armor and decidewhat should be scrapped, what repaired, and what saved assouvenirs. Given the chance to do honest work, they alljumped at it, and soon I had a dozen of them working in mycause. 



They never let me leave their camp for more than a fewminutes, as they took a set of standard heavy stampings from their storage boxes and cut, filed, and fitted them to my body. 



Three seamstresses were soon at work, taking the partiallyfinished sections of a summer gambezon from storage. Theywere cut oversized, with only half the seams sewn. Soon theywere trimming and sewing them into a new garment for me, to suit the armor. Small pieces of chain mail were sewn on,covering the armpits, the insides of the elbows, and the backs of the knees, where the armor plates could not protect me. 



I was surprised that I had no protection for my lower but-tocks and my privy members below the belt, but I was told thatwhen mounted, the saddle would keep those parts protected. 



I said that my Big Person had not come with a saddle withthat high of a cantle. Their response was to issue me a chitthat got me a new, Wolves-style saddle, with built-in holstersfor two submachine guns and a rifle. 



Nonetheless, I resolved that someday soon I would getmyself an armored skirt to wear in case I had to fight on foot.If I had to, I'd pay for it myself! 



Most helmets have one piece that protects the top, back,and sides of the head, and a separate visor to protect the face. My new helm was just the opposite. The front, top, and sides were of a piece, and the back hinged up to let you in. 



By late afternoon, an astoundingly short period of time, I was gloriously arrayed in the latest style of personal protec-tion. They even found time to polish the plates, giving themthe mirror finish so prized by the old nobility. 



I lacked only the panache of gray plumes worn by theWolves to look like one of their number, and I found myselfwondering where I might possibly buy some plumes of someother color. Perhaps red. 



I strutted proudly back to our tent, thinking that Maudemight be impressed, but I was disappointed. She thought of wearing anything but one's own skin as being silly, smelly,and scratchy. Ah, well. You can't please everybody. I wasn'tbothered. In all events,  I thought that I looked beautiful. 




*  *   * 

 

One night I asked Maude how, just before the battle, shehad managed to get from my lap to Silver's rump without my seeing her get there. 









"I jumped." 



I asked why I hadn't seen her move. 



"I jumped quickly, when you blinked. It's how you movein combat. You wait until people blink, or look in another di-rection, then you move quickly." 



I said that I was amazed. 



"Would you like me to demonstrate it for you?" 



I said that she could do it later. For now, it wasn't worthgetting out of bed for. 







Looking at Maude, admiring the lovely curve of her hip,and flank, and breast, I mumbled something to myself aboutthe Lilies of the Field. She heard me, and asked what I wastalking about. 



I said, " 'And why take ye thought for raiment? Considerthe lilies of the field, how they grow; they toil not, neither do they spin: And yet I say to you, That even Solomon in all hisglory was not arrayed like one of these.' " I told her that it wasfrom Jesus Christ's Sermon on the Mount. 



I'm not a Bible scholar, but that one has always stuck inmy head. And how could any young man resist the chance toimpress his love? 



"Yes. That is exactly right. Christ would always knowwhat is best. We should not care about our raiment," she said, and continued in her nudity. 



Maude had a perfect memory, and after that she wouldquote those verses of Matthew whenever anyone objected toher lack of coverings. When I said that she had to look atthese words in context, she wouldn't consider it. Christ hadspoken, He could not possibly be mistaken, and that was that. 



I began to understand the saying about how a little knowl-edge was a dangerous thing, and why the Church does not en-courage laymen to read the Bible. 



When I asked her to please not argue with the bishop about religion, she asked what a bishop was, and we were promptlyinto another long, one-sided conversation. 







From the Diary of Conrad Stargard 













JUNE 5, 1249 







I spent the day preparing to invade a major part of the HolyRoman Empire. Ordering up six more battalions of infantrywas the easy part. Harder was the fact that our infantry couldnot move efficiently without a railroad going where theywanted to go. You see, our equipment and tactics had all beendesigned with defending the country in mind. Until recently, very little work or thought had gone into offense. 



Units like the Wolves could go anywhere fast, as muchas four gross miles a day, but we only had a single companyof them. 



A platoon of men could pull their war cart six dozen milesa day when they were rolling on steel rails. With some menpulling and some men sleeping, they could go around theclock. Averaged out, they were much faster than the enemy'sconventional cavalry. 



Put the same platoon on a good conventional road, and thebest they could do was about two dozen miles, since it took all of them, pulling hard, to move the heavy thing on a dirtsurface. There was no possibility of rolling around the clock. 



The existing roads from Lubusz to Brandenburg were notvery good, and in some sections it was doubtful if a singleplatoon could make a war cart move at all! 



We had to get our infantry into Brandenburg, and oncethere, we needed to give them some mobility. 



Then, we not only had to take and to occupy Brandenburg—an area of about six thousand square miles—we had tobring it into our system, and fast! 



If the conversion went quickly and smoothly, the bulk ofthe Slavic-speaking population would be eagerly on our side,and the former conquerors would be dispirited. 



If we let the German-speaking minority have time to organize itself, we could see factional fighting and guerrilla warfare for many years. 



Worse yet, in my old time line, Brandenburg had joined with Prussia to form the state that was the political basis of modern Germany and the cultural basis of the Nazi party. 

These were the people with the strutting jackboots, and thefirm belief that all other peoples were subhuman,  unter mensch.I wanted to make sure that the thing didn't happen inthis time line. 



Making Brandenburg a part of Poland meant bringing inour schools, with their general stores and their post offices. Itmeant bringing in our farming methods, our seeds, and ourfarm machinery. It meant bringing in our uniform measure-ment system, our monetary system, and our judicial system. 



All of which involved a lot of travel and transport. 



There was nothing for it but to build railroads. Lots of rail-roads. Quickly. 



What I was planning was to be one of the fastest construc-tion projects in army history. 

Everything else in the entirenation would be made subordinate to this single project.Every bit of materials and manpower, anything that could beof use, would be rushed to Lubusz. No matter what projecthad to be put on hold, no matter where else the materials wereneeded, no matter what the men would rather be doing, thenew rail line to Brandenburg came first. 



Our existing rail lines were placed defensively, on the east bank of the Odra. A pontoon bridge would be thrown acrossthe river at Lubusz, which would stay in business until a real,masonry bridge could be finished, or until the thaw nextspring took it out. 



Surveyors were to be out in droves, preparing the way for hundreds of crews of construction workers. A forest of trees would be felled to clear the right-of-way, and were to be justas quickly ripsawed into railroad ties, bridge trusses, and siding platforms. 

Demolition teams would be blowing out tree stumps wholesale with gunpowder, followed by thou-sands of men who would be out with picks, shovels, and wheelbarrows, leveling the roadbed. 



Every horse and wagon we had taken from the invaderswould be in use, as well as every additional bit of equipmentwe could get our hands on. 



While all this intensive work was going on, the Eagleswould keep their planes high above us, searching for any hos-tile move, and the Wolves would be patrolling our borders,sniffing out any enemy action. 



We figured to lay three miles of track in the first week, andten more miles of it on the day after. Once we got rolling, wehoped to be in Brandenburg in ten days, and two months laterwe would have a perimeter defensive road around the entire province. 



Experienced Polish farmers who wanted more land wouldbe recruited to move into every town and large village in Brandenburg, mostly on land once owned by the soldierswho had just tried to invade us. We would equip them withthe best seeds, the newest machinery, and the new fertilizers.Once the locals" saw the kind of crops they brought in, they'dbe lining up to get with our system. 



A construction platoon would get to town, and in two days aschoolhouse would be completed. It would have a windmillthat pumped water from a new tube well up to a cistern on theroof, indoor plumbing with hot water, and a septic system.This technology was far ahead of what the people in Branden-burg had ever seen, and it should impress them considerably. 



Each of our schools had a general store that sold a widevariety of our products, at better prices than could be foundlocally, and a catalogue sales arrangement that could get you just about anything at half the price people were used to. Ofcourse, everything was bought and sold with our own uniform currency, and in terms of our uniform measurementsystem. 



Each school had a post office, something nobody in Ger-many ever saw before. 



These commercial operations supported the school system,so much so that we sometimes had to work not to make aprofit! 



Since this would be army territory, taxes would be com-pletely eliminated, except for those levied by the local gov-ernment. The Christian Army supported itself by its ownefforts, the schools were self-supporting, and the Churchtook care of itself. 



Once we were completely set up, the only people the localswould have to deal with would be someone speaking some-thing close to their own native language, and not in the for-eign German tongue. 



That was the program, anyway. We were pretty confident itwould work. Especially since King Henryk had agreed tohandle the political problems for us. 



Six companies of infantry had left for Brandenburg themorning after the battle. They were marching with twoweeks' worth of dried food on their backs, without their pikesor war carts, but they had been equipped with the new rifles,even if they weren't perfectly trained with them. 



The king and I would head out in the morning with theWolves. We figured to get to Brandenburg before noon. 









Chapter Twenty-Four 



From the Journal of Josip Sobieski 







WRITTEN JANUARY 18, 1250, CONCERNINGSEPTEMBER 18, 1249 













IARRIVEDat the Explorer's School at the last possible minute before my leave was up, an hour later than the rest of them. 



Sir Odon checked me in and said, "Someday, Josip, you are going to be late, and then I will have to be very rude to you." 



I said in that event, he could wait to hear my news untilafter all of the rest of the men in our lance had told me the sto-ries of what had happened to them during their vacations. 

Icalled him "Captain Odon," which certainly got his attention,and I swore not to talk until last. All of my friends were dyingof curiosity, but I just grinned at them and said that they hadto buy all of the beer, as well, in payment for my news. 



Since it was almost quitting time, we walked to the local Pink Dragon Inn, where I again insisted on not breaking myvow of silence until I heard their news. 



A bare-breasted waitress brought us a round of beers, waspaid, and then was ignored. 

We all felt wonderful, being backwith our friends. 



Kiejstut eagerly started our informal debriefing. He hadbeen grandly welcomed into his home village, and treated asa returning hero by all of his old friends and relatives. He hadbeen feasted and feted for almost every day of the first two weeks, until he had to beg people to let him get some rest.Everyone had to hear about every event in his long and illus-trious army career. 



His entire village had been converted to Christianityduring the eight years he was away, and they cheered when they heard that he, too, was a convert. 



He had given the bride away at his niece's wedding, andhad been the godfather at no less than five christenings. 



All the girls he had known before were married, with toomany children, but there was a whole new crop of fine youngmaidens, eager to welcome home the conquering hero! 



"It was like having two months in Okoitz, but all the girlswere even prettier and spoke Lithuanian!" 



He ended by saying that when he came back, it was in the company of eleven good Lithuanian boys who had come to the Warrior's School to join the Christian Army. 



We all cheered at this new addition to our ranks, for thearmy was growing again. The massive construction projectsof the last eight years had resulted in more than enough apart-ments, factories, and farms to provide homes and work for all of us. More growth meant, among other things, morepromotions. 



Taurus had a less happy story to tell, since a few monthsbefore he returned to the family farm near Kiev, his uncle haddied. Two of his cousins still lived and were struggling tofeed themselves and their families. They were working withworn-out tools and poor-quality seeds, and in an area that hadstill not fully recovered from the Mongol onslaught. 



By their standards, Taurus was fabulously wealthy, and intruth, he was able to help them a lot. He bought seeds and fer-tilizers for them, and then he and Nadja, the Big Person, hadhelped them get all of their land plowed and planted. He bought them a new, modern steel plow, and a pair of goodoxen to pull it with, along with dozens of new farm toolsfrom the store at the new school in the next village. 



He bought household goods that they badly needed—dishes, pots, and pans—and gave them to his only relatives. He bought their wives bolts of cloth to make clothing, bed-ding, and curtains with, and gave everyone, even the chil-dren, a new pair of boots. 

After that, he spent the rest of his vacation time helping them build a new barn, with materialsthat he paid for. 



"But you know, somehow, everything I did, it just wasn'tenough. I wish that I had never brought my full dress uniform along with all the gold on it. I told them that I couldn't pos-sibly sell my decorations, but they thought I was holding outon them. They never believed that the Big Person I hadridden in on wasn't my property, that Nadja wasn't even ahorse, but a person who could not be bought or sold. One night, one of their wives even suggested that I sell some ofmy weapons and give the money to them, since I was so rich! 



"I tell you that I was glad to leave those people. I've neverseen people that greedy, or that ungrateful, before. I don'tthink I will ever go back there again." 



Sir Odon said that everyone at home was glad to see him,but then he saw his relatives every few months, normally,since they lived nearby, in Wroclaw. Mostly, he spent the time helping out in his father's carpentry shop until the invasionhappened. Then he had been called up to operate a steamboaton the Odra. 



Father John had a similar story. After reporting to hisbishop, he went to Cracow, and spent the time at his father'snew butcher shop until the invasion. Then he was sent to asnowflake fort on the Vistula. The priest there had gone with the men to Brandenburg, and he was to see to the women andchildren left behind. 



After Taurus, Fritz, and I left them, Lezek and Zbigniewenjoyed themselves at home until they were called up, towork on an oil tanker on the Vistula. They were not overlypleased. 



Fritz's story was almost identical to Kiejstut's, eventhough he came from Germany instead of Lithuania. He was treated like a hero by all and sundry, the local boy who wentaway and made good. On top of that, the local nobility treatedhim like an equal, inviting him to supper and taking himalong on a stag hunt. The son of a baron had begun politely calling on Fritz's little sister, to her great delight. 



A total of fourteen healthy German farm boys, three of themhis cousins, came back with Fritz to join the Christian Army. 



"Still and all, I'm glad that I was out of touch when Bran-denburg invaded us. I would have followed orders, youunderstand, and fought them if it came to that, but, you know,I'm glad that it didn't come to that." 



Since they had all now faithfully told their stories, theyturned and looked expectantly at me. 



Just to have some more fun with them, I said that these were all wonderful stories, and that they had wanned myheart, but that it was getting late and we had a busy day ahead of us tomorrow. 



I got up from the table and made it halfway to the door be-fore I was tackled and brought to the ground. They picked meup, carried me back to the table, and sat me back down. 

Then they took away my beer, as punishment, they said, for my at-tempted desertion. 



So I told them the whole story, taking my time, starting with the night Fritz and I spent at the Pink Dragon. I spentsome time describing each of the girls in detail. 



Sir Odon said, "Hurry it up, or I will be forced to hurt you."I passed lightly over my problems with my father, andsoon had myself riding out to war at Lord Conrad's side, sit-ting astride one of Anna's children with the Battle Flag ofPoland in my hand, and the most beautiful woman in theworld sitting naked on my lap. 



My friends gave me a loud whoop!  Fritz gave me backmy beer. Even Father John was laughing. At their urging, Icontinued with the story. I told them of the battle, of the exe-cution of the margrave, and of King Henryk's amazing chas-tisement of Lord Conrad. I got to the point where we wereabout to invade Brandenburg when I finished my beer. 



I'd had my fun with my friends, but enough was enough,and it was time that I bought a round of beer, which I ordered. 



"But what happened then?" Zbigniew said. "Tell us aboutthe counterinvasion!" 



I had to tell them that from then on in, the story becameless interesting, even boring, except for my relationship withMaude, of course. Everything was so well planned, andeveryone in our army performed so well, that everythingwent smoothly. 



Before the enemy had time to think, we had more than sev-enty thousand troops in Brandenburg. That was ten times thefighting men they'd had even before the invasion! 

The fewGerman soldiers who were left were so shocked that they juststood around like sheep and did what they were told. Before my vacation was over, the bulk of the building program wascompleted, there were railroads everywhere, and schoolswere in every village! 









Already, most of our troops had gone home, but the Ger-mans knew we could be back there in a hurry if they ever got rude with us. 



Even Lord Conrad was back at Okoitz, and so was my newlove. I knew, because I rode all the way back at his side, with Maude again on my lap! 



Sir Odon said, "A marvelous story, Josip! But tell me, whatwas all that about calling me a captain?" 



With great casualness, I said that I must have forgotten thatpart, but Lord Conrad had seen fit to tell me about our nextmission. It seemed that they needed some explorers with ex-perience in riverboats to explore the biggest river system inthe world. 



I enjoyed their rapt attention. On a small stage not three yards away, a scantily clad dancer undulated suggestively, but all eyes at our table were on me. After two months ofbeing little more than a wall decoration in Lord Conrad'stent, it felt very good to be important! 



