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Well, Peter Babenburg thought, studying the water system’s master plan for the thousandth time, we’ve finally got enough labor. I just wish to hell it hadn’t happened like this. Dear Lord, how I wish it hadn’t happened like this. The last of the refugees had streamed in that morning, carrying nothing but the clothes on their backs. They looked behind them with almost every step, as if afraid the very hounds of hell were on their tracks. No, just two-footed hellhounds, Peter sighed, rubbing tired eyes.


A meaty hand gripped his shoulder. “Easy there, Peter,” Arturo Montoya said. “Worry about the water and organizing supplies for the city. Let Ann, Martin, and I worry about defending the farms and everything else.”


Peter rubbed his eyes again, then ran his hand through thinning brown hair. “I am. Worried that is. We need a miracle.”


The former space marine colonel—turned colonist—grinned, white teeth shining against dark tanned skin. “We’ve had one already, Pete. Now it’s our turn to show our gratitude by doing the next bit ourselves, as best we can.”


He’s got a point, Pete told himself. Water and tunnels are your thing. Fighting is his. And Ann’s. And if you don’t get some sleep, you’ll nap through the next meeting and find yourself elected mayor or something equally horrible. “OK, I surrender. You keep the bad guys out, and I’ll keep the water in.”


“Deal. Because I’ve seen what happens when you try to shoot. No offense, but I’d be safer standing right in front of you than anywhere else.”


“Uh huh.” Pete straightened up and folded his arms. “And who was it that didn’t believe me when I said don’t drink from that spring, hmm? And how long did it take you to recover?”


The angry growl answered his question. Pete slapped Arturo on the shoulder and went to his napping room, just off the hall from the engineering offices. Only one out of every four lights shone, giving the long hall an air of depression and weariness, if a building could be weary.


After Pete finally got home late that evening, and he and his wife put Pete Junior to bed, he poked at his supper and grumbled, “There’s something I need to do. I just can’t tell what it is.”


Cynthia shook her head and smiled a little. “Pete, love, Arturo’s right. Two years without being attacked is a miracle and you know it. Let him and Ann do their thing and we’ll do ours.”


“Mrgf,” he said around a mouth of beans and mystery meat. The tang suggested it came from the native pig-like species. Shit, Bettina and her mob will scream if they learn we’re eating the native fauna. But eating the wildlife beats starvation. Who’d have thought we’d reach this point so fast? Besides the marines—they always plan for the worst, and they’re rarely disappointed.


“Does it need salt?”


“No dear, it tastes fine. What’s the meat?”


“Pseudo-boar. I know,” she raised her hands, fending off complaints. “Can’t eat the natives, respect for all species, yes, yes. It was tearing up the vegetable plots so Martin Krehbiel shot it. This isn’t five years ago.”


Peter swallowed another bite. “Nope, it isn’t and our food comes before the native non-sapient fauna. And it doesn’t taste at all like chicken.” Actually, it tastes better than our pigs do. Five years has turned me into a xenovore. What will the neighbors say? Not that he really cared at that moment, not with his mouth full of good, hot food, his children safe, and his wife sitting at his side. Five years, only five years, and everything has turned upside down and inside out, and the Company failed us all.
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Five years before, he’d stood on top of a low ridge overlooking the new city, jaw agape, staring up at ferociously beautiful crimson-and-green curtains dancing and spinning, turning the night to day and hiding the moon. Spots of brilliant white light swooped up to the zenith, part of the waves of furiously energetic electrons. Gerald White and Don McAllen had stood beside him, watching the results of a powerful solar flare in stunned silence. Waves of light advanced and retreated, billowing like draperies in a breeze, or marching with the steps of ghostly soldiers, fading only to return even brighter. The hissing and popping from the sky almost drowned out the sound of blowing transformers in the hills behind them. “I don’t think we’ll be arguing over the water plan at the meeting tomorrow,” Gerald observed after some length of time.