I told about how we would be bringing in six collapsiblesteamboats and assembling them on-site. Many details werestill not settled, but his grace had promised me that the cli-mate would be warm, all year around, that there was plenty ofwine and beer, or something like it, available locally, but thatwe were also welcome to bring in our own supply, withinreason. Further, we were assured that there were many youngladies available, and all of them naked, since the local cus-toms forbade them to wear clothing. 



My friends were all looking at me with expressions thatmixed delight with incredulity, so I continued. 



I said that Lord Conrad was vastly pleased with us forfinding the iron mine on our last mission, and that he consid-ered himself to be in our debt. 



Promotions had been promised to us all, and incidentally, Ihad taken the liberty to volunteer our lance for the above mis-sion. And whose turn was it to buy the next round of beer? 



"I will buy the next round, in honor of your very creative fantasy," Sir Odon said. "But what you are saying cannotpossibly be true. Even if you are not lying, you must be exag-gerating shamelessly, but it is such a pleasant lie that I thinkwe would all like to wallow in it for the rest of the night, at least." 



I said he could believe whatever he chose, it made no difference, since we would probably be briefed on it in themorning. 



Father John wanted to know about the people to be foundon this river, and I said that they were primitive along theriver, but there was a rich civilization at its headwaters, in themountains. And none of them had ever heard of Christ. 



You could see the good father's eyes glow. 



As the evening went on, my friends decided that they al-most believed me about the mission, but on calm reflectionthey insisted that for the most beautiful woman in the worldto be in love with a person abjectly lacking in any social skills, and with such a deplorable level of personal hygiene,was simply absurd. 



They said that I had obviously fallen off Margarete andlanded on my head, since I was patently delusional. I sat thereand acted smug. 



The high point of the evening came when Maude walkedinto the inn, wearing her usual outfit and easily outshiningall of the waitresses and dancers there. She sat down next tome, put her arm around my waist and her head against myshoulder. 



She said, "I missed you. Let's go to bed." 



Fritz muttered, as if to himself, "She doesn't like clothesbecause nothing looks good on her. Unbelievably good, for afact." 



My other friends couldn't speak, since all of their mouthswere locked open. 



I told Maude that I would like that, but first she must meetmy friends. I introduced them to her, but she had already heard much about each of them, and they were still toostunned by her beauty to say very much, so I was soon able tobreak away from them and take Maude back to my room in the barracks. 



Having her there was perhaps discouraged by certain armyregulations, but they were not well-enforced regulations ifyou didn't bother anybody. 



I asked her how she had gotten to the school from Okoitz."Iran." 



A distance of eighteen miles, and she ran the whole way. Itmade sense, somehow. 









Chapter Twenty-Five 



From the Journal of Josip Sobieski 
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IFINDmyself laid up in the base hospital with an unimportantinfection in a small scratch on my foot, and again, withnothing better to do, I have resolved to bring my personal his-tory up to date. 



I stood at the rail of the Atlantic Challenger,  hoping for asight of one of the flying fishes that Lord Conrad had writtenabout. After weeks at sea, my love for it was still growing. 

Itsawesome size, its constantly changing colors, its infinitepeace. Together they made it for me one of the greatest works of God. 



We had been at sea for four weeks, and out of radio contactfor the last fifteen days. The new radios were an improve-ment, but were far from perfect. I could no longer send mes-sages to my love. 



I missed Maude, more than everything else. 



Through the months of preparation for this voyage, sheand I had been together every possible moment. I spent myweekends at Okoitz with her, and she arranged to have everyWednesday and Thursday off to spend at the school. In thismanner, we had six nights a week together. 



Transportation was provided by the Big People, whoseemed to take a special pleasure in watching our love affair.Once Maude got Lord Conrad to teach her a few words in En-glish, we often rode Silver back and forth, since that lady or-dinarily didn't get enough exercise. 



There was no longer even the slightest doubt in either of usthat ours was a love that would last forever. She promisedthat she would wait for me to return, and that when I did, wewould be married. 



At Okoitz, where she was still guarding Lord Conrad, shespent her time in constant reading, to learn everything she could about this strange new world she had been sent into. She took formal religious instruction, and was baptized aChristian, which removed any possible impediment to ourmarriage. 



She even submitted to wearing clothing in public, to fore-stall any criticism. It was very light clothing, loose, and madeof the softest Bulgarian cotton, but it was clothing for allof that. 



I was sorely tempted to transfer to some other branch ofthe army so I would not have to leave her. Maude thought se-riously of leaving Lord Conrad's employment and stowingaway on the ship, but in the end calmer, more practicalthoughts had prevailed. 



I wanted to set up a proper household for her, and I thoughtit likely that if this voyage proved to be as successful as thelast, my promotion to captain was assured. Thirty-two pence a day, plus her salary, if she wanted to remain working, pluswhatever royalties I got for my share of the mine, whenadded to my savings would let us live a very comfortable life. 



Standing with me on the docks, just before I left, she had aconfession to make. 

Unbeknownst to everyone, Maude hadhad four children. 



It seems that children of her species are born very small, nobigger than mice, which explained why no one had noticedher pregnancy. They require no more care than a safe place tolive and a supply of food, any food that a human could eat. 



She was paying the widow of a yeoman farmer, who livedin the woods not far from Okoitz, to care for them and keepthem hidden. 



This was the first truly independent action I had ever seenher make, and naturally I was curious about it. She said she felt a responsibility to Lord Conrad, and that by herself, shecould not give him the security he deserved and still have anylife of her own. Her four daughters, in time, could see to itthat he was guarded around the clock, and still have plenty offree time for themselves. 



Also, with the four of them on duty, Maude would feel freeto go anywhere with me. 



When I asked if this had been done with Lord Conrad's permission, she said no. But he never had anything to sayabout whether any human woman should have children ornot, and she was as free as they were, wasn't she? 



I had to agree with her, but secretly I was glad I hadn'tbeen asked about it before the deed was done. 



When I returned, in a year or so, it would be not only to awife, but to a family, of sorts, as well. 



As I pondered all of this, Knight Banner Taurus came overfrom the fishing net crane. He didn't have to do the samplingpersonally. Like me, he now had a forty-two-man platoonworking under him, most of them belted knights. I think he was doing it himself simply because he was bored with ourshipboard inactivity. 



"Another empty net. These equatorial oceans are not asrich as our northern seas." 



I said that our sampling was still far too small for us todraw any solid conclusions. 



"True, and anyway, I was getting sick of the cook'sabortive attempts at trying to make five new kinds of fish a day edible. I wonder if we'll ever find out if it's a matter of bad fish or bad cooking. Can you believe that lately I havebeen developing a craving for some fresh venison, you know,from those northern deer?" 









I said I could not believe it, but that I had heard there wassome trade starting in what they were calling reindeer meat, preserved by the new canning process. 



"Reindeer. That must be because they put reins on theanimal when they use it to pull their sleds. Reasonable. Say,how well do you know Baron Tados? This is the third time he has captained the ship we were on, and I still don't know any-thing about him." 



I said that the first time was at the Battle for the Vistula,when we were just out of grunt school. The last thing we'dwanted was an interview with a baron! On the Baltic, we onlysaw him a few times, and the one time we'd met socially,everybody was too polite to actually talk. And on this trip, hehad thus far stayed on the bridge, where our presence wasn'twelcome. So I was as ignorant as Taurus was. I asked why he wanted to know about the man. 



"I don't know. Maybe it's just my imagination, but sometension is building, something seems strange. Have youheard that the North Star is almost under the horizon? We'llbe turning west in a few hours." 



I said we were almost on the equator, and that I had expected it would be hotter. A summer afternoon in Polandwould often get as warm as it was on the ship. 



"I think the water cools us. Before long, we will arrive at the land of Brazyl, if all goes well and Lord Conrad is right. Still, I have a very bad feeling that something is going to govery wrong." 



I said that his grace was rarely mistaken. We might be onthe river within the week. I reminded him that no Christian inall of recorded history had ever traveled this far before! 

Acertain amount of anxiety was only normal. I told Taurus thatmaybe it was just the anticipation that was upsetting him. 



I was wrong. 







Captain Odon was red in the face and gesticulating vigor-ously at the ship's captain, Baron Tados, who was groping fora weapon, and had not drawn one only because he couldn'tseem to decide between his sword, his pistol, or the hugeMongol bow hanging on the wall. The baron's face waswhite, and I was unsure which color was the worse dangersignal. 



Both of their jaws were moving up and down, their lipswere moving, and their faces were going through the most re-markable contortions, but they were up on the bridge, andwhat with the noise and the wind of our travel, those of usbelow on the main deck could not hear a word of what wasbeing shouted. 









Suddenly, Captain Odon raised both fists into the air, turnedaround, and stormed down the staircase toward the two dozenor so officers who were watching them. The baron hesitatedfor a moment or two, then charged after the explorer. 



"It seems that our sublime leaders have concluded theirlearned consultations," Zbigniew said. "Perhaps at last weshall be enlightened as to their cause for concern." 



I said that his florid language suggested he had beenreading too many diplomatic papers in the News Magazine,  and stressed the prudence of being prepared to disarm themboth, if necessary. 



"Stop running away, you insubordinate bastard! I gave youan order!" the baron said, grabbing our captain's arm. 



"Insubordinate, hell! I am your co-komander on this mis-sion! And I tell you that you are a bloody madman! We are in the middle of the ocean! We have not sighted land for weeks! An idiot child could tell that we are not on a fornicating river! Use your eyes, you senile old fool!" Captain Odon said, shaking loose his arm. 



"And I tell you that I have my written orders, you mutinousbastard! Fuel consumption has been much higher than ex-pected, and if we have headwinds, in addition to the contrarycurrents that you know damn well we can expect, this shipwill have a hard time getting back to Gdansk!" the baron said. 



"You still have more than half of your fuel left, and if thereis any question of it running out, when we find land, we cancut you enough cordwood to get you to China! But right nowwe are on the ocean! We are not on a river! And trying to as-semble the riverboats down in those waves is suicide for anyman who goes down there, and murder for you to order themto do it!" 



"Lord Conrad's notes clearly say that the Amazon River isso wide that in some places you cannot see the banks from themiddle! And you tasted the last bucket of water we broughtup from the side! There wasn't one bit of salt in it! It was river water! We are on a river, you bloody idiot!" 



"I don't give a damn if it tastes like pure white lightning!The Baltic Sea is damn low on salt, and nobody saw you putting a riverboat on it! Those waves down there are twoyards high, and any attempt to assemble a riverboat over theside will result in disaster! And even if we were on a river, itmakes no sense to take a fragile, short-ranged riverboat who knows how damned far to land when you still have miles ofwater below your ship's keel! 

If this is a river, it is too big forthe boats we brought, and the only thing to do is take the shipup it until it gets shallow enough and narrow enough to jus-tify putting a small riverboat on it!" Captain Odon shouted. 



"This ship is needed elsewhere, and we have a schedule to keep! Now get your cowardly ass in gear and do your job!" 









"That's an illegal order and you damn well know it! Sched-ules? Now the filthy truth finally comes out! You are willing to kill a whole company of men just so you can make your paper-work look neat! My men are not going to get butchered just tosatisfy your stupid brand of pigheadedness!" 



"Captain, if you won't follow orders, then your men will!Get on with your job, because if you don't, this ship is turningback!" the baron said. 



"You will do no such thing. You will not kill my men, andyou will not abort this mission. It is too important to LordConrad for us to turn back now, when there isn't any goodreason for it. The reason why you will not do anything stupidis that I have three times as many men as you do, and my menare much better armed! Now just continue steaming in the di-rection that we're going, and we'll find land eventually!" 



And with that Captain Odon turned around and marched back to his cabin. The baron stood there, breathing hard, andthen suddenly realized that there were two dozen men staringat him. He opened his mouth to shout something, and thenthought better of it. He turned and strutted briskly back to hisown cabin. 



"With any luck, they'll both get drunk alone in theircabins, and the rest of us can do something sensible and savethe mission," First Officer Seweryn Goszczynski said. 



"That is a noble thought," Zbigniew said. "Does anybodyhave any idea what set them off?" 



"It was a matter of the baron making a poorly thought-outsuggestion—certainly, it wasn't an order at first—and yourcaptain rather abruptly calling it stupid. You must understand that the baron has been around boats and ships for forty years now, and he was not pleased that a man less than half his agewas made co-komander on this mission," 

a ship's radio op-erator said. 



I said that the whole idea of having co-komanders was stupid, but since we were stuck with it, we junior officersought to come up with a plan as to what to do if our superiorsgot into this same argument again, especially if they startedgiving the men strange and contradictory orders. 



The first officer said, "If that happens, we must be preparedto disobey all illegal orders, which would mean turning thisship back for home, aborting the mission, and enduring ourown courts-martial. Those of us that weren't hung wouldhave our careers irretrievably damaged. If we didn't disobeythem, and anybody got killed, as your captain is convincedwould happen, we'd be up on charges anyway, for conveyingan illegal order. 

We are all in an absolutely no-win situation,and that is probably what will save us. Both of our superiorshave been acting like bloody idiots, but neither one of them isa stupid bloody idiot. They know what would happen as well.as we do, and they both know that their best chance of gettingout of this unscathed is to pretend that it didn't happen. I doubt if either of them will stick his head out of his cabinuntil we are ready to part company. 

For the time being, wewill follow my standing orders and continue to sail west,until such time as we can find a sane place in which to as-semble your riverboats." 



"An excellent suggestion, sir, and one that the Explorer's Corps will endorse. We will also station as high-ranking aman as possible near our captain's door, to waylay him if hecomes out to do something stupid. I suggest that your people perform the same service for the baron," Zbigniew said. 



"You may count on it, sir. I further suggest that if our supe-riors wisely decide to pretend that all of this never happened,we would all be well-advised to contract a case of massamnesia." 



I said that he could count on that. 









Chapter Twenty- Six 



From the Journal of Josip Sobieski 
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THINGS WENTpretty much as First Officer Goszczynski saidthey would. Our superiors both declared themselves to besick, and had their meals sent to their rooms. Slowly, the ten-sion on board relaxed. 



It was two days before we sighted land to starboard, andanother day more until we had land to port. A further half daytook us upriver to a point where we were no longer bothered by big ocean waves. 



A council of officers decided we were at a position that both of our superiors could live with, had they been suffi-ciently well to attend the meeting. We were on the equator,and we were definitely on an absolutely huge river. The cur-rent was strong, the water was fresh, and we had banks onboth side of us. 



We dropped anchor, broke out the the premade floats that would be the bottoms of the riverboats, and started lowering them down to the water level. We soon had assembly crewsworking under the wings on both sides of the ship. 









The floats were the same size as our standard containersso they could fit into the ship's storage conveyors. Each floathad a removable top, and most of them already contained thecargo that the riverboats would be carrying. They bolted to-gether easily. 



The steam engines were another matter, since they wereheavy, and had to be mounted mostly behind and on top of thefloats. Assembling them was not as simple as the designers had hoped, what with the motion of the boats, the ship, andthe water. We encountered several bothersome manufacturing defects, and as always, we were up against the innateperversity of inanimate objects. 



Persevering, it was almost sunset when we had one boatassembled, another close to done, and a third boat started. Anamazing thing was sighted then. 



A lookout up in the crow's nest was the first to spot it, but Iwas taking a break on the rear deck at the time, so I saw thewhole terrible affair. 



There was a white line to the east, on the ocean horizon,going from shore to shore. I soon noticed that it was gettingbigger, and thicker, somehow, but I had no idea what it was. Neither did any of the ship's officers to whom I shouted. 



Still, when strange things happen, it is best to act cau-tiously and get the men out of danger, even if it might slowdown the job at hand. 



I ran to the port side of the ship, under the wing, andshouted at the men working down there to get back up intothe ship, and to do it quickly. Then I ran to the starboard sideand repeated my message. 



When I got back to the rear railing, the strange phenome-non had grown to the point where it was obviously coming atus, and at a pretty fair speed. I ran around in a triangle againand told everybody to hurry up, no shit, this was serious.Some fool made a joke about how a dragon was coming, andif I hadn't been worrying about saving his life, I would haveshot him! 



Some of the men that I'd trained myself, the men from myown platoon, scrambled up the netting we had hung over bothsides, and those men lived. The ones who were waiting forthe lift to come back down to get them got into trouble. 



It was moving so fast that by the time the men below sawthe huge wave, it was almost too late to do anything about it. 



It was just one, single huge wave, with no big waves in front of it, or behind, either. But it was more than ten yardshigh, and it stretched from bank to rocky bank across the river! 



It hit the stern of the ship, and she bucked up so fast that Iwas knocked down flat to the deck, on my stomach. I wentdown so hard that the wind was knocked out of me and Icould neither move nor breathe. 









Then a vast sheet of greenish-white water came down ontop of me, flattening me even more. The fact that I couldn't breathe became unimportant, since I was underwater, any-way. Worse, I saw that I was about to be washed off the deckand into the river. To this day, I don't know how I managed tograb one of the stanchions that supported the railing. 



I think it must have been the work of my guardian angel. 



At that, I was hard-pressed to hold on, at first because ofthe thousands of tons of water streaming by me, and then because the ship was still vigorously bouncing up and down.Even so, I was one of the first men on my feet. I staggered forward to try to assess the damage and see where I could beof help. 



There were dozens and dozens of men lying about, manyof them badly injured, from skinned knees to broken legs,and even one broken neck. Blood ran from the wet deck, out the scuppers and into the water. It hurt to pass by my friendswithout helping, but in spite of their obvious wounds, if thosemen were still alive, they were likely to stay alive a few more minutes. 



That might not be true of the men down on the water.When I got under the wing of the bridge, I leaned over therailing and looked down. Of the two boats that had been inthe water on that side, the completed one was gone without atrace. Only the half-finished boat, where they hadn't started mounting the engine, was still afloat, and it was severelydamaged. 



Men were down in the water, and the current was sweepingthem away! Ignoring the broken and bleeding men aroundme, I threw every life ring I could find overboard, and helpeda few uninjured men get three of the ship's barges into thewater. 



We cut two of the barges free, and hoped that the menoverboard would be able to help each other into them. Wekept the third boat tethered, and a seaman slid down to it tosee what he could do down there to help. 



I ran to the port side of the ship, only to find Lezek doingthe same job there that I had just done on the starboard. Here,too, the nearly finished boat was simply gone. 



Kiejstut came up from below and shouted that the boilers were out, flooded with water. 

We could not get the enginesgoing to pick up our lost men. Together, we made it to theship's steam launches, only to find them both smashed. 



He looked at me desperately. 



"The anchor," he said. 



Without another word, we both ran to the bow. 









I would have expected that the wave that did so muchdamage would have pulled loose our anchor, or broken thecable, but no, it was still holding us in one place while the fastcurrent was taking our men farther away every minute. 



The release mechanism was jammed, but a few vigorousswings with an axe freed it up, permanently. As the cable waswhirling away, Kiejstut took a life ring with a long rope tiedto it, passed the rope around the fast-moving cable, and made a slipknot at the end of it. Just before the last of the cable was gone, he had the end of it tied to a float. 



I complimented his good thinking. 



"I thought we might need the anchor again, and now weshould be able to find it," he said. "Anyway, it looked expen-sive, and the baron might have made us pay for it!" 



I looked about. With the ship now drifting with the river, itwas at least getting no farther away from the men in thewater. There didn't seem to be anything more that we coulddo for those men, so we went aft to help with the wounded. 



Our captain and the baron both had miraculous recoveries when the disaster occurred, as was only to be expected, andafter a few moments of confusion, the two of them cooper-ated remarkably well in getting things back together. 



Within the hour we had a current list of the dead, thewounded, and the missing. There were over ten dozen mensomewhere in the dark, fast-moving water. Zbigniew, Taurus,and Fritz were among them. 



The mechanics were six long army hours getting the en-gine room pumped out, the boilers repaired and refired, andthe ship under way. By then it was dawn, and we went insearch of our missing men. 



Out of the ship's crew of ninety-one, six men were dead,eighteen were too seriously injured to work, and fourteenwere still missing. 



Of the two hundred sixty-two explorers, nine were dead, thirty-three were severely injured, and eighty-five were stillmissing. Most of the men doing the riverboat assembly work were explorers. 



During the night, twenty-six men had managed to swimback to the ship and were taken aboard. That wouldn't havehappened if Kiejstut and I hadn't let loose the anchor. 

Thebaron noticed this, too, and made a note of it in our records.He also noted that if a storm had come up during the night,without engines or anchor, the ship could possibly have gone down to the bottom. He told us this verbally, and quite forcefully, but did not put it down in our records. A decent man, thebaron. 



One of the men who swam back that night was Fritz. 









Overnight, the steam launches had been repaired, and withthem a half mile to either side of us, we spent days sweepingback and forth across the river, and eventually out into theocean. Lezek and I had set seven barges adrift, and in the endwe recovered only four of them, with twenty-nine menaboard. Another eleven people were found alive in the warmriver water. 



Zbigniew and Taurus were still among the missing. 







After a week of searching the river, the sea, and the sur-rounding shores for our missing comrades, we regretfullycalled off the search. The barges each contained a smallemergency kit, but with even a few men on board, by thistime the supplies would be long exhausted. 



We had recovered a total of twenty-two floating corpses.The last dead man we pulled aboard was Taurus. 







Baron Tados called an officers' meeting, to sum up whathad happened. 



This was the first maritime disaster suffered by the Chris-tian Army, and we were all painfully aware of our ignoranceand our inexperience. Careful notes were written up byeveryone on board, to be delivered to the Maritime DesignBoard at Gdansk. Hopefully, some of our stupider mistakeswould not be repeated the next time disaster struck. We allknew that someday, somewhere, it would happen again. 



The baron thought that the disaster might have beencaused by a tidal bore. The Baltic Sea doesn't have tides, anymore than the Mediterranean Sea does, so we Poles werefairly ignorant of such things. Baron Tados had heard of onlyone other river in the world that had such a wave, the SevernRiver, in England, although he had never been there. It wassaid that they were caused by the mouth of a river having afunnel shape, and a big, incoming tide getting somehow fo-cused, and made larger, as it rushed up the river. 



I understood very little of it. I had heard Lord Conrad's lec-ture on the causes of tides, but I had never actually seen one, until that disastrous time on the Amazon River. 



I didn't want to see any more of them. 



Fritz had an interesting report. He said, "I think that I nowknow why our fuel consumption has been so high. I was in the water when the big wave lifted the ship up, and I got agood look at our bottom. We have an underwater forest growing down there! 

Some of the weeds looked to be two yards long!" 









"There has been some growth below the waterline before,in the northern seas, but nothing that bad," the baron said. "Itmust be all this warm water we've been steaming through.Does anybody have any ideas on how to get rid of it without adry dock? No? 

Then we'll just have to live with it for now." 



Only one of the ship's crew was still missing, mostly be-cause the crew wore bright red work clothing and so wereeasier to find in the water. The dark green explorer uniformsdid us a great disservice that week. 



Zbigniew had not been found. 



As the meeting was about to break up, Captain Odon an-nounced that he was having a barrel of whiskey broken outand set up in the mess. He said it was time to mourn our dead. 



In a few minutes I found myself at a table with what was left of our old lance. Captain Odon. Fritz. Lezek. Kiejstut.Me. The captain poured us each a big glass from the pitcher,and we held up our glasses, as if in a toast. Only nobodycould think of anything appropriate to say, and we just drankin silence. 



"I never expected Taurus to die an old man in bed,"Kiejstut said. "He was just too crazy, underneath, for that.But I always imagined him going out swinging his axe at hisenemies, the way he did during that fight against the Mon-gols, on the bank of the river. He must have killed dozens ofthem, running and screaming like a madman." 



"I think that he truly was a madman then, so soon after hisfamily had all been killed," 

Fritz said. "He even took a swipeat me before Sir Odon took his axe away from him." 



I reminded them that a few of his people were still alive,although after his last leave, he hadn't liked them very much. 



"I suppose they'll think better of him now," Lezek said. "Bytheir standards, Taurus died rich, what with his gold, his sav-ings, and his shares in the iron mine. They'll inherit all that, won't they?" 



"I suppose so, unless he left a will, and I never heard ofone," Captain Odon said. "I think that after this, I will go andhave one written up for myself. The rest of you might want todo the same. The ship's purser knows something about thelaw." 



"Inside, somehow, I was beginning to think that we wereall immortal," Kiejstut said. 

"We were always so lucky. I mean,we all lived through the Battle for the Vistula. Only about oneman in three did that, out of the more than nine thousand menwho fought in it, and every one of us came through it aliveand healthy. What were the odds against that happening?" 



"Who knows?" the captain said. "Who knows what the odds are of Zbigniew still being alive? Or if he is, will weever see him again? We all knew that we were engaged in a dangerous occupation, but whoever thought we would losemen this way? Those were two of the finest fighting men I'veever had the privilege of knowing. Who would have expected them dying, not in combat, but in what was, in the end, just anaccident brought on by our own ignorance? Well, we stillhave our duties to the younger men. I'll talk to Taurus's pla-toon, and Zbigniew's as well. Gentlemen, men have died in every one of your platoons. You should go and comfort the living. Maybe later tonight we'll meet back here." 



We left to talk to our knights and squires, but much later we were all sitting around the same table again, quietlydrinking. 



In the morning we said a special Mass for the Dead, recitedour Army Oath, and then we went back to our duties. 



We steamed back up the mighty river, and by luck one ofthe lookouts spotted the life ring that Kiejstut had attachedto the anchor cable. An hour's hard labor got us back ouranchor. 



We anchored upstream of a wooded, uninhabited island, on the theory that if another tidal bore happened, the islandwould break its force. We started assembling riverboats again, while others went to the island and began choppingfirewood, which was needed both to ensure that the ship got home and as fuel for our four remaining riverboats. 



The disaster had cost us, in dead, missing, and seriously in-jured, almost two complete platoons of explorers, includingtwo platoon leaders. Since we were also missing two boats,well, with some reshuffling of personnel, it worked out. 



The baron was shorthanded by twenty-one men, and askedif we could help out, but Captain Odon said there were stillthirty-four men on the sick list, and many of them would becapable of doing at least some work within a few days. 



I could see that the baron wanted to say that taking care ofthe injured took up a lot of badly needed manpower, but Ithink he was still a little afraid of our captain, and kept silent. 



A tall, straight tree on the west end of the island had beenstripped of its branches. The base had been girdled so theycouldn't grow back, and a big flag was nailed at the top, as a marker. It was agreed that the ship and the riverboats wouldmeet back at this place in exactly three hundred sixty-five days. 



It was decided that the captain would go with Father Johnand a platoon of men, and try to get to the headwaters ofthe Amazon, where there was supposed to be a gold-richcivilization. 



I was to take my boat and search out the north side of theriver, and Lezek was to take the south. Kiejstut and Fritz were to accompany the captain farther west and would be assigned tosearch and map some tributary. 



We were to be friendly to the natives, to show them our products and see what they might have that would be of in-terest to us, but mostly we were to search for a rubber tree. This was described as having a white, sticky sap that, whendried, was stretchy, like raw pigskin. 



Those men who had been logging on the island were ap-prehensive about finding a single kind of tree in that strangeforest. 



"God was feeling very creative when He made this place!"Fritz said. His hands were covered by a rash that he picked upon the island. "We must have cut down three or four hundredtrees on that island, and I don't think that any two of them were of the same species. I tell you that every single tree,every single plant, was different from every other plantaround it! These are not like the forests back home, wherethere might be only five kinds of trees and six kinds of bushesin ten miles of forest. We might have to search for years, andcut into thousands of trees before we find this rubber tree.And when we do, there won't be very many of them." 



There was no way to answer that, so no one did. 



Besides the rubber trees, we were each to try to set up fiveor six trading stations along the banks of the river. The nativeswould want our knives, we were told, if nothing else, and wewould always be needing firewood for our steamboats. 



We all began to realize that this would not be an easy mis-sion to accomplish. 









Chapter Twenty-Seven 
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THE RIVERwe were on was called the Amazon, which meant,in Ancient Greek, 

"without a breast." It was named after a tribe of vaguely Greek warrior women. The story was thatthey were archers, and to keep their right breasts from inter-fering with their shooting, they cut them off. Or some saidthat they burned them off. 









It was a gruesome story, that young women would so muti-late themselves, and a stupid one besides. My mother and sis-ters are all good archers, and the women in my family havealways been very well-endowed. None of them have ever no-ticed any difficulties with their breasts interfering with theirshooting, and getting a nipple twanged by a bowstring wouldcertainly be a noticeable event! 



So why the biggest river in the world should be namedafter something that probably never happened, or shouldn'thave happened if it did, was one of life's little mysteries, untilthe afternoon came for me to go out alone and try to meet some natives. 




*   *   * 

 

We soon found that it was hotter on the river than it hadbeen at sea, but it wasn't impossibly hot. The only problemwas that it was hot all the time, without a break, which some-times made it hard to fall asleep. The air had so much water init that if anything got wet, it never seemed to get dry again,and we all had to learn to survive while being damp. 



We soon discovered that on this river, humans did not al-ways hold their normal, exalted position at the top of the foodchain. A vast horde of disrespectful creatures were alwaysout to displace us! 



There were some huge reptiles, five and six yards long,some of them, which seemed to be half mouth, that the menpromptly dubbed "dragons." There were snakes that got evenlonger, but we saw no large land mammals at all, or at leastnone bigger than a man. 



There was a leech that was half the length of a man's arm,and after I burned one off the leg of a screaming squire, webothhad nightmares about it for a week. 



There were insects about in annoyingly prodigious num-bers. Some of them were beautiful, some were horrible, somewere huge, and some were all three. But when it came tobeing bitten, it actually wasn't nearly as bad as it was in thesummer north of the Arctic Circle. 



I was sitting beneath a tree having lunch with Sir Tomaz, mysenior lance leader, when a leaf, which had fallen from the treeonto his cheese, got up on six legs and calmly walked away! 



He said, "You know, Sir Josip, we're not in Poland anymore." 



There was always something new crawling out of a crack in the boards, or out from under a rotting log. Some of themwere beautiful, but the manual said that the creatures with thebrightest colors were usually those that didn't have to hide.Likely, there was something about them that was deadly. Es-pecially the snakes. 









My riverboat, which I promptly named the Magnificent Maude,was small by the standards of those on the Vistula. Itheld a platoon of men in about the same comfort as the oldMuddling Throughhad held an entire company. Thirty yardslong and eight wide, it was only a single story tall, exceptwhere the bridge was built above the engine room. 

Cargo was kept below the main floor, and most of the boat was one hugescreened-in room, to let the breezes in and keep the bugs out.There were lightweight wooden blinds that could be rolleddown in inclement weather, but it wasn't armed or armored, in the traditional sense. The only weapons we had were our usual personal rifles, swords, and sidearms. 



By our standards, this was an obviously nonthreateningvehicle. However, standards vary, and soon it was very ob-vious that it scared the natives silly. 



The first eleven times we approached a native village, thepeople started screaming and shouting as soon as we cameinto view. Sometimes they shot arrows, or threw spears at us, or used a thing that was like a big peashooter (the child's toy, not the steam-powered weapon) that they used to shoot a sort of needle. 



They must put some sort of poison on those needles, or atleast they did on the one that hit Sir Tomaz on the inside ofthe elbow. When he screamed with pain, I told him to act likea man, that it was only a tiny needle. 



He insisted that it was poisoned, so we stripped off hisarmor, and I treated the small wound just like it was asnakebite, lancing it open and sucking the blood and poisons out. 

It was fortunate that I listened to him, because even withsuch treatment, his arm swelled up to be as big as his leg, and the area around the pinprick turned black. I think that withoutsuch treatment, he might have died. 



But whether the villagers were aggressive or not, by the timewe got there, the village would be completely empty. Whenwe sat back and waited for them to return, they didn't. 

When wefollowed them into those incredibly tangled forests, either theyshot at us some more, or we got completely lost, or, most often,both. 



In the last two villages our program had been to take a fewsmall things, foodstuffs, mostly, and leave in payment asmall knife, and one of those machete swords that LordConrad was convinced would be so much in demand, hopingthey would get the idea that we wanted to trade. 



Maybe when we returned, in a few weeks, we would bemore socially acceptable. 