“Nope.” Don agreed from the shadows. “Those are scary beautiful.”


“Yup.”


After several more awe-struck minutes Gerald sighed. “I hope we don’t get any forest fires from those transformers or from static on the wires.”


The shadow that was Don shook its head. “It’s plenty moist up here, and the trees are in good health. We should be fine. In the dark for a while, but fine. I’m starting to recall all those jokes about lowest bidder again, though.”


Pete grimaced, even as a little bit of him danced with glee, both for getting to see such an amazing aurora in person and because his basic water system would keep running even without pumps and electrical switches. We’ll need to arrange for buckets or something from some of the low reservoirs, unless Don can jerry-rig a river-run pump for the moment, at least until we get power back up. Although having one in reserve might not be a bad idea, if the Company will allow it. He added it to his mental list.


He heard a large, loud yawn from beside him. “Scuze me,” Don said. “Short night last night.” The warning from the solar weather monitors had jolted everyone out of bed, even those who should have been left asleep.


“No argument here,” Pete agreed. They left Gerald oohing and aahing at the curtains of light and walked back to their work cabin, near the head of the main aqueduct feed tunnel’s final run into the city.


Pete’s antique desk watch rang all too early the next morning. They had a four-kilometer walk before they got to the city council building, and the meeting had been scheduled for 0800, solar storm or no solar storm. In a sane universe, the planning committee would cancel the meeting in order to deal with the problems caused by the storm. I wonder if I’ll live long enough for us to locate that universe? Pete mused. “I don’t suppose the rover is running,” Pete said, but only after watching Don gulp half a container of choco-coffee.


“No. And I don’t know if we have spares for the electronics.”


Pete grunted, shrugged, and finished tying his shoes. “Hope last night was it.”


“Last night wasn’t supposed to happen.” Don pulled his pocket computer out of its safety shielding and tapped it back to life. “Aaaannnd the water plan meeting is still on.”


“Oh for flap’s sake, that’s . . .” Pete heaved his middle-aged self to his feet, grabbed his rucksack and stormed out. Don slapped him on the back as he passed and locked the door behind them. They walked down the long, low ridge, squinting into the rising sun.


Long, black, slow-moving shadows showed where farmers at the Rural Heritage Center complex and their families were already out working in the fields. Pete nodded. The presence or absence of electrically powered technology meant little to them. They’d come to Solana on what might have been the strangest transportation contract Pete’d ever heard of. In exchange for passage for themselves and their animals, they’d agreed to live without modern technology for ten years, using animal power and pre-petroleum fuels alone, with an exception for oil lamps. Some of them belonged to ancient religious sects, including Mennonite and a few he still didn’t understand. Others just wanted, well, Pete didn’t know. They provided color and atmosphere to go with the new city’s quasi-Earth-medieval design, something the colony’s sponsors encouraged. Maybe those stories that Colonial Plantation LTD really wanted this to be a continental park were true.


“So, what’s Bettina going to pull out of her . . .” Don winked after they’d covered half the distance to the council buildings.


“I have no idea. I really don’t.” Pete thought for a few minutes as they walked, enjoying the cool spring morning air and listening to the sounds of birds, human voices, animal baas and moos, and harness bells. At first, the relative quiet had made him nervous—he’d been too used to city noises, to the constant tramp of people, human and otherwise, to the unending rumble of vehicles and construction. Now he relished the empty air of open green space and an unbuilt environment. Cynthia, born on an agricultural colony world, had adapted faster than he did. Their grown children preferred the bustle of Carmarlen and had not joined their parents’ move to Solana.


Pete shrugged. “She’ll have something to complain about. Probably that we failed to properly ground and protect the electrical grid, such as it is.” That’s why we always use the fail-safe thorium-sodium reactors for the first four generations at least. And one for each settlement. But not this time. No, the Board of Governors had decreed that the new city would have a reactor for electricity and would also supply the outlying settlements in the hills and on the other side of the Donau Novi River. What a silly name for a river.