I resolved to try the twelfth village alone. We made a vi-sual reconnaissance from over a mile away, and then I left theMaudeout of sight around the bend so as not to frighten thevillagers. I took a folding canvas boat in alone, but since the realMaude wouldn't want to marry an absolute fool, or a deadone, I wore my infantry armor, with the metal plates inside ofclean, white coveralls. My cavalry armor had been left backin Poland. 









I had a bag of steel tools, glass bead necklaces, salt tablets,dried fruit, and my recorder. I also carried a small camp chair,reasoning that a man looks less threatening sitting down thanstanding up. 



When I came within sight of the village, I sat down andstudied the place. It was subtly different from the other vil-lages we had visited. The buildings were arranged differently,and the thatched roofs on the huts were much steeper. 



The people were the big change, however. At the other vil-lages, the people were a medium brown in color, like Gyp-sies, only a little darker. They all had dark eyes and straightblack hair. The men did not grow beards, and neither sex had much in the way of body hair. 



They tended to be short and thin-boned, and as in everyplace else in the world that I had ever heard of, the womenwere shorter than the men. As Lord Conrad had promised, noone wore clothing, although they did wear decorations, andsome of those covered a lot. 



The men looked to be fairly fit, and the young girls wereoften very attractive, but almost without exception, as soonas the women had children, they all became extremely fat. 

Ifound myself wishing that some of them would wear clothes. 



These new people were much different. The men, or per-haps I should just say the 

"males," were short and brown, andthey tended to be chubby. They seemed to be mainly in-volved with gardening when they weren't taking care of the children. 



The women were larger than the males, or at least taller andbetter muscled. They carried bows and spears the way themales did in the other villages. While the males all had black hair, the women wore theirs bright red. It did not look to be anatural color, and I suspected it was a dye. Their nipples andprivate areas were also colored bright red. 



And the women were white. Not flesh-colored, the way Iam, but white.  The color of a new sheet of paper. Not evenLord Conrad had ever talked about such a thing. 



But one can sit and be amazed for only so long. It was timeto attract some attention. I displayed my trade goods on theground a few yards in front of me. 



I got out my recorder, flipped up my visor, and startedto play a simple shepherd's tune. 

Something I hoped wouldbe interesting, calming, and proof that I wasn't out to hurtanyone. 



I did not get the desired reaction. 



Some children noticed me first. They ran home screaming,not to get Daddy, but for Mommy to come. Or at least, it wasMommy who came. Six mommies. They reminded me of, well, I never learned if there was a polite name for them, butthe kind of women who don't like men but want to be just likethem. It occurred to me that these might be the warriorwomen that the river was named after. I wondered if "without a breast" might be another way of saying "not very feminine." 



I continued playing the same tune, to give them time to getused to it, and I continued smiling resolutely. 



They stopped a few dozen yards from me and discussedme among themselves. Then one of them calmly notched anarrow and shot me. 



Now, my suit was proof against Mongol arrows with steelheads. This woman's weapon might have had a quarter of thepull of a good Mongol recurved bow, and the arrow point wasonly flame-hardened wood, from the look of it. I didn't even stop playing, and the arrow bounced off my breastplate. Ismiled. 



Within seconds they launched an additional two spears,eight arrows, and two of those peashooter needles. Most ofthem hit me, but only the needles stood a chance of doing anyharm. They might possibly get through because they werenarrower than the rings in the chain mail that covered thecracks in my armor. I took my chances and continued playing"The Lonely Shepherdess." An arrow and both needles stuckin my coveralls, and playing with one hand, still smiling, Iplucked them out. 



One of the women, the best looking of the bunch, if youlike that sort, screamed and ran at me with a long, thin clubheld over her head. I stopped playing and stood up. She hitme on the head as hard as she could, but I was wearing one ofthe old-style, ring-around-the-collar war helmets, and whileit was extremely loud, I barely felt her blow. 



I was getting very irritated at these people's behavior, butorders are orders, and we were told to make nice to the na-tives. I gesticulated to the trade goods that she had trampledin getting to me. I stooped over, picked up a necklace, and of-fered it to her. I was doing a serious job of turning the othercheek, and that's right where she hit me next. 



She spat on me! She knocked my hand and gift away, andspat right in my face! I was furious. I have never struck awoman in my life, and I don't ever intend to, but I do punishnaughty children when it is obviously for their own good! 



I grabbed her by the arm, sat down, and turned her over myknee! I pinned her left arm behind her back, immobilized herlegs with my right leg, and swatted her bare buttocks as hardas I could with my open hand until my right arm got tired. 



During this time, there were a lot of rude sounds being made, and her friends tried to do various sorts of damage tomy person. I simply ignored them, and the ladies didn't quitemanage to knock me over. I then decided that this particular attempt at international trade was a wasted effort. I stood up,dumping the increasingly loud lady on the ground, picked up my recorder, and walked back to my canvas boat. 









A half dozen or so more weapons hit me in the back as Imade my exit, but I didn't care. 

One arrow put a hole in myboat, but I ignored it, keeping with the image. As a conse-quence, I almost sank in my armor before I got back to theMaude. 



Mostly, I was thinking about how wonderful it was that Ihad brought an entire barrel of Lord Conrad's Seven-Year-Old Aged Whiskey along for my own personal use. Well, Ihad let the platoon buy shares on it once we'd gotten here, butthere was still plenty to be had for me! 



As soon as I got back to the Maude,  I drew myself a pitcherof whiskey, and sat down alone to drink it. 



Somehow, when you are really mad, you just can't getdrunk, no matter how much you drink. It just burns out of youbefore it can do you any good. 



The last few weeks had cost me two of my best friends, and now I was separated from not only the woman that Iloved, but from the rest of the old lance as well. Oh, my pla-toon was made up of some very fine men, but it just wasn'tthe same! 



And after enduring two weeks of having people I wastrying to help turn and run away from me, a most annoyingperverted woman had spat in my face! 



It was late, and except for a pair of sentries, both of whom were up on the bridge, everyone else was asleep. We were atanchor, a hundred yards from the shore. It was dark, exceptfor a single, small kerosene anchor light. I was in my "cabin,"a small screened-in porch at the front of the boat. My white armored coveralls were hanging in one assembled piece onthe other side of the room, in the vague hope that they woulddry out from the soaking they had gotten that afternoon. I wassitting naked in my chair, trying to cool off enough to sleep.Only I couldn't sleep. I couldn't even get drunk. 



I heard a sound in the water that wasn't quite right. I wassure it wasn't one of those huge green lizards that lived in theriver, that the men persisted in calling dragons. I didn't think that it was one of the big, savage-looking otters, either. 



I slowly drew my sword from its place near my bed andwaited. In a few minutes my patience was rewarded. I saw the outline of a hand come up onto the foredeck, followedsmoothly by the rest of a solidly built female form. I sworeunder my breath and slowly laid my sword down on the deck.No son of my mother could deliberately kill a woman, noteven when she was attacking me in the dark with some sort ofknife in her hand. 



I was sure now that she was the same one I had spanked.She stealthily pushed through the screen door into my room,but she must not have seen me sitting in the dark, since shebegan to stalk my white coveralls. When she had her back tome, I ripped the sheet off my bed and threw it over her in onesmooth motion. I thought this would confuse her, since thenative bedding didn't run to bedsheets. If she didn't know what a sheet was, she probably wouldn't know what to doabout one. I followed the sheet by a half a second, and the sheet, the woman, and I rolled around the floor, grappling,groping, and making rude noises. 



When the sentries got there, I was on her back, with herlegs gripped between mine, and her arms and torso wrappedin my arms. 



"Excuse me, sir, but was this a situation with which youwanted help?" Tomaz said. 



I said that of course I wanted help! I was subduing anintruder! How could he possibly imagine that I wouldn'twant help? 



"Well, sir, when you see a naked man and a naked womanrolling around on the floor with a bedsheet, I have learnedthat it is only prudent to ask, before joining in." 



Still struggling with the violent woman, I told him that Iwas not inviting him to join in on an orgy. I wanted him to getsome rope and some more help, and to get her immobilized. 



In the end, it took five of us to get her properly trussed up. Iexplained to them that she had entered without permission, atnight, and with a weapon in her hand. This was not ordinarilyconsidered to be a friendly act, and therefore we would keepher tied up until further notice. I told the second lance thatthey would have the rewarding task of teaching her to speakPidgin, and to have the job done within the week. 



They carried her away, and eventually I got to sleep. 









Chapter Twenty-Seven 
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OVER THEnext few days, four other men tried their luck atgetting friendly with the natives, each with as little success asI'd had. They'd all used different approaches, but because ofthe universal aggressiveness of the natives, I'd insisted thatthey wear armor, and nobody objected. 









To make matters worse, Fritz was doing just fine on the southside of the river. On the radio, he said that the natives were fas-cinated with steel tools and were making good progress atlearning Pidgin. Neither Captain Odon nor Kiejstut could offerus any useful advice, either. 



It was our captive who eventually solved the problem. 



The first morning after her capture, someone found a set of manacles and leg irons in our supplies. They were apparentlyput there in anticipation of one of our people going crazy, ashad happened once near the Arctic Circle, but they worked just fine on a supposedly sane native woman who merely wanted to kill me. They were safer, since she couldn't chewherself loose, and more humane, with no chance of cuttingoff her blood supply. 



We soon discovered that her skin coloration was as artifi-cial as that of her hair. She was actually covered from head tofoot with white paint, which was now wearing off. Under it,her skin was the same color as all the rest of the nativepeople, but considerably lighter. 

We speculated that the whitepaint stopped her from getting a suntan. 



The first day, she resisted all attempts at teaching herPidgin, until they decided they had to use the same methodsone uses to train a dog. By giving her small bits of food, oreven better, salt, along with lavish praise, whenever she didanything right, and a scolding when she did things wrong, they eventually got through to her. I would have forbidden the use of any actual abuse, of course, but no one ever sug-gested that they use it. 



The second lance kept at least two men on her at all times,from dawn until quite late, and in a week they had her in ameaningful conversation. 



She refused to tell us her name, since if we knew it, shesaid, we could work magic and witchcraft against her. We stillneeded to call her something, so after trying out the 

"CaptivePrincess," a particularly unsuitable name, we simply settledon calling her Jane. 



She said that at first she and her people thought I was aghost! It seems that the local ghosts are all big, bulky thingsthat are pure white in color. She now agreed I was not a ghost,but she felt that it was a perfectly reasonable mistake. 



When I pointed out that she, too, was colored white, Janesaid that her people did that to scare their enemies, andanyway, she could not be confused with a ghost because her nipples were painted red. Everyone knew that ghosts did not paint their nipples red, so she was safe from any mistake. 



I said this was obviously true, since Christian ghosts didnot paint their nipples red, either. In fact, I had never heard ofa ghost painting anything any color at all. It was all I couldthink of to say about a subject so weird. 



She was gratified to hear this. 









I told her that our ghosts were not white, and that ourcoveralls were white because that was the natural color of cotton. I asked, if we painted them a different color, wouldshe still think we looked like ghosts? 



She said, of course not. If we were not white, we could not be ghosts. 



We lacked a supply of clothing dye on board, but with herhelp, we found a tree with a dark brown sap that did a decentjob of coloring our armored coveralls to a dark tan. 

Westeamed back to the first village we had stopped at, andpeople came out to see what we had to offer. 



Their reaction to our tools was remarkable. It took me awhile to realize that, except for the bones and teeth of certainfish and animals, these people had nothing they could cutwith. They not only lacked flint for toolmaking, they lackedany sort of stone at all. 

These were not a Stone Age people.They hadn't gotten that far along! 



I'd put a good edge on one of the machetes, and let the na-tives see me slicing up some shrubbery. 



Bear in mind that these people had spent their lives livingin the most tangled forest imaginable. Every day of their liveshad been spent crawling under plants, stepping over them,walking around them, and getting swatted in the face bythem. And up until the moment they had a good knife, there hadn't been anything they could do about it. 



One fellow in particular was fascinated, staring and grin-ning as I easily chopped the branches from a strange-lookingbush. I grinned back at him and handed him the machete He took it and gave the bush a tentative chop. Leaves andbranches fell to the ground. He screamed in triumph! He took off at a dead run, laughing and shouting, slashing away at theunderbrush. We heard him making all manner of noises out inthe forest for well over an hour before he finally came back, dripping with sweat and tree sap. 



The look on his face was like that of a young man who hadfinally attained sexual relief! 



We explorers attained sexual relief of a more substantialsort from the young ladies of the village. 



It all started with the elders inviting us over for a drink, andI think there must have been something in that brew that en-couraged sexual license. Soon, I was handed a very attractiveyoung woman who turned out to be the chief's favorite newwife. I was required to have sex with her as a proof of my friendship with the chief! 



The young women of the tribe were all very appreciativeof the small gifts my men gave to them, and the elders of the tribe were seen to be actively encouraging their daughters toplease us. 









I would be most embarrassed if my mother ever heardabout the mass sexual orgy that ensued. While I had made nopromises to Maude concerning my own chastity, it had been my firm intention to stay sexually true to her. This proved to be impossible in the induced madness that enveloped us. 



Perhaps I am merely making excuses for my own conduct,but in later conversations with my men, I learned that themost subdued of them copulated with at least seven of the na-tives, and I have mental images of literally dozens of dif-ferent young ladies under me. We could not possibly havebeen that virile without some sort of external stimulation! 



That drink would make a very profitable product if soldin Europe, but I don't think the Church would approve ofits sale! 



All this fornication was accompanied by equally heavy drinking by everyone in the village. I thought that my own people drank too much, but we were but children compared to these native villagers. They continued on with the party long after we were comatose. At least, when I awoke in the night to relieve myself, the dancing and drinking were stillgoing strong, with not an explorer in sight near the campfire. 



It was the following afternoon before most of us departedthat village. 



We left a lance of men behind, confident that they wouldget along well with the natives. 



That evening, we thanked Jane, the warrior woman, for herhelp. We gave her a knife, a machete, and an axe, along withsome necklaces she liked, a sharpening stone, and a bag ofsalt tablets that all of the natives craved. We then offered totake her back to her home village. 



Jane refused to go. It seems that by spanking her for spit-ting on me, I had permanently dishonored her somehow inthe eyes of her tribe. She said that when she swam out to our boat and tried to kill me, she had done it because she had al-ready been drummed out of her tribe. She had come expectingus to kill her. 



It was rather like what they say a Musselman does when hecan no longer stand the pain of being alive. He puts on hisbest clothes, prepares his best weapons, mounts his besthorse, and charges into his enemies, trying to kill as many ofthem as possible before they kill him. The custom is called"Running Amok." 



Further conversation with our former captive convinced us that if we simply ejected her from the boat, without friends toguard her back, she would soon die in the forest. She hadbeen useful to us thus far, and while we all found her mascu-line mannerisms in combination with her feminine body tobe offensive, after consultation with my knights, I decided tolet her stay aboard. 



Over the next few weeks, we established three more tradingstations and survived three more orgies, which the locals in-sisted on. When we tried to back out, they became extremely insulted, and it was only with great difficulty that we repairedthe breach. 



A number of changes came over Jane. As her body paint began to wear away, she looked like she was dying of somehorrible skin disease. She made no attempt at replacing it,and in a few weeks the color was gone. The dye in her hairwas growing out more slowly, but whatever dye she had usedto stain her nipples and privy members seemed to be perma-nent. When someone questioned her about it, the painfulprocess she described seemed to be something like tattooing. 



When I asked her about her body paint, she said that she nolonger had the right to wear her tribe's colors. 



One of my men noticed her smearing herself with a cleartree sap and asked her about it. 

She said that it kept the insectsfrom biting. 



Now, this was a wonderful thing to hear, since we wereconstantly plagued by the little bastards. As things were, youhad your choice of wearing a complete set of clothes, and suf-focating, or you could strip down and be eaten by the mos-quitoes. Naturally, he tried the stuff out. 



It turned out that it did not exactly repel the bugs, but rather, it made your skin so sticky that they stuck to you but could notbite through the glue, so you did not get bitten. You had to learn to ignore the insects buzzing on your skin, and if youwere going to wear the stuff at all, you had to go completelynaked. It had the habit of gluing your clothes to your body. 



At first we thought we had a salable product here, but onlater thought, we decided that its limitations were too greatfor it to have a market in Europe. In time, however, we all gotto using the stuff regularly, washing it off and replacing ittwice daily. 



But a bigger change in Jane was in her bearing, or maybe itwas in her self-image. 

Perhaps it had something to do withbeing around heterosexual people, and noticing the way mymen and I reacted to pretty native girls. Tomaz noticed it first. 



He said, "Is it just me needing a woman, sir, or is Janestarting to act feminine?" 



I said that maybe she was starting to pick up on our cus-toms. I suggested that if he was thinking of getting physical with her, it was up to them, but I followed the lead of Lord Conrad and recommended he take it slow. If anything everdeveloped between the two, I never heard of it. 



It had been raining nonstop for weeks, and joking reportsfrom the lookouts contained sightings of Noah's Ark. I let itgo and even laughed about it. Anything that raised the men'sspirits was good. 



At about this time, the radio died for good. The wet, thefunguses, and the insects did electronic components no goodat all. With the old style spark-gap transmitters and coherer-type receivers, you could putter with the things and com-pletely rebuild them when you had to, and in time it wouldwork again, after a fashion. With these modern things, well,once a tube burned out, it was useless, and no amount of fid-dling, hard work, or prayer did you any good at all. We were out of tubes, and everything else was rusting vigorously. 



Other things on board were wearing out and rotting muchfaster than usual. I was finding mushrooms growing in mylocker, and any food that was not sealed in a glass jar or one of the new metal cans was rotten. It was good that we had mostlystopped wearing clothes, because our supply of uniformswouldn't have lasted out the season, let alone a whole year. 



The wood that our boat was made out of was starting to rot,as well. It was brand-new, first-quality oak, most of it, and itwas rotting! Before long I had three men navigating the boat,and eleven more working to keep it repaired! 



With the four trading posts we had set up—with a lance ofmen at each—I had only two lances left on board. The planwas to go another gross miles upstream, map the river, andset up a fifth post if we found a suitable site. Then we wouldgo back and visit the other posts. I hoped that at least one ofthem still had a working radio. 



We rounded a bend in the huge river and found ourselves steaming across a huge lake. 

At least two other boats shouldhave been ahead of us, but when we had a radio, neither ofthem had mentioned the lake to us. Still, they could not pos-sibly have missed it. 



Besides being very large, the lake had other peculiaritiesas well. There were trees growing right out of the water, andin some areas they grew so thick they blocked out the sun.The trees back home would drown if their roots were flooded,but there were thousands of kinds of strange trees in thisforest, and most of them seemed to be healthy. 



Jane could offer no advice, since her home was a grossmiles away. Being a primitive, she was much like a peasant innever before having been far away from home. The lake was as new to her as it was to us. 



We steamed on, keeping the north bank in sight in accor-dance with my instructions. We were surprised to find thatsome of the huge trees in their watery meadows had peopleliving in them. I would have investigated further, but otherproblems surfaced. 



Two men acquired painful infections in their privy members, with a white pus dripping out. I had never seen the like of it, and there was no mention of it in the medical manual.The salves we had were ineffective, and there was nothingfor it but to wait and see if it went away. 



The next day, eight of the sixteen people we had on boardcame down with a severe fever. Often delirious, they could dolittle but lie in their beds and either shiver or sweat profusely. 



Again, none of our medications did these men any good, and their temperatures grew alarmingly high. 



The day after, four more people were down with the fever.There were no longer enough of us to manage the boat, takecare of the sick, and map the shoreline. When I felt myselfgetting light-headed, I had the boat tied up to one of the treesin the middle of the lake. There was nothing left that we coulddo but go to bed and see whether or not we would survive. 



The fever came and went for many days. Most of the time,you were flat on your back, unable to move. Occasionally,you felt almost normal, for a while, and then you could get upand help out with those who were more badly off. 



Only Jane stayed healthy, and I think that without her weall would have died. 



I don't know how long we stayed tied to that tree. I lost allsense of time, and often there was no one awake enough tokeep the logbook up to date. Jane by this time was speaking a mixture of Polish and Pidgin, but no one had even begun to teach her to read or write. 

As it was, she did yeoman servicekeeping us in water and food. 
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AFTERI don't know how many weeks or months, I awokefeeling almost healthy and certainly hungry. I called out, but no one answered. The room was dark, more so than the low-ered blinds could account for. The bed wasn't level. As Ilooked around in the gloom, it seemed the floor had an undulating quality about it, and that the walls were no longerstraight. 



Sure that I was still delirious, I closed my eyes again andslept. 



When I awoke once more, the room was somewhat lighter,but all else was the same. The floor really was bumpy andbent, the screened walls were far from straight, and theceiling sagged. There were strange forest sounds about me,and I was sure the boat was no longer afloat. 



I went to remove the sheet that covered me, and for the firsttime noticed my hand. It looked ancient and wrinkled, and my fingernails were incredibly long, longer than they hadever been, longer even than those that some European high-born ladies cultivate to prove they never have to work. 



I fumbled for my bayonet, on the nightstand, to trim my nails with. When I pulled it from the sheath, it was rusty. Idropped it, and it knocked a deep dent in the floor. 



Had months gone by? Years? 



I touched my face, my beard, and found it to be very long,longer than my fingers. Before I fell sick, I had been clean-shaven. 



I called out again, and again, no one answered. 



Was I truly alone? Could all the others be dead? Surelythey would never abandon me! 



With great effort, I sat up in the bed and twisted so my feetwere on the floor. I marveled at how thin my thighs had become. I felt my chest, and could feel every rib under myfingers. 



I stood, shaking, and slowly made my way to the kitchen,expecting to see the remains of bodies scattered around. Itwas not as bad as I feared. Most of the beds in the commonroom were gone. There were four beds left, and they showedsigns of use. 



The kitchen was untidy, the breakfast dishes unwashed, butthe scraps on them were no more than a few hours old. Therewas cold food left in a pot. I found a spoon, sat down, and ate.I drank a canteen filled with water, and then stumbled to thedoor to relieve myself in the latrine at the stern. The forest came right up to the doorway. There was no signof the lake that we steamed in on. The Magnificent Maude was sitting on the forest floor, her formerly straight lines allbent and slumped, and she was in the process of rotting away.Ants swarmed over the hull. 



I fought my way through the thick bushes to the latrine, only to find vegetation growing up through the toilet seat. Iripped the leaves away and sat down. 



None of this made any sense at all. 



My ears hummed with bird sounds, insect sounds, andwhat might be the distant scream of a monkey. Then, in the far background, I heard what had to be the regular thumping of an axe. It was a man, swinging an axe. Some of my crewwere still alive, they were out there somewhere, doing something important. 









Exhausted, but greatly relieved, I went slowly back to mybed and fell asleep. 







I awoke to find Tomaz standing above me. He was dirty, bearded, and except for a silver cross hanging around his neck, he was completely naked. He had lost a third of hisbody weight since I had seen him last, but despite everything, I could see that he was healthy, or at least getting that way. 



"Are you feeling better, sir?" 



I said that I thought so, and asked how long I had been away. 



"We are not sure, sir. For a while there, there was no one mobile and sane enough to keep up the log. Several months,at least." 



I asked how many of us were still alive. 



He sat down on the edge of my bed. 



"There are five of us left, sir. You, me, Jane, Gregor, and Antoni. The other eleven are dead. They weren't even buriedproperly. The two priests were the first to die, so none of themwere given extreme unction. Jane was alone through theworst of it, and there wasn't anything she could do but throw the bodies overboard. That was before the water went away." 



Seeing the quizzical expression on my face, he continued. 



"We weren't sailing across a lake, sir. We were going overa flooded forest. In a few months, once the rains stopped, thewater all drained away and the forest became dry land again.It was just as well, because by then the boat was sinking, just rotting away. 

Something in this land doesn't like our northernlumber. Even the handles on our knives and axes have had to be replaced. Some of the local timber is pretty good, though.Jane has been a big help, there, since the trees around here area lot like those around her home." 



I asked about the chopping I'd heard earlier. 



"There is a fair-sized river about a mile from here. Jane is showing us how to make a dugout canoe,  a boat of the sorther people use. You probably heard us working on that. 

Wehave been trying to spend half our time on it. The rest isneeded to find food. Most of our stores rotted, of course. Allthe dried peas and beans, all the grains. Only the canned and bottled things are left, and not much of them. When she wastaking care of us all alone, Jane didn't have much time to go hunting, and in her tribe, it's the men who do the gathering.Luckily, she knew enough about what to look for to show uswhat to do." 









I said that he made it sound like she was in charge. 



"I suppose she is, sir, in a way. She knows this country, andwe don't. She hasn't been giving orders, exactly, but whenshe makes a suggestion, we usually follow it." 



I said that despite all that, she was still an outsider, and wewere regular army. I supposed that I would have to do some-thing about our command structure. 



"Sir, you are not going to do anything about anything, not for a week at least. That's how long it took each of the rest ofus to get to the point of doing useful work. That's all you haveto do for now. Get well. Once you are up on your feet, I will relinquish my command to you, but not until then." 



I asked him if he had taken command. 



"To the extent that five naked, starving people constitute acommand, yes. I had to. I am senior lance leader, after all, andthe only knight you have left. Until recently, you have been out of your head, when you weren't comatose. Just relax, sir.In a week, you'll likely be up and around." 







Five days later I was able to hobble all the way down to thesite where they were building the new boat. Jane had selecteda huge tree as being suitable, and it had been chopped down.Although her methods called for burning it down, the mendid it their way, but on later reflection they weren't surewhich would have been faster. Certainly, burning would havebeen less work. The bark was removed, and with fire and axethey made the outside look like a double-ended boat. 



Fires were started on the top of the log, while the outside of the boat was kept wet. By judicious burning and scraping, thething was being hollowed out. Jane estimated that in twoweeks they would be ready to leave. 



It seemed to me they had built on a grander scale than nec-essary to carry five people. 

They said they planned to take allof the remaining trade goods with them, to trade with the other tribes along the way. Also, there had been six of uswhen they started the boat. 

Yashoo had died a week before Iregained consciousness. 







Moving the completed boat on rollers proved to be impos-sible without a block and tackle, and those aboard the Maude had all either rotted or been eaten by the ants. Again, the na-tive way worked. We dug trenches under the boat and slidlogs under it, which supported the thing as we dug a pit underthe whole boat. Then we extended the pit into a canal all the way to the river. Water filled the canal, we dug out the sup-porting logs, and floated the boat out. 









I found it remarkable that the native people had workedout whole technologies to get around their lack of a good cut-ting edge. 



As we were loading the canoe with everything we wouldbe taking with us, we came across the only item made ofnorthern wood that had not rotted to uselessness. 

Thewhiskey barrel. It was completely sound, as were its con-tents. This was a pleasant surprise, for Lord Conrad had men tioned that a small amount of whiskey would purify waterwithout the need to boil it. We toasted the old Maude,  as well as our lost comrades, and then rolled the half-empty barreldown to the canoe. 



We pushed off at dawn. 



The dragons had always avoided us when we traveled inthe Maude.  I suppose that we frightened them. But they hadseen a lot of native canoes, and they weren't afraid of smallerboats. We had to shoot dozens of them when they came too close, but dragons have a slow learning curve, and we had tothin them out everywhere we went. Their tails were goodeating. 



We made good progress downstream for the first few days,but there hadn't been any rain for some time, and the level ofthe water was dropping alarmingly. What had been a deepriver became a sluggish creek. We often had to get out of thecanoe and pull it through the shallow, muddy water. This wasrequired more and more often as the long days wore on. 



Eventually, we were reduced to unloading the boat in orderto drag it farther. It soon became obvious that we wouldeither have to stop our journey, until such time as the water level rose, or to abandon most of our weapons and suppliesand try to make it back on foot with only what we could carryon our none too strong backs. 



In this jungle, without our supplies, I did not think wecould have survived a week. 



On the other hand, finding enough food was no longer a problem. What little water was left in the river bottom wasfilled with fishes. Our food stocks were never very good, and while the fish were available, we set out to smoke as many ofthem as possible, for future use. 



The water eventually got so low and the fish got so thickthat you could just wade into the mud and grab them withyour hands. We were doing that when Antoni started shakinguncontrollably and screaming. He had a fish in both of hishands and he couldn't let go of it! Gregor went to help him,and then suddenly Gregor couldn't let go of Antoni! 



I'd seen something like that once when a man touched thewires on a big electrical generator. I knew that this couldn'tbe the same thing, but I didn't know what else to do. 

You canstop anything electrical by opening the circuit, so I got outmy machete, which we all carried now in lieu of a sword, andchopped the fish in two. 









Both men immediately fell into the muddy water. When Igot to Antoni, I found that he wasn't breathing and didn'thave a heartbeat. I dragged him to shore and administeredCPR, while Tomaz went after Gregor. 



Gregor's life signs were missing as well, and we workedon both men for almost half an hour. Eventually, Tomaz was successful with Gregor, and he lived. I failed to bring Antoniaround. 



There wasn't a mark on either of the men, and fromGregor's description of what happened to him, it didn't seemto be a poison. It looked like death by electrocution, but howcould a fish electrocute anybody? 



We buried Antoni in the sand by the dying river. 



That evening, we were sitting around the campfire, de-pressed by the loss of yet another of our number. Conversa-tion had waned, and I was starting to think about going to sleep, when two tiny men walked up to our fire, as bold as you please! They sat down and shared out between them afish that we had baked but nobody had wanted to eat. Thenthey ate it, smiling and nodding at us! 



We were stunned. These people looked like something outof a children's fairy tale! They were perfectly formed, well-proportioned, and even quite handsome, but neither of them came as high as my waist! I doubted if either of them could have weighed forty pounds. 

Yet these were adult men, well-muscled, and with underarm and genital hair. 



When they had finished their meal, with gestures we offered to cook some more for them, but they declined. Nor were they interested in any smoked fish. They did acceptsome water from us, lightly laced as it was with whiskey, andappeared to enjoy it considerably. 



I took out a small belt knife and began to whittle on a pieceof wood. This got their attention! I gave the knife to one ofthem, and he was delighted with it. I think he was moreamazed with the knife than we were with him. Tomaz gave asimilar knife to the second little man, then got out a macheteand showed them how to chop up a nearby bush. 



We now had them sufficiently interested that I didn't think they would run away on us. It was time to teach them how to speak Pidgin! 



The first lessons hadn't gone very far when the bushesaround us parted and a dozen or so additional people came out and sat around our campfire. They weren't all little men.Some of them were little women. 



These new people were greeted by the two we had alreadymade friends with, and it was obvious to us that they hadstayed in the bushes to see what sort of reception we wouldgive their friends. 









Since the newcomers were well-armed with spears, bows,and peashooters, they had been prepared to come to therescue, if we turned out to be the bad guys. 



We were trying hard to be the good guys, and we weresoon passing out smoked fish and very watered whiskey, andputting more fish on the fire to cook. I went to the canoe andcame back with knives enough for everybody in the party,and things soon got very pleasant. 



We were going to have to spend some time in this area, atleast until the dry spell ended, and we were glad that wecould now spend it with friends, albeit small ones. 









Chapter Thirty 
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JUST BEFOREwe went to sleep, our guests went back into theforest. Even with a fire, and with a sentry awake, they did notfeel comfortable out in the open. They couldn't have gonefar, though, because they were back again at first light. 



They waited respectfully as the three of us recited ourmorning oath. Later, once they learned Pidgin, they had ustranslate it for them, and many of them started reciting it withus, as did, eventually, Jane. 



They called themselves the Yaminana, and they said thatthe land for miles around owned them. They really thoughtthat way. They did not own the land. It owned them. 

Anothercuriosity was that they did not consider themselves to be"real." We, the big people, were the real people. They werejust the Yaminana. To their minds, they were something be-tween the animals and the real people, but not members ofeither group. 



The women were mostly gatherers, collecting more thanhalf the food the tribe ate. They took care of the children anddid the cooking. As with the other tribes we had seen, these roles were maintained with great strictness. A woman of theYaminana would no more go hunting than a European would fornicate with his mother! 



The men were primarily hunters, waiting silently for hoursuntil a bird, a snake, or a monkey came within the relativelyshort range of their weapons before shooting. They liked fish,but disliked being on the ground in the open, which fishinggenerally required. 

Thus, they were pleased when we broughtin all the fish that everybody could carry, before we made thetrip to their village. 