“You engineering types are up awful early,” a morose voice observed. Pete smiled to see the lean shape of Professor Sergeant Major Martin Starhemburg standing in the shade of the grey “stone” blocks of the city wall.


“No rest for the wicked, but the righteous don’t need any,” Don called back. “What are you doing out? I thought fresh air made your hair fall out.”


“Helga’s cleaning. The light show got her all wound up and she decided to clean the house.” The retired academic gave them a pitiful look. “It’s safer outside the wall.”


“Really.” Pete sympathized, not that he would ever say such a thing.


Martin straightened up and dropped his guise of a poor, pitiful male. “Actually, I wanted to see if anyone had any of the vehicles up and running, and, after getting blessed so thoroughly that I was tempted to look in a mirror to see if I’d grown horns and a forked tail, I stepped out for a while.” He sounded disgusted. “Someone left most of the vehicles on the chargers.”


“Shit,” Don snarled. “Idiots.”


Pete grimaced. “I know what the meeting will be about.”


“Hoh yeah.”
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Bettina Monsiérvo, Colonial Plantation LTD’s Donau Novi Sub-District Regional Senior Administratrix, glowered at the engineers and town administrators. Pete wondered which of her long list of irritations had upset her this time. She’s a great manager, so long as everything goes according to the proper forms and databases. Too bad reality won’t always cooperate. She’d gotten worked up enough that her bright black eyes had started to bulge, never a good sign for Pete’s tranquility.


“What do you mean we have no electrical power for the vehicles? The lights are on.” She waved her hand in the direction of the ceiling. “No one’s started the reactor failure evacuation procedures.”


Andrea Okofor repeated, “I’m sorry, Ms. Monsiérvo, we have no electrically powered vehicles at this time. The electromagnetic storm yesterday and overnight destroyed the power and control circuits in all but two of the ones in the central parking area, and those two were, and still are, in need of repair.”


Bettina glowered at the black-skinned power system manager—and acting chief of transport—for the settlement. “Well, fix them. They need to be functional by the time I send the quarterly status report to the district office.” She flipped the screen on her computer to the next topic. “Why have we not heard broadcasts from New Benin, New Amsterdam, ColLandPlat, or the other major cities yet today?”


“Because we can’t hear from anyone unless we use the emergency surface relays—too much ionizing radiation still in the air. Should have something tomorrow.” Arturo Montoya’s clipped report left no room for argument or debate.


“And whose fault is that?” Bettina demanded.


Pete cleared his throat. “The sun’s fault, Ms. Monsiérvo. The solar weather observers warned that the magnetic storm that hit yesterday would do this. The effects should taper off over the next two days.” He did his best to sound soothing. No point in saying anything about the shorted-out equipment, or that you should have heard and read about all this in yesterday’s bulletin and briefing.


“Humpf.” Several minutes of silence passed while everyone checked their files and tried to look inconspicuous. After a long pause she said, “What’s the progress with the water supply system studies?”


“They are complete, and routes and requirements have been selected and determined.”


Bettina’s shadow spoke up at last. Raymond Young, Bettina’s smooth and polished secretary and technical assistant inquired, “There are only two power units on request for this project, Mr. Babenburg. Where are the rest of the equipment lists?”


Here we go again. “There are none. The system is straight gravity flow until it reaches the city.”


“I do not see any infrastructure on these plans, Babenburg,” Bettina added. “Where are the tanks and purifiers, the warmers and flavoring adjusters?”


“There are none,” he repeated. Pete glanced over to see Don making an invisible tally mark on his imaginary scorecard. “The system runs subsurface the entire route.”


“But without visible infrastructure, people won’t believe that anything has been done,” Harding Korso protested. “My voters want to see where their credits are going. They want pipes and towers and pumps,” the municipal administrator told Pete.