They were experts with poisons and with traps. The onlybig predator, aside from the dragons and some of the snakes,was a big spotted cat. It was quite capable of killing a full-sized human, but the Yaminana did not fear it. Rather, itfeared them, their poisoned arrows, and their traps. Usually,the big cat avoided the little people. 



I know that we could never have survived had we stumbledunsuspectingly onto their village. They had to point out to useach of the deadly tricks that awaited the unwary. The worst,or at least the most common, were pointed sticks steeped inpoison, which were stuck in the dirt along the trail. Step onone, and you were laid up for a month, if you were lucky. Ifnot, you were dead. 



Their village was largely built up in the trees. Indeed, itmight have been them that I had spotted, months ago, just be-fore the fevers hit my platoon. It made sense, given the smallsize of the people and the fact that the forest around hereregularly flooded. 



Their community was made up of perhaps four hundredpeople. Well over half of their population consisted of chil-dren, and we saw only a few really old people among them. 



They were much lighter-skinned than the natives we had seen earlier, perhaps because of their habit of staying in thedense forest, out of the sun. Their hair was not as black as the others', either, but often shaded into a dark brown. They were tiny, with the adults averaging about a yard tall, yet their pro-portions were approximately those of normal people, exceptfor the eyes, which were about the same size as my own.Placed in a tiny head, they seemed huge. All told, they wereas attractive a people as I have ever seen. 



They went about completely naked, avoiding all jewelry,decorations, clothing, and body paint, save for the ubiquitousinsect sap. 



If they needed something with them, such as their weapons,they carried them in their hands and never slung them over ashoulder, even while climbing trees. They didn't wear belts,baldrics, or anything like a backpack or pouch. We wonderedif the reason was that, being small, if danger threatened, they wanted to be able to drop everything, to run, and to hide. 



My men and I had long been reduced to wearing loin-cloths, a piece of old bedsheet going from the back of the belt to the front. The native chief objected to them, on the groundsof sanitation! He felt it was unhealthy to thus hold the body'snatural dirt against it. We demurred, but a few days later ourloincloths disappeared in the night. 



The other tribes that we had met had insisted we indulge inan orgy with them. The attitude seemed to be that if we werenot going to be their enemies, we must be their best friends.No middle ground was possible. The little people had thesame attitude, only more so. 



When we were introduced to their elders, everyone was allsmiles and nods since we couldn't speak with them yet. Igave the chief a knife, an axe, and a machete. He gave me hisfavorite new wife! 



Not just to use, but to keep. Forever. This bothered me, forwhile I was sure that my love, Maude, would forgive my sexualindiscretions—once I told her of the peculiar circumstances—how could I possibly explain bringing home another woman? 



I couldn't pronounce her name, since it contained twoclicks and a whistle that were used in the local tongue as wellas the usual vowels and consonants. I never learned to managethese strange sounds. The locals actually laughed at me everytime I tried to pronounce them. But her name ended with"Booboo," and she didn't seem to mind me calling her that. 



My problems were increased by the fact that I was attractedto her. She was a pretty little thing. She was perfectly, deliciously formed, and had all of her dimensions been doubled, Iwould have recommended her to any good friend. 



But despite her full, pointed breasts, her slender waist, andher flaring hips, I could not quite convince myself that anyonethat tiny could be an adult. And even if she was old enough,there was the physical problem of our relative sizes. 



How could I possibly copulate with someone so tiny withoutdoing her serious damage? 



The chief made it very clear that this was the way thingswere done, and if I were to be so crass as to insult both himand his former wife, then we had best get out of his territorynow, before he was forced to kill us. 



Leaving then would have involved abandoning our supplies,and after seeing the defenses around the village, I shudderedat the prospect of trying to make our way overland, past other, doubtless equally well-protected villages. 



With this incentive, I went through a native wedding cere-mony, with Tomaz and Gregor at my side. My objections tomarriage had made the elders suspicious, and they now felt that we should all become their relatives. Gregor was of theopinion that the natives simply had a surplus of young women to feed. 



With the Yaminana, marriage had a lot to do with mutual care, making sure the other was well-fed, taking care of chil-dren, and love, in the true sense of the word. It had very little to do with sex. Anytime anyone wanted to have sex with an-other person, they simply asked, and the favor was generallygranted on the spot. Except for reasons like illness, the factthat you were a man who had already done it once today,or that you had prior commitments, to fail to have sex with aperson of the opposite sex who asked you politely was a se-rious, even deadly insult. With this situation, the best tactic wasto ask any lady who caught your eye early in the day, so youcould turn down the dogs later without fear of repercussions. 



Heterosexual sex was enjoyed out in the open, and at alltimes of the day or night. 

Homosexuality and lesbianismwere unknown. Strangely, the Yaminana had no clear idea ofthere being a connection between sex and children. They saidthat a woman had to have sex at least once in order to "openthe path" for children, but after that, sex was just for fun, andchildren happened when they wanted to. 



Sex proved to be quite possible with our new wives, andall the rest of the women in the tribe, for that matter, despite their small proportions. I always insisted that my partners beon top, however, for fear of hurting them. 



Jane confused the Yaminana, so they ignored her. They didnot like the idea of a woman hunting, although they grudg-ingly admired her abilities with a bow. To my knowledge, sheneither asked nor was asked to have sex during her entire staythere. 



They were vastly impressed with our guns. When a big,long-nosed sort of wild pig, with three toes, came into the vil-lage, I got the chief's permission to shoot it. One shot put itdown, and I was later told that it would have taken the Yami-nana hours to kill so big a beast, with the likely injury of sev-eral villagers. 



The chief immediately insisted that I give him a gun, butfortunately he was too small to shoot one. At his first attemptwith one, it knocked him flat on his back and badly bruisedhis arm. I was happy when he gave up on the idea. As mercu-rial as these people were, I didn't really want to see them withmodern weapons. 



Jane had long considered firearms to be instruments of thedevil and refused to touch them. 



The Yaminana didn't make pottery, and were noticeably more primitive than the other tribes we'd met. They seemedto be less intelligent, and even childlike in most things. 

Theywere charming, though, and brought out our paternal feel-ings. Their children were particularly endearing, and even Jane couldn't help but feel maternal around them, althoughshe was ashamed to admit it. 



Still, we wondered if the small size of their heads and brains had something to do with their lack of intellectualdepth. 



In the course of time, everyone in the tribe was speaking aversion of Pidgin, and eventually they seemed to like it somuch that they were abandoning their old language. 

Theywere a simple people, and they liked a simple language. 



For the next six months we and our adopted tribe ate well.Generally, they would find the game, and we would kill it.They did most of the gathering and the hunting and snaring ofsmall game, but our addition of wild pigs, dragons, and big snakes, one of which was fully nine yards long, more thanpaid our way. 



We helped out in another way when the Yaminana were at-tacked by a neighboring tribe of full-sized people. This wasafter we had stayed with them for over three months, and weEuropeans had regained much of our original strength. Somethirty warriors attacked us, but they didn't have army training,and they didn't have guns. 



We killed eleven of them, nine by gunshot and two in hand-to-hand fighting without serious injury to ourselves.The Yaminana accounted for three more, with a loss of sevenof their own number, all of them adult men. The womenneither hunted nor fought, which was probably why they out-numbered the men. 



After the battle we were horrified to watch our little friendsgleefully butcher their fallen foes, and then cook them up for dinner! 



The chief told me they had to eat their enemies, becausethe big people who had attacked in the first place wanted tocapture some of the Yaminana in order to eat them. 



When a Yaminana was eaten by an outsider, his soul was lost to the tribe. Eating their enemies was the only way to re-turn the souls of their lost tribesmen to their families. 

Andanyway, he told us, they were delicious! 



Fortunately, he was not greatly offended when we refusedto participate in the feast. It was enough that we had providedthe main course. 



After I had seen my little wife daintily nibbling off the lastshreds of flesh clinging to a human femur, it was weeks be-fore I could kiss her again. 



I was also shocked when I saw Jane happily eating hershare of the cannibal feast! She said that to her people, humanflesh was just another kind of meat. On questioning her later,I found out why she had not eaten our own dead on theMaude;since those men had died of a sickness, the meat wastainted. As to Antoni, she had simply assumed we preferredfish, as she did. 



The next day, with great ceremony, the Yaminana ate the bodies of their own tribesmen who had fallen in battle. 



All of this cannibalism troubled me. I had not been able tomake any progress at converting the Yaminana to Chris-tianity and had even given up trying, until I could bring apriest back to do the job properly. Seeing these tiny people eating human flesh told me just how remiss I had been indoing my Christian duty toward them. I renewed my effortsto bring them to Christ, but again it was to no avail. I gave up and worked instead on my equipment. The stock of my riflehad rotted so badly that I was obliged to carve myself a newone, out of a native wood that Jane recommended. 









The most important event during our stay with the Yaminana, from the army's viewpoint, happened during our firstmonth with them. 



Several of their very tiny children were playing a gamewith a ball, when it rolled into a stream. I waded in to get itfor them and was surprised to find the ball shedded water like wax, but it was soft, like flesh. I gave the ball back to the chil-dren and went to talk about it with some of the adults. 



I was told that the toy was made from the sap of a certaintree, which they were very happy to take me to. At last I hadfound the almost mythical rubber tree! In fact, there werequite a few of them out there. 



I got Tomaz and Gregor and showed them my find. After that, we worked out an efficient way to bleed the trees with-out killing them, and collected as much of the sap as wecould. Over the months, we turned some of it into balls, in thenative fashion, and stored the rest in empty glass food jars.We also collected samples of the tree's bark and its leaves, toaid others in finding them. 



After more than six months of only occasional rain, the great downpours returned in earnest, and the river began to fill. Our canoe had not rotted as our riverboat had, and wesoon had all in order for our departure. 



We tried to persuade our wives to stay behind, for weweren't at all sure what we would do with them back in Poland, or whether they would like it there. But our tinyladies were adamant about going with us. We had told toomany stories about what it was like in Europe, I suppose.Also, the elders insisted that we take them with us, and theircontinued goodwill would be important when we returned to establish a trading post here, to bring in the rubber. 



We shoved off in much better physical shape than we hadarrived in, and with our company now increased to seven.The trip back was long and arduous, but relatively unevent-ful. At least nobody died. 



When we at last put in at the fourth trading post we had es-tablished, we found it deserted, as was the native village ithad been built next to. A day's searching through the ruins of both gained us no enlightenment. There was no evidence of violence. The post and the village had not been burned, butsimply abandoned. Near what must have been the church, wefound more than two dozen graves, with wooden crosses over them, but no indications as to who was buried there.Profoundly disturbed, we went on east, to the next post. 



The story was the same at the third post and at the second.My men were gone, the villagers were gone, and there wasnothing to show why this had happened. It was not as thoughsome other tribes had supplanted the ones we had befriended.The countryside seemed to be devoid of all human life. 









At the first post, I found Sir Caspar, the lance leader I hadleft there a year before. The village behind him looked tohave about a third of its former inhabitants left. 



He was nearly as naked as we were, sporting little butsome pants with the legs cut off, and a pair of native sandals, yet he saluted me in proper army fashion, and it seemed onlyproper to salute back, even though I stood before him naked and barefoot. In military fashion, I asked him to report. 



"It was sickness, more than anything else, sir," he said. "Ilost one man to a dragon, and three more to fevers. The people in the village were sick, too, but of some other dis-ease, like the worst cold you ever saw. Nothing we tried didany good, and the native doctors couldn't do any better, ontheir people or on mine. I got word from the other posts thatthey were in trouble, but we didn't have any help to send to them. I was bedridden and my men were either dead or shaking with fevers. I haven't heard from the other posts insix months." 



I asked him about any other riverboats, and he said theyhadn't seen one since I left him there, a year ago. 



We went into his native-style hut, and Gregor broughtsome whiskey up from the canoe. 

While the women went outin search of supper, I filled Sir Caspar and his men in on allthat had happened to us since I had last seen him. 



"My God. Then we six are all that are left of a platoon offorty-three men? What a disaster!" he said. "And whyhaven't the other three platoons come looking for us? 

Couldthey be in worse shape than we are?" 



I said that I didn't know, but I intended to leave in themorning for the rendezvous point, at the island with the flag. Iasked him if he wanted to join us. 



"No, sir, I don't see how I can. Father David has beenmaking progress here in converting those villagers who sur-vived the plague. He wouldn't even consider leaving withoutorders from his superiors in Poland. Ronald and I couldn'tpossibly abandon him." 



I saw his point, and promised to return, no matter what Ifound out. Before leaving, I asked if they had any clothes to spare. Sir Caspar offered me the shorts he was wearing. 

Thatwas all he had. Even their bedding was gone. I, of course, declined his offer. 



Later that night we took advantage of Father David's pres-ence to go to confession. 



In the morning, after we recited our Army Oath, we sang aproper mass, with Communion, for the first time in entirelytoo long. Then we left, heading east. 





Chapter Thirty-One 
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As we came in sight of the island, I could barely believe myeyes! The entire island had been logged over, and a dozen new buildings, all made of concrete—army fashion—were either completed or under construction! At least a full com-pany of men were busily working. Above it all was a huge,multi-element yagi radio antenna. 



As we tied our canoe up to one of the docks, a sentrylooked at us with his mouth open, then ran to get his superior.He was wearing a clean, summer-weight class B uniform,and for the first time in half a year I was seriously consciousof my own nakedness. 



I suddenly realized I was coming back a dismal failure. I had been sent out with a steam-powered riverboat, tons of supplies, and a platoon of forty-two healthy, well-educatedyoung men. Now the boat was a rotten mound in the jungle,the supplies were gone, with almost nothing to show forthem, and all the men were dead except for the two nakedsurvivors next to me, plus three more, left behind at a tradingpost—out in the bush—with nothing to trade. 



I had lost an incredible thirty-seven out of forty-two of the army's finest young men. If ever a platoon leader deserved to be shot, it was me. 



I wasn't sure what their feelings would be about the fourwomen with me. Jane, at least, had certainly earned the right to be one of us, and the others were our wives. I didn't knowwhat army policy was toward non-Christian, native wives.But there was nothing to do but to brazen it out. 



As we were unloading the canoe onto the dock, a group ofclean, groomed, and uniformed men came out to us, and Iwas suddenly glad we had left the whiskey barrel back at the trading post. With it, I could see them adding drunkenness to the list of charges against me. Leading the group was BaronSiemomysl himself, the commander of the entire Explorer'sCorps.            



He was smiling! 



He completely ignored military formality and said, "Sir Josip! My God, but it's good to see you alive! We were allworried about you! Welcome to Brazylport! Come, introduce me to your party." 









I introduced the men and women of my group to my baron,and told him a bit about each of them. He seemed delightedwith them, but he winced when he noticed the hand-carvedstock on my rifle. 



"Excellent! I see that you have brought back samples ofrubber, besides. But for now, unless you have something ur-gent to tell me, rooms are being made ready for you, and I'm sure you would like a chance to freshen up." 



Which was as polite a way as he could manage of sayingthat I probably didn't want to report in officially while I wasbuck naked. 



The baron personally led us back to the married housing area, and gestured to the tree stumps and the soil denuded ofvegetation. 



"We had to clear the entire area in order to clean out all ofthe nastier plants and animals. 

We'll be replanting it soon,with safe, useful local plants. Perhaps some of your ladiescan advise us on that." 



When we got to the married housing area, some troopswere just carrying a new set of furniture into a new building.Four women in Explorer uniforms greeted our ladies andwhisked them away. I was glad to see that someone hadtalked Lord Conrad out of his silly "men only" policy for thecorps. 



The baron left, saying, "Come and see me as soon as youare ready." 



We men were shown the way to the showers. An hour later,scrubbed, shaved, and with my hair properly cut, I walked tothe commander's office in a new class A uniform, with mytattered logbooks and journals under my arm. 



The baron returned my salute and politely asked me tosit down. 



"Well, now. The short of it is that as soon as we realized themistake we'd made, we got another expedition together asquickly as possible. Launching the first expedition withoutany experienced men was an unavoidable necessity, butsending your company out with riverboats that rotted apart ina few months, with radios that ceased to function in weeks, and with food supplies that went bad even quicker, wasdownright criminal. The army owes you and your men a se-rious apology, son. 