Don faked a cough to cover a rude word. Pete glared down at his stylus before answering, “Mr. Korso, would they prefer blue-painted pipes or fresh running water that does not require electricity to obtain?”


“I like buried pipes,” Montoya reminded everyone. “Buried pipes and low tech for the same reason we have stone walls.” He glared from under shaggy black eyebrows. “We’re too far out to yelp for help if the Gormonigons come sniffing around.”


He wanted to high five the semi-retired space marine officer. Instead Pete nodded, “Precisely.” I saw the images of what happened on Deepak’s Planet after the Gormies first hit. If it wasn’t stone or underground, they slagged it. Took a generation to rebuild, and all we have is a truce, not a treaty with the Gormies. “And before anyone protests that the Gormonigons or other unfriendly cultural groups would never cause problems in this sector, might I remind you that Colonial Plantation Limited’s charter and basic terraforming manuals all put weight on low-visibility, high-durability infrastructure through the fourth post-settlement generation—which describes the gravity-flow water supply system expansion that has been planned for this municipality.” I can quote file number and subsection if I have to, Bettina. Don’t push it. You want numbers? I can argue numbers.


Arturo shrugged, “We still need to finish laying out the route for the western road. It’s going to be a causeway in places because of the old river channels, so we could compromise and bury some pipes and power cables there if need be.” Andrea Okofor gestured her agreement.


In the face of logic and numbers, Bettina, Raymond, and Harding backed down, if only for the moment. “Speaking of numbers, how long before the transportation and communications systems are back up? Everyone I’ve talked to says their food producers and preservers are off-line and need parts,” Mr. Korso said.


It was Don’s turn to shrug. “Depends on how well the other depots prepared for the storm. I’d say at least two days for full communications, just given the atmospherics,” and he nodded to Arturo and Pete. “We should have some communications equipment back up and running before then. As for parts,” he shrugged. “I’m a big wires and junctions guy, not a little circuits guy. Sorry.”


The meeting shifted to other topics, and Pete made notes, mostly about what he needed and worst-case scenarios. At last Bettina reached the final point on her long list. “I have heard rumors that people are trying to consume native species.” She shuddered, Raymond Young turned faintly green, and Korso looked disgusted at the very thought of eating the local plants and animals. “And, worse, the rumors about attempts to tap the indigenous mineral resources are getting more numerous. This must stop at once. You know very well that autochthonous life forms are to be left untouched unless human life is in direct and immediate danger. And,” she shook her finger at everyone in the room and glared out from under delicately shaped black eyebrows, “any form of mining or drilling except for water is strictly prohibited by the planetary charter. Unique geological features are to be preserved for future generations to observe and appreciate,” she recited.


I wonder who got caught? Pete glanced at Arturo and Don, both of whom made little “not me” hand signs. Probably some kid on an educational enrichment trip picked up a pretty rock, or accidently squished a worm or something. Pete made a note of the reminder so that, if asked, he could say he’d made a note.


“The meeting is adjourned.”


Arturo caught Harding Korso’s elbow as they were leaving the room. “Say, is there any progress on coming up with a formal name for this settlement?”


The acting mayor shook his head. “Not yet. ‘Donauton’ was rejected because it means something obscene in Deeparka dialect.” Korso shook his head. “We’re back to square one, since no one wants to name it what the company recommended.”


Because Vlaatplaat is an invitation to giggles and ridicule, not to mention confusion. Pete nodded and attempted to look sympathetic. Once clear of the bureaucrats he and Don shared grimaces. “Because having two urban areas with similar sounding names won’t cause any confusion at all, noooo.”


Don mimicked the heavy accents of the group who settled the northwestern coastal estuary. “Vaat do yew mean, ferklempt?”


They parted company, and Pete ducked through a few alleys to reach his office without encountering any irate officials or unhappy townsfolk. I’m a hydrologist and civil engineer, not an electrician, he kept reminding people, but they didn’t want to listen. Unless I can see the leak, I can’t help you. He unlocked his office and strolled in, waiting for the lights to come on. Nothing happened. Pete turned around, bent down, and waved his hand over the motion-detector. Nothing, not even the clunk of a dead solenoid. “Glad I’ve got windows.” He opened the shades by hand, letting sunlight flood the spare, half-furnished room. “And hard copies.”


A hard-copy note waited for him. “Rejected. River levels too unstable to support necessary equipment.” He read. What the—? Pete looked from the note to the sketch plan of his proposed run-of-river floating mill and water pump. Someone had added footings and fill, turning the floating, current-driven mill into a standard, fixed-position water mill. Oh, for shit’s sake. He’d proposed a floating mill precisely because the Donau Novi rose and fell with the seasons! But someone had reworked his proposal before it reached Bettina and Co. Right. I’ll just set that aside and work on what I’m supposed to be doing, then go pester Gerald, see if he has any suggestions. He gets along better with the managerial side than any of the rest of us.


Since Cynthia didn’t expect him home before noon, Pete sat down and sketched out a finer version of his ideas for the next stage of the water supply system. He wanted to tap the hills for drinking water, rather than the river. The hills west of the town collected water and the aqueclude at the eastern end of the range had created a rich reservoir of groundwater that supported some enormous springs. Pete drew the side view of the hills, the valley, the low ridge between, and the last kilometers to the city. If the system tapped the sources southwest, where the road would come off the hills, he’d have almost 200 meters of fall that he could use for pressure. The central ridge only rose 150 meters or so, leaving both pressure and a way to slow the flow using an inverted siphon. Pete sketched away, humming quietly, and out of tune, as he worked.


Only when the light shifted so much that he could no longer see the finest lines did he stop and stretch. His neck caught, and he cursed, then rotated it carefully, working the kink out. Satisfied with his progress for the moment, he closed the blinds and left. He waved his hand over the sensor again on the way out. The lights still failed to respond, but that didn’t surprise him. They’d always planned for emergency drills, and his office got power last of all, after the medical and fire facilities, then residences, businesses, and finally little shops and work areas. Colonial priorities differed from the central worlds, as everyone knew. Pete locked the door and strolled to his and Cynthia’s apartment.


The summer morning sun beat down, augmenting the heat still radiating from the “stone” walls and pavement of the town despite the cool night. Actually, Pete mused as he ran his fingers over the gritty surface of a wall beside him, since they used local rocks, ground up, melted, and then extruded as blocks, it was stone. Cool inside in summer, warmer inside in winter, a pain-in-the-ass to wire and run pipes under if you didn’t plan ahead, but life-saving at times. He shook his head a little. Who would have thought that leaving Earth’s solar system and settling the galaxy would make medieval construction important again? Probably the same wise soul who’d warned about spaceships, blasters, and anything else built by the lowest bidder.


Pete turned off the main street, down a quiet lane, and strolled into a cluster of eleven apartments built around a courtyard. Cynthia had picked this square because she liked the wrought-iron-looking trim on the safety fences on the upper levels. Pete liked the central location and rapid access to the main infrastructure control center. Three children came stampeding out of the shadows and he jumped back out of the way as the Lei family went out for “fresh air.” “Sorry Mr. Babenburg,” Pat Lei said. “They stayed up too late and are still wired for light and noise.”


Pete waved off her apology. “I was, too, when I was their age. Going to the park?”


“Out to the farm. Today is petting day.” Pete saw the wagon behind Sam Lei, loaded with snacks.


“That should wear them out a little,” Pete agreed. “Have a good trip.”


“Thanks.” Sam and Pat would be pulling at least one of the kids in the wagon on their return trip, Pete knew. He waved and climbed up a flight of steps to his and Cynthia’s level, traveling around one side of the square to reach their door. He opened it and inhaled the scent of something good. “I’m home, love.”