"We've been here for four months now, and with the buildings mostly up, we've started doing what we came here to do.Namely, to get your people the kind of equipment you need,and to test it on-site. Our first ferrocrete riverboat will becoming down the ways in a few weeks, and then we can start exploring properly! We started testing special paints andpreservatives the day we got here, and work is already being done on a radio that works in this humidity. But enough ofthat. Pour yourself a drink and tell me what has happened toyou this past year." 









I told him the whole story, and filled my glass several timesin the telling. The short twilight of the tropics had started be-fore I was through. 



"That was quite a story, Captain Sobieski. Yes, you'vebeen promoted, and your men have just been promoted along with you. We'll come up with something for your native warrior woman, as well. You all deserve it, and there is a lot ofwork around here that needs doing. We'll be working together for a long time to come. The rubber you brought inwasn't the first, but a third source of supply will be very valuable, and your discovery will certainly be exploited. Those Yaminana people of yours sound fascinating, and I look forward to talking to your pretty little Booboo as soon aspossible." 



I thanked the baron, but said that I was looking forward toa trip home to Poland before long. I had a young lady therewho was waiting to be my bride. 



"That brings me to a very painful topic, Captain. I got amessage from Lord Conrad three days ago, and, well, you can't go home. None of us can. It was only a few weeks agothat enough men like you made it back to impress on us themagnitude of the disease problem. 

It now appears that at leasthalf, and possibly as many as three-quarters, of your oldcompany have died of disease. Furthermore, they died of dis-eases unknown in Europe. 



"In order to replace you, if you went home, we would haveto bring in at least two and perhaps as many as four othermen, and then watch as one, or two, or three of them died ofdisease in the first year. And that's not the worst of it. 



"If you went back home, you could be a carrier of any or all of the deadly diseases that have afflicted your company.You could start a plague that could wipe out half the popula-tion of Christendom! And the problem gets still worse. 



"We have already started plagues among the native peoplesof this continent! Diseases that don't seriously bother us are deadly to them. Out of ignorance, we may have committed one of the worst crimes in history! Whole villages have al-ready been obliterated. In the end, by simply coming here, wemay have caused more deaths than the Mongols did with alltheir armies, swords, and arrows! So you see, we can't pos-sibly let any of our people go home until this problem issolved. 



"Furthermore, we have another company of volunteersforming up in Poland, medical people who are going to comeout here to try to find a cure for the plagues we've started.They are coming here knowing that most of them will be deadwithin the year. The survivors of that company won't begoing home, either." 



I sat back, stunned. It was too much, too big. This day I hadbeen raised to the heights on seeing the new base, when Ihad feared to find nothing but an empty island. Then I wascast down at the thought of my own dismal failure, then liftedback up at the baron's pleasant welcome, and then cast down again by this horrible news. 









I sat there, numb, unable to absorb it all. 



After a while the baron said, "Is there anything else youwant to know?" 



I nodded yes, and asked about the others in my company, Captain Odon and the other platoon leaders. 



"Captain Fritz came in a few weeks ago. He's on recupera-tive leave, but you'll find him around here somewhere. SirTaurus, of course, was killed before you set out on your mis-sion. Sir Kiejstut is dead. He died six months ago of somedisease he picked up. They say that his ending was quick. SirLezek was reported to have been alive as of a few monthsago, several hundred miles upriver. Of the others, we have nodefinite news." 



So. I still had Fritz and probably Lezek. Maybe Captain Odon, maybe Father John. 

Maybe even Zbigniew, althoughthat seemed remote. I was twenty-six years of age, and I feltold. Very, very old. 



As I left, the baron's secretary passed me a note, sayingthat my men and the ladies were waiting for me at the messhall, after which they would be at the inn. I had news forthem, but I went to the radio room first. 



I composed a message for my mother, and a much longerone for Maude, trying to tell her that I was well, but that Icouldn't come home to her. I wrote and rewrote that message,but it never said exactly what I felt. No matter how I worded it, it still wasn't right. Finally, I just gave my first draft to the operator and asked him to get it out when he could. 



I was told that the airwaves had been fairly clean for thelast few days, and my messages would probably go throughsometime tonight to the relay station in Portugal, and fromthere to Poland. 



It was late when I got to the almost empty mess hall, butthe cook scrounged me up some food. I barely noticed the en-tree, but the bread and the beer were so wonderful they al-most cheered me up. 



I found my party at the inn. I was surprised that the army would build an inn at so remote a site, but Lord Conrad wasalways concerned about the happiness of his men. It was just like every other Pink Dragon Inn, except the carved sign overthe door showed one of the local dragons, painted pink, instead of the classical one. 



I found my people scrubbed clean, pleasantly drunk, andcomparatively well-dressed. The men at least were in properuniform, and the ladies had been prevailed upon to wear shortcotton skirts, at least. 



When I asked, I found that they had heard of the orders for-bidding return to Europe, so I wasn't forced to break thatnews to them. I told the men that the Christian Army waspleased with us, and congratulated them on their promotions, calling them Sir Gregor and Knight Banner Tomaz. After wedrank to that, I explained that they could now refer to me as Captain Sobieski, if they did so respectfully, and with suit-able bowing and groveling. They laughed, and we drank tothat as well. 



I told them that Jane was accepted as an army civilianscout, with the status of an army knight. The pay consisted ofroom, board, and equipment, plus eight pence a day, retro-active for a year. She didn't understand what most of thismeant and was soon talking intensely with Knight BannerTomaz. 



Our wives had no clear idea why we were so happy aboutour promotions. Our increased pay had no meaning for them,since they didn't know what money was. Our increasedstatus also meant little to them, because in the society theygrew up in, small differences in status had little meaning. Youwere either the chief or you weren't. But at the inn, they weredelighted with the music, the dancing, and the ambience of the place, and they were happy because everybody else washappy. 



Looking at them, I was reminded that they were really verylimited creatures, and a life with Booboo would be much dif-ferent from the one I had long dreamed of with Maude. 

Itseemed rude to even think it, but we three were permanentlybonded with creatures that were, at best, pretty, amusing littlepuppy dogs. And at worst? I couldn't even imagine, but I was sure that it could become very bad indeed. 



I knew that life must go on, but I wasn't at all sure that Iwanted to go on with it. 



Before my thoughts got too morose, Captain Fritz came in,bringing with him the eight men of his platoon who had survived the year. After introductions were made, our ladieswere all surrounded by eager admirers. Fritz and I found ourselves at one end of the table, deep in conversation, discussingour year apart. It was almost like being home. 

Slowly, my mood revived. 



I told my story to Fritz, and he nodded and shook his headin all the right places. He understood what I was saying be-cause his life's experiences were so very like my own. 

As agood friend will, he let me tell the whole story almost without interruptions, before he started in on his own. 



Fritz had found the natives on the south bank friendly fromthe start. They had immediately seen the value of our prod-ucts, and were familiar with the concept of trade. 

If they be-lieved in ghosts, they never talked about it. He thought thatthe huge width of the river must separate two very differentnations. 



The people he found did some hunting and gathering, butthey were primarily agriculturalists. The dozens of plantsthey cultivated were completely unknown in Europe, and he saw rich possibilities in trade with them. 



There was a kind of pea in which the pods grew at first aboveground, but then went underground as they matured, actually planting themselves! Dug up, roasted, and heavilysalted, Fritz said they were wonderful with beer. 



They had dozens of fruits he had never seen before, andmost of them were delicious. 

One of them, which looked likea big hand grenade growing in a display of swords, was par-ticularly good. 



"On the other hand, nobody ever insisted that we partici-pate in a mass orgy. I think I'll always envy you that one!" 



Apparently, the native girls were not extremely interestedin Fritz and his men. They were generally available, but onlyafter you negotiated the size of the gift that was to be given to them in advance. 



"The price was mud cheap, but it still smacked too much of prostitution for me to greatly enjoy it. I scratched the itchonce a week or so, but it was mere gratification, and notlove." 



The only trouble that he encountered in the first few weeks happened when one of his men was urinating over the side oftheir riverboat. 



"Sir Ian started screaming, and clutched his privy member. He bounced around for a bit, and then fell over onto his back,shouting the most blasphemous of oaths! I was the closestthing to a surgeon we had on board, so I had a half-dozen menhold him down while I examined him. I couldn't see a thingout of the ordinary, so I had him released. 



"None of our medications had any beneficial effect, and we didn't yet have a native who could speak Pidgin wellenough to question what passes for a doctor among them. 

Ianremained in great pain for three days, during which time henever urinated, and I began to fear that his bladder wouldburst. After consulting with the others, it seemed that the onlything to do was to cut the member open, to see what wascausing the problem. 



"We couldn't even get poor Ian drunk, since that wouldonly have generated more urine. 

With six men holding thescreaming knight down, I took a sharp, clean scalpel andsliced along the last half of the length of his penis. Pints of blood and a gallon of urine squirted out, but can you guesswhat else was in there?" 



I shook my head, and Fritz continued. 



"There was a tiny fish,  stuck in the urine vessel! It hadthree little barbs, like a catfish, that had stuck into Ian's flesh, and that was what was blocking his pipe! 



"All that we can imagine is that as he was relieving him-self, the fish must have swum upstream, right up his urine andinto his privy member! There seems to be no other way itcould have happened. As you can imagine, we all used abucket after that. 



"Well, I sewed the man up, and he managed to live. That is,he lived until he came down with a fever, three months later." 



The rest of his sad story was a matter of surviving a fevermuch as I had and then building a boat and getting back to therendezvous. Lacking native advice, since those natives whohad not died of their own plague had run away, it took himmuch longer than it did us to build a suitable boat. 



"I managed to get more of my men back than you did, but Imust admire the ladies you brought to replace some of thoseyou lost. I've often had fantasies of having a girl so small thatI could carry her along in my pouch, and your new wife comes close to that. If there are more like her where shecomes from, I'm minded to go along with you when you re-turn. But for tonight, what is the story on the warrior womanyou brought back? I mean, is she really the sort who prefersother women?" 



I said I honestly didn't know about the lady's sexual pref-erences. Her tribe was heterosexual, of course, with womenmarrying men, but from there on, the usual roles were re-versed. She had fit into my team as one of the troops. None ofus males had seen fit to make any advances toward her, as faras I knew, and she had made none toward us. I said thatif Fritz wanted to try, he was free to do so, but I advised thathe move with great caution, and that at no time should hedare to offend the woman. She could be quite deadly if shewanted to. 



Fritz went over and talked to Jane, and in time their con-versation became more and more animated, with both ofthem smiling hugely. Eventually, they walked out of the innarm in arm. I wished them both well. 



After a bit I noticed that my wife was either asleep fromtoo much excitement or had passed out from too much todrink, and that in any event it was getting late. I bid the othersgood-bye, picked her up in my arms, and carried my littlebride home. 



Someone had mentioned that in the course of giving her amedical examination today, they had weighed her in at thirty-four and a half pounds. Cuddled up in my arms, she remindedme of a sleeping kitten. She was very pretty, very precious,but somehow something less than a real human being. I began to believe that her tribe's evaluation of themselves,that they were above the animals but below the true men, wasessentially true. 



By no stretch of the imagination could I imagine her be-coming my true life partner. The pretty lady I had married in apagan ceremony was in truth but a house pet. 









Chapter Thirty-Two 



From the Diary of Conrad Stargard 













FEBRUARY 26, 1251 







ISATat my desk with my head in my arms. Father Ignacy was in Rome. He was a cardinal bishop now, and he was voting onwho would be the next pope. Many said he himself wouldwin the office. I suppose I was happy for him, but the truthwas that I needed my confessor, more than at any time before in my life. I had sinned. Oh God, how I had sinned! 



I had sent a company of my best men out on an ill-thought-out mission, and because of me, most of them were dead. Farworse still, I had been responsible for introducing all of the diseases of Europe into the New World, and native Ameri-cans were dying by the whole villageful! 



Killing in time of war has never bothered me, but this hor-rible thing I had done was something far worse than that! It isone thing to kill fighting men who invade your country, andquite another to go to someone else's land and sicken everyman, woman, and child there with deadly diseases! 



It was undoubtedly still going on. The damage was stillbeing done. People were still dying. We had no way to stopthose diseases from spreading throughout half the world. 



Maude came into my office and stood in front of my desk.She wasn't smiling. 



"Josip sent me a message. He says he cannot come home.He says that if he did, he might spread diseases here in Europe." 



"Yes, Maude. That, too, is another of my sins." 



"You must not sit there and cry. You must talk to yourcousin Tom. Tom knows about diseases. Tom knows allabout living systems. If you ask him, he will help you. Hewill help Josip. You must talk to Tom." 



"Tom has helped me out several times before, but I havenever asked for help before," I said. 



"You must talk to Tom. He will help you." 



"You are right, of course. People are dying as we speak.This is no time for stupid pride." 

I looked up at the ceilingand said,  "Tom! Help me, Tom! I need your help!  If this dis-ease problem isn't solved quickly, I am going to have to stop the entire exploration program! 

You will never see a world-wide culture! I won't be the cause of making things worsethan they already are! I won't be responsible for bringingplagues and the Black Death all across the globe! If I have to,I'll build a ten-story concrete wall all around Europe, I swear I will!" 



A door that hadn't been there before opened up in the wallbehind me, and my cousin Tom, dressed in T-shirt, shorts,and tennis shoes, walked into the room. He had a handwrittenPolish manuscript in one hand and three test tubes in theother. 



"All right! All right! You don't have to start makingthreats!" He surprised me by speaking in Polish. I'd neverheard him do that before. Thinking about it, I had called tohim in Polish. 



He set the manuscript on my desk, turned to me, and heldup one of the test tubes. 



"Okay. This is part one. What it does is mark every cell inthe body as being human. It must be given at least twelvehours before the next part is administered. That's six of yourhours. We call it the butter, because that's what it looks like and tastes like. You can take it as often as you like, and foryour regular troops, we recommend a pat of it every morning.That way, the treatment can be started immediately in theevent of illness. Also, it doesn't spoil, and it's cheaper thanreal butter. You can make it even with your primitive tech-nology. You just mix a sample of it with any fresh mam-malian milk, and let it set for a day. That's also how you makethe other two parts of this system. 



"This second part is called the cheese, for obvious reasons.The dosage is nine grams per hundred kilograms of bodyweight, plus or minus twenty percent. It's a deadly poison,and will kill anything alive except for human cells that havebeen, protected by part one, the butter. The person treated ispoisonous to all other life-forms for the next six of yourhours. 

Keep the patient away from plants and pets during thattime period. That includes neohorses, wenches, and all the other bioengineered critters. 



"The third part, the oil; replaces all of the body's symbionts that were killed off by part two. You drink a few grams of it the day after you take the cheese and rub about twice thatamount on the skin. 



"Now, nothing is perfect. When you use this system, all ofyour stomach flora are killed and you are in for a serious caseof the runs. There are a few rare types of brain tumors that this system can't cure. The worst problem is that in the caseof very large tumors, the tumor is killed, but sometimeshaving a big, dead mass in your body overloads the body'scleanup system, and that can kill the patient. The best way tobe sure this doesn't happen is to go through the treatmentevery half year. That way, really big tumors don't have timeto grow. Also, life spans and general health are increasedwith regular use. 



"In the case of communicable diseases, the system willcure the patient, but then sometimes the patient will contractthe same disease again. In that case, just repeat the cure.Eventually, given enough time, the body will develop anatural immunity to that particular disease. 









"Any other questions you might have are answered in themanual I brought. You ought to read it thoroughly before youtry using this stuff." 



"Tom, thank you. This stuff sounds like magic!" 



"By your standards, I suppose it is. One man's magic is an-other man's technology. This project consumed over ninemillion high-quality man-hours, which is good, since theyneeded something interesting to do. Anything else you need,ask for it. Within reason, of course, and as long as you don'task me to violate causality. Well, hang in there." 



"Thanks again, Tom." 



He left my office by the same doorway that he camethrough, after which the door disappeared. Maude never leftthe room, and Tom never acknowledged her existence, whichwas typical of him. 



I glanced at the other, normal door into my office and saw Baron Piotr and my secretary looking in with theirmouths open. 



"Your grace, you have some very strange relatives!"Piotr said. 



"How long have you two been standing there?" I asked. 



"Ever since we heard you shouting at the ceiling," Zenya said. "You called for help." 