“Oh good. You can stir,” a melodious voice called from the kitchen. Pete dropped his rucksack by the door, walked into the kitchen, and took over stirring. “I just need to get something out of the oven.” Cynthia disappeared out the front door. A few minutes later she returned with three loaves of bread and a pan of rolls. Pete struggled manfully not to drool on the floor as the scent of fresh-baked bread filled the kitchen.


“Cynthia, beloved, paragon of womanhood, source of all beauty, pearl without price, please tell me that some of those are for us.” He tried not to beg.


She smiled. “All of them are. Now go wash up so I can serve the food.”


The food tasted as good as it has smelled. “I am so glad you talked me into gas appliances,” Pete admitted once he’d had a second helping and another roll.


“So are Don’s wife and Ann Montoya. I let them use the stove while I loaded the solar oven on the roof. We’re going to have a lot of unhappy people until the power is restored and all the cookers and coolers have been repaired.”


Don finished mopping up the last bit of curry sauce with the roll. “If they threw the breakers, there should not have been any problems?”


Cynthia rolled her eyes. “Dear, not everyone can get to their breakers, despite what the construction regulations claim. And all the food extruders at the sub-sett housing complex were still on line.”


Aw shit. That means at least three hundred people without quick access to food. Ugh. Not my problem, but still not good. “I assume the repair people have started work.”


She shrugged and brushed away a bit of honey-blond hair that had escaped her bun. “I hope so. I was going to check at the chapel and see if any provision had been made, just in case.” Cynthia finished her roll and licked a last bit of sauce off her fingers. “Do you think this will happen again?”


Her husband had been wondering that himself. He leaned back in his chair and thought. “I hope not. Things are going to be tight until we can get replacements for whatever got toasted, shorted, and what will wear out early from overuse. But, Murphy was a planetary meteorologist as well as an engineer and an optimist, so I’d assume we will. Not as strong, but probably at least one or two more solar burps.”


“Peter Babenburg, you have no poetry in your soul,” His wife of thirty years scolded, smiling. “Those beautiful dancers and colors in the sky, and you call them ‘solar burps.’ Tsk, tsk.”


He shrugged. “I’m an engineer. My last attempt at poetry was banned under the Deepak-Gormo Treaty stipulations, remember?” He preferred to draw and dig rather than write or talk. Pete got up, collected the dishes from the table, and started for the dish-sterilizer, then remembered. He put them in the sink instead. “Thank you for a wonderful dinner, light of my heart,” and he kissed his wife’s still-smooth cheek.


“You are welcome. Will you be home tonight?”


“Yes. I need to go talk to Don and Tom Kirkland, but I’ll be home around four or so.”


She shook her head. “No, around six. Shoo,” and she kissed him, then flapped a drying towel at him, chasing him out of her domain. He staged a tactical retreat.
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He found Don overseeing repairs to the transformer serving the subsistence-settlers’ housing-complex, or sub-sett, as the engineers and utility workers called it. At least this time the residents weren’t swarming the workers, demanding favors or yelling that they should go faster. Enough people had seen what happened when a human crossed high-voltage lines that they stayed well clear now. That was the last time anyone tried to do their own work, too, I seem to recall. Especially after the venters pulled the scent into the main ducts because of where the body landed. Pete understood why Colonial Plantation LTD had agreed to settle over a million indigents on Solana, but oh it frustrated him: the people living in the housing section in the city were now the third generation that refused to take care of themselves. He wondered yet again which bureaucrat with a sick sense of humor had labeled them “improved settlers.” Oh, a few managed to get out and make their own way as full citizens, but most stayed in the bureau housing, eating minimal rations and watching entertainment holos. I’d go mad.


Don took a break from his current task and walked over. “What’s up? You finally decide to cross-train on electrical work?”


“Nah. I still need to see my leaks,” Pete lobbed back, as usual. “I want to go on with planning that floating mill and pump. You have any problems, so long as I don’t tinker with the sewer inflow sensors and the floodgate wires?”


“Nope. You talked to Tom Kirkland yet?” Pete shook his head. “Do that first. He’ll have some ideas about the mechanics and flotation needed.” Don glanced up at the sky and beckoned Pete over, a little farther from watchers and gossip gleaners. “I’ve got a feeling we’re going to get flamed again, Pete. Marie’s already talking about preparing to go black for an extended period.”


“Admin won’t like that talk.” But Pete agreed, even as he said what he was supposed to.


“Admin has other problems. Administratrix Senior Monsiérvo is already warning that we need to get the transports back and running before there are psychological problems stemming from the lack of noise.”


“You are shitting me,” Pete sighed.


Don shook his head, grinning through his beard. “Nope. Says the lack of aural stimulation could cause psychological trauma in sensitive individuals and the newly arrived.”


Pete heard footsteps behind him, so he replied, “That is certainly a consideration.” He ducked out of the way before anyone could try and draft him for the grunt work. “Thank you for the update.” Rather than spend any more time in the sub-sett, Pete doubled back, then cut north to the edge of the city. He took the pedestrian gate out of the wall and walked east, upstream. The river murmured beside him, carrying secrets in its blue waters.


Tom Kirkland’s workshop sat near the banks of the river, above the flood line but close enough to catch driftwood and to make putting the boats in and out easier. You can always tell a colony world, Pete thought, as the smells of hot metal and sawdust hit his nose, drifting over the dark, damp smell of a healthy river. You find both ends of the tech spectrum within meters of each other.


A sharp whiff of chemical made Pete’s eyes water, and he skirted around the boatyard fence until he found the gate closest to Tom’s office. He started to knock on the frame of the open door but hesitated when he heard multiple voices all steadily rising in volume. “What do you mean the second welder’s out of commission?” That was Virgil, Tom’s assistant. Maybe I’ll just stay out in the fresh air for a bit.


“I turned it off boss. No one told me we were supposed to unplug them and throw the breakers as well as grounding everything.” The whining tone kept Pete outside, and he eased back from the doorway. Tom didn’t tolerate whining.


“And even though every other man, woman, and mermaid in this business was unplugging and throwing breakers, you somehow didn’t notice?”


“That’s not my job. I’m just an apprentice. Ms. Jackson’s supposed to make sure I do everything right.”


Pete backed a meter farther away from the door, getting clear of the line of fire. A third voice, deceptively placid and almost feminine, observed, “Correction. You were an apprentice. You are now fired for not taking responsibility for your fuck up and also for whining. Get out. Your last wages are in your account.”


“But it’s not my fault!”


Heavy steps and the sound of something squeaking and dragging came from the doorway. “If you keep whining I’ll dock you for the equipment. Think about what that will do to your indenture.” Pete caught a glimpse of a pimply, square-faced young man scrambling to get out the door before Virgil threw him over the fence. Pete waited for the sound of hands being brushed off before knocking. “Come in.”


Pete stuck his head in. When nothing flew at it, he squirmed the rest of him around the stack of parts, materials, and only-the-Lord-knew-what piled near the door and found Tom Kirkland and Virgil Evangelios looking at the remains of a remote programmable arc welder. “Is it terminal?”


“No, that’s the terminal,” Tom joked, pointing to a crispy bit. “We can salvage some parts and pieces, but the core’s gone. Idiot.” Tom always took people off guard, Pete thought. Almost two meters tall, shoulders about as wide, with a light, high voice and smooth manner. “You here to apologize for making the sun sneeze?”


“Above my pay grade. Talk to Don. I’m here to ask about putting a mill on a boat.”


Tom folded his arms, and Virgil squinted, the wrinkles hiding his black eyes. “In pieces? Or moving it all at once?”