"Huh. I suppose I did. Well, don't talk about all this, allright? But for now, we've got work to do. Piotr, get this manu-script down to the print shop. I want six thousand copies runoff by yesterday. This takes precedence over everything,  in-cluding sleep. Got it? Then move! 



"Zenya, get a radiogram off to the Atlantic Challenger andtell them to stay in port until they get a special shipment. Ifthey've already left, tell them to turn around! I'll be downin the kitchen whipping up a few hundred gallons of thesemedicines. Move, girl!" 









Chapter Thirty-Three 



From the Journal of Josip Sobieski 







WRITTEN MARCH 1, 1255, CONCERNINGMARCH 1251 TO APRIL 1254 













IHAVEa few days of idle time before the next semester starts,so I might as well bring my autobiography up to date. 



As I was lying in the hospital at Brazylport in 1251, thesurgeons were saying they would probably have to amputatemy infected left foot, when the Atlantic Challenger steamed in with a company of volunteers, two dozen milk cows, andthe Cure. I was eating breakfast when a new doctor, fresh off the boat, came to see me. 



"Don't worry about a thing," he said. "This won't benearly as bad as what you've heard about." 



I said I hadn't heard anything at all about the new medi-cine, but his last statement had indeed started me worrying. 



"Really, there's nothing much to it. I went through it my-self a week ago, when we crossed the sector line." When hesaw the quizzical expression on my face, he continued."They have divided the world up into thirty-three sectors, to contain communicable diseases. Every passenger and crewmember on every ship that passes between two sectors has totake the Cure, all at the same time, to stop the spread of dis-eases between areas. Then they fumigate the whole ship, justto beon the safe side. It's a bother, but considering the numberof deaths that were caused on both sides when your crewcame to Brazyl, you have to admit that it will be worth it." 



I agreed with him, and told him I was ready to start. 



"You already have. The butter on the toast you just ate wasthe first part of it. I'll be back this evening to administer thesecond part, a piece of cheese. Good day." 



I grumbled a bit about being medicated without my per-mission. Certainly,  I had never done such a thing back when Iwas a corpsman. Still, I observed no noticeable change inmyself, except for the way my foot was continuing to painfully rot away. 



That evening, the doctor had me stripped naked andpropped upright on a toilet by a beefy male nurse who had also taken some of the magical butter in the morning. 

Fiveother seriously ill patients were already sitting on the othertoilets in the latrine. 

Armed guards at the doors kept anyunauthorized personnel strictly out, since we were shortly to become very poisonous individuals. 



The doctor then placed a carefully weighed slice of cheeseon each of our tongues with a pair of tongs. It looked andtasted very ordinary, but he was treating it like the host, so Itook it seriously as well. 



In about a quarter hour I started itching. We were told thatthis was caused by the death of all the tiny animals that hadpreviously taken up residence on our skins, and that shortly it would no longer concern us. 



This turned out to be perfectly true, since I was soon vom-iting and shitting great spews of unmentionable fluids fromboth ends of my person with such rapidity that I was usuallyunable to decide which end I should point at the toilet, andwith such force that such of it as was reasonably aimed gen-erally overshot the toilet and splattered on the wall behind. I managed all this while hopping around on my right foot, the left one being still blackened, rotten, and painful. 



True to the doctor's promise, I hardly noticed any itchingduring this phase of my cure. 



The worst of it was over by midnight. Sitting weakly onthe toilet, I noticed a mosquito that landed on my hand, but I was too exhausted to shoo him away. It started to sting me,then stopped and fell over. Dead. 



After a bit, my fellow patients and I were taken to theshowers and washed, while another crew hosed down the la-trine to ready it for the next batch of victims. 



My left foot, which was, after all, the object of this exer-cise, looked worse than ever when they finally took me backto my room. 



I felt much better in the morning, and even better yet after an attractive female nurse gave me the last part of the Cure,which included an all-over body massage with a special oil. Iwas walking again in three days, and my foot was completelyhealed in another week. 



Amazing stuff, the Cure. 



I was promptly put on the planning committee that wasworking on a program to stamp out the plagues we had startedamong the Brazylians. The areas we had stopped at werefairly well-mapped, and we knew the dates when each place was visited. We had to make some very uneducated guessesas to how fast the diseases would spread among the nativepopulations. We then drew circles on the map with their cen-ters at the points of contact and their radiuses proportional tothe time the diseases had had to spread. These overlappingcircles covered a depressingly large area. 



We then set up two teams of workers. The A team was tocontain the diseases, and stop them from spreading across thecontinent. They would surround the contaminated areas by making contact with all the native tribes on the periphery,convincing them of the seriousness of the threat, and giving the entire tribe the Cure. We would then give the Cure to thenative doctors, teaching them how to use it and how to makemore. The lack of milk animals among the natives was not aserious problem, since our tests had proven that mother'smilk worked as well as any animal milk, and there was al-ways a lactating woman about. 









Once the contaminated areas were completely surrounded, the A team would start moving inward until they met up with members of the B team. 



The B team would start at the points of contact and work outward, following the diseases through the jungle until thenewly introduced diseases were wiped out. Actually, wewould be eradicating most of the local diseases as well, sowe would be partially compensating the natives for the dam-age we had caused them. 



Time was of the absolute essence, since the longer it tookto do the job, the farther the diseases would spread and themore people would die. Large numbers of people would beneeded if we were to accomplish our objectives quickly, if atall. Army personnel would be coming as fast as we could transport them to Brazyl. Every ship that could possibly be spared from other tasks was called upon, but they could notbegin to bring over enough people to do the job. 



A major point of our plan was to enlist as many natives intothe program as possible. 

Without their help, the job couldtake decades, and the death toll could be in the millions. 



It took us three years to finish. For most of it, I ran theB team, while Fritz handled the A team. We each delegatedmost of the administrative duties and spent most of our timein the jungle, keeping in touch daily with the new radios. 



Before we were through, over a quarter of the continenthad been explored. Thirteen gross tribes were contacted, withpeople speaking over seven gross different languages, most of which we still haven't had time to properly record. Pidginis rapidly becoming the universal second language in the en-tire continent. 



At the end of the first year, one of our native teams found Zbigniew! He had lost a foot to some sort of jungle rot, buthad found himself a place in a tribe living near the oceanshore as a shaman, storyteller, and toolmaker. He had a wifeand a son when he was found, and he brought them both backwith him to Brazylport. We put Captain Zbigniew on admin-istrative work until the emergency was over, and now he serves with me on the faculty of the Explorer's School. Heand his family have the house next to mine on faculty row. 



Lezek was picked up from the trading station he was run-ning despite impossible problems, and put to work as Fritz's deputy in his own area. Komander Lezek is currently on hisway with a company of Explorers to see what India has tooffer. 



Halfway through the second year of the campaign, Captain Odon and Father John came into one of our advanced posts innative canoes. They had found their native, gold-rich civili-zation, high in the western mountains. They found five sepa-rate nations up there, and none of them called themselves the Incas, but they had still made a major discovery. 



Baron Odon is back in his beloved mountains again, asAmbassador to Hy Brazyl, and with him is Father John, now Archbishop of Hy Brazyl. 









Komander Fritz ended up marrying Jane, and a fewmonths later, with Jane's permission, he married a prettylittle Yaminana girl as well. They are both with him and his new, half-native, both-sexes company, exploring yet anothertributary of the Amazon, the greatest river system in theworld. 



The Yaminana are now carefully protected from theirbigger neighbors, and, without losses due to either diseases or to warfare, their numbers are increasing rapidly. This de-spite the fact that many Yaminana maidens have elected to marry Europeans. It seems that we have a reputation amongthem for being very good husbands. 



To date, there have been more than six dozen of theseYaminana-European marriages, and curiously, they have notresulted in a single child. We are all mystified as to the reasonfor this. Since the little people's full-sized neighbors wereonly interested in eating them, there had been no earlier mar-riages with other full-sized people, as far as anyone knew. 



Also, while every other native tribe caught deadly diseaseseven from apparently healthy Europeans, the Yaminana hadremained disease free around us, even before the Cure wasintroduced. Some of us have begun wondering if they really are a separate species, as their own folklore insists. 



On the other hand, the Cure works on them, and it is onlysupposed to work on humans. 



Another of life's mysteries. 



Once the foreign diseases had been wiped out in Brazyl,the army establishment at Brazylport was reduced to a groupsufficient to maintain communications and support for trade,the missionaries, and exploration. Anna's children, the BigPeople, have been introduced in large numbers to assist thearmy's humans. Where the natives have requested it, we have started building and staffing our combination schools, stores, post offices, and churches. 



Most important, from my viewpoint, those of us whowanted to go home were finally permitted to do so. In the com-pany of Baron Siemomysl, Captain Zbigniew, over a gross ofother army personnel, and all of their families, we boarded anew Express-class ship for home. These were half again as fastand had three times the capacity of the Challenger-class shipsthat had once so impressed me. They operated only between large, well-established, deepwater ports. 



I, of course, brought Booboo with me. As I had discoveredyears before, her lack of intellectual capability made hersomething of a house pet, but the truth is that it can be verynice,having a good house pet. She was cuddly, pretty, andalways anxious to please. 

With patient training, she had learnedto keep our apartment or cabin neat and clean, and in time Ilearned to love her for what she was. 









Maude was waiting for me on the crowded dock as ourship, the Brazylport Express, pulled into Gdansk. Lord Conradwas with her, as were Maude's four children, Molly, Megan,Mary, and Melinda. 



Lord Conrad was very polite to me, but soon begged off tospeak with Baron Siemomysl. 

Maude greeted me warmly, and introduced me to her daughters, whose greeting kisseswere almost improperly sexual. I introduced them to Booboo,and I could see in an instant that she and Maude would likeeach other. They hit it off perfectly, and each seemed to intu-itively understand the other. I was much relieved. If they hadhated each other, I don't know what I would have done. 



The custom was now that each family in the army shouldhave at least one Big Person attached to it. Margarete hadasked to be in our family, and Maude accepted her in my name. 



It was late in the day and arrangements had been made at anew hotel on the Vistula Lagoon, run by a company with asnowflake fort a few miles south. When I mounted Mar-garete, Maude climbed up on my lap, just like old times.Booboo joined Molly, to get better acquainted. As we wentslowly to the hotel, I mentioned the passion her daughtershad put into their kisses. 



"I know. They all love you as much as I do. They awoke loving you. I did not know that this would happen. In Tom'sworld, we did not have feelings. Here, I learned about myemotions. Now my daughters have my love along with mymemories." 



I was surprised about all this, and asked what we should do. 



"You must love them as you love me. Then you must findthem good men of their own." 



I said that with thought, I could probably find four goodmen in the army. 



"Four men to start. In time, we will need sixteen more." 



Startled, I asked her to explain. 



"It takes four like me to guard one man properly. If LordConrad had four guards, King Henryk would want two ofthem to guard himself. If King Henryk had such guards,Prince Daniel of the Ruthenias would want some, too. Sowould King Bela of Hungary. So would Tzar Ivan of Bulgaria. Then each leader would have only one guard. One guard is notenough. Also, I would have to guard Lord Conrad. Therewould be no one else. I could not spend all of my time withyou. Thus, I had four children for Lord Conrad. I had fourmore for King Henryk. Also for King Bela, and for Prince Daniel, and for Tzar Ivan. 

It takes four years for my childrento awaken. Before that time is up, the Federation of Christen-dom will expand. More kings will need to be guarded. So Ihave made more children now." 









So I was now the head of a household with two wives, a Big Person, and twenty children! I certainly hoped that theExplorer's School was providing me with a big house! 

I saidas much to Maude. 



"There will never be more than twenty of my daughtersthere. They will awaken and leave as fast as I have youngones. We will soon have two more Big People. There will beas many Big People as there are adults in the household. Thehouse provided to you is very large. Your household also willneed at least three servants. There will be much work to do." 



I had been thinking of a long, quiet time alone with Maude and Booboo. Apparently such was not to be! 



The hotel was a remarkable building, done in a style I had never seen before. It was a squarish, boxy structure, with no thought at all taken for defense, having neither battlements,nor machicolations, nor even thick masonry walls. Exceptfor the large windows, it was completely covered with large,porcelain plates, each a yard square. 

These plates were em-bossed with bright, polychromed designs and heraldic symbols. 



I asked if people actually lived in that thing. 



"It is the new style," Maude said. "It is very comfortable.The outer plates cover thick mats made of glass fibers. It isvery warm in the winter. It is cool in the summer. Your new house is made the same way." 



I said I was sure that Baron Piotr would love it, and hopedthat our home would have fewer colors. 



"I told them to use red and white. You will like it,"Maude said. 



I grunted. I didn't want to appear an old stick-in-the-mud,but I've always felt more comfortable in a building thatlooked defensible. Well-a-day. I was soon to be a properlymarried man, and my days of relative freedom would be gone forever. 



I was married sooner than I thought, for the great hall of the hotel was all set up for my wedding. Everybody seemedto know about it except me! My family was there, Zbigniew was set to be my best man, and he had three wedding ringsready, for Maude, Booboo, and me. Lord Conrad acted as fa-ther of the bride for Maude, and Baron Siemomysl did thesame for Booboo. 



I had no objections to these proceedings, but I felt theyshould have given me some warning. I mean, it was only bygood luck I was still in a State of Grace, so I could take Com-munion at the mass that followed. 



No sooner was my short double marriage ceremony com-pleted, with Maude as my first wife and Booboo as mysecond, than the whole thing was repeated for Captain Zbig-niew, since he had not yet had proper Christian wedding cere-monies with either of his wives. 

This time,  I was his best man. 



After mass, there was a feast with all of the usual foolingaround that is traditional at such events, and then the twotrios of young newlyweds were whisked off to our respective rooms. 



My whole family was there, including my in-laws and myfather. Everything was so rushed that I didn't get a chance totalk with any of them, but in the reception line my fathershook my hand! 



That night in bed I made love with Maude first, and thenBooboo. While I was patting myself on the back and tellingmyself that at thirty I still wasn't over the hill, that I couldstill make love with two women in less than an hour, Megancame into the room and said that she wanted to love me. Maude and Booboo took this as a perfectly reasonable re-quest and made room for her in the oversized bed. And what's a man to do? 



Maude had said that her daughters would look differentfrom her, but except for hair color, I could hardly tell them apart. Had one of them come to me first, on the dock that afternoon, rather than staying a bit behind their mother, Icould easily have embraced her rather than Maude. They hadall looked at me wistfully as we were introduced, and the waythey kissed, well, it wasn't what the usual girl will do with astepfather. 



So I made love with the girl. As she was leaving, Mollycame in, to be followed in turn by Mary and then Melinda. It was long after midnight before I could get to sleep. 



I think that the Cure must do other wonderful things for aman besides wiping out his germs. 



The next morning, my father came up to my table in thehotel's restaurant and said, "Son, I have given this mattermuch thought, and I forgive you." 



I looked at him calmly and said, "Father, I, too, have giventhis matter much thought. For fifteen years you have done everything in your power to make my life as unpleasant aspossible. When I was a young boy of fifteen, I loved you and I needed you. Your senseless rejection of me hurt me verybadly, when I had done nothing to harm you or yours, exceptto try to live my own life. I still don't understand why youwere so angry with me, but I do know this: 



"Now I am a man, and I say that any man who would sohurt someone who loved him, and who continued hurting thatperson for so many years for no other reason than stupidpride, I say that such a man is an unspeakable asshole, andone with whom I will not associate. 



"Father, I do not forgive you!" 









And with that, I collected up my wives and daughters, we mounted our Big People, and we rode home. 



I never spoke to my father again. 



------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 



Sale of this book without a front cover may be unauthorized. If thisbook is coverless, it may have been reported to the publisher as "un-sold or destroyed" and neither the author nor the publisher may havereceived payment for it. 



ADel Rey® Book 



Published by The Ballantine Publishing Group 



Copyright © 1998 by Leo A. Frankowski 



All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. 

Published in the United States by The BallantinePublishing Group, a division of Random House, Inc., New York,and simultaneously in Canada by Random House of Canada Limited, Toronto. 







http://www.randomhouse.com/BB/ 







Library of Congress Catalog Card Number: 98-93199 



ISBN 0-345-36850-9 







Manufactured in the United States of America 



First Edition: December 1998 







ebook by MOS1, accept no butchered substitutes. 














cover.jpeg
LEO FRANKOWSKI

COMRADS ONEST}






index-1_1.png