“Nope,” Pete folded his arms. “A floating mill, one we can push out into the river and use to grind stuff, or saw, or what-have-you, then bring back to shore so we don’t block the run of the river or have to worry about floods.”


Virgil shrugged. “Not impossible, just hard. And heavy.”


“I can’t do it this season,” Tom said. “Let me think about and look at materials and people. Who would buy it?”


“I suppose the city, or one of the trades groups. Especially if we add a small pump or generator.”


Tom and Virgil exchanged looks before turning back to Pete. “You’re worried about more of these too.” He kicked the dead equipment side-plate.


“I am.”
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Susannah “Basil” Peilov smiled at the guests enjoying breakfast at Crownpoint’s pavilion. “Can I get you anything else?”


The white-haired man shook his head, his mouth full. His younger friend, or perhaps son, lifted the tea flask, checking. “Nope, thanks. Still pretty heavy.”


“Then I’ll leave you in peace.” She collected their empty bun basket and returned to the kitchen area.


Tildie, her brown-haired sister wife, noticed the empty basket. “Need a refill?”


“No. They’re set. May need more tea in a few minutes.” She tapped the last crumbs into the compost, slid the used napkin into the hamper, and tucked the basket into the sterilizer. Kos insisted on keeping the old boiling water dish-cleaning system, and Basil could see where it made sense, although she hated the steam that filled the kitchen when she opened the loading and unloading doors, especially in summer. He should have to empty and refill it on an August evening after we’ve been cooking all day, she snorted. It might be enough to change his mind. Or not. Once Kos got an idea in his head, nothing short of a message from the Lord could shake it loose.


Tildie turned back to cutting up the last of the beef. “We’re going to have to switch to vegetarian after today. There’s a little ham and dry-cure sausage for breakfasts and sandwiches, but no more ‘meat’ meat until the fall.” She scooped the strips into a large bowl. “Except for chicken. We still have chicken, but only enough for once a week, I think. Unless we eat the layers.”


“We can do air-casseroles and salads, with fresh breads,” Basil suggested. “Those are cool and light, but tasty. The herbs are kicking in, and we have lots of butter and eggs. I’ll see if Kos wants to grind and bag some of that flour-maize blend for drop crusts and individual pies.”


“Do that,” Tildie said, adding a handful of fresh basil and thyme to the meat before stirring it. After hesitating with one hand between two bottles, she reached for a third and drizzled a dollop of flavored vinegar into the bowl, then stirred with enough force to flip bits of beef strip into the air. “Don’t worry about sparing the flour. Two more reservations cancelled this morning. The messages are in Kos’s office.”


I should be upset. But we need a little time for harvest, or else we won’t have anything to eat ourselves, let alone to serve to guests. Basil measured two spoons of tea leaves into the strainer and set more water on the burner, adjusting the flame to medium heat. She glanced back into the dining area, but the men appeared content to work on the rest of their bacon and eggs and fruit. The older one pointed to the view out the large window.


Basil agreed with what she thought he was saying. The huge panes of glass let guests see the lush, gently rolling land stretching west from Crownpoint to the edge of the Triangle Mountain foothills. The settlement planners and colonists had hidden the town and settlements in folds of land or under canopies of trees, giving the illusion that no sapient creatures lived in the bucolic landscape. Basil imagined she could see the white and creamy spots of flocks of sheep and shahma on the distant hills. Kos Peilov’s holdings remained some of the prettiest on ColPlat XI, in Basil’s opinion. Well, nothing can make a spaceport and administrative city pretty, she reminded herself, no matter how creative the designers think their plans are. Thank you Lord that Kos brought me out of there.


The whirr of the big mixer distracted Basil from her musings. Tilde had announced yesterday that she’d be making yeast bread, two-dozen loaves worth, and seemed to be making good on her promise. Basil pulled two crates of eggs out of the cooler, counted fifty, and set them on a tray so they wouldn’t roll off the counter. By the time she finished and glanced back at the dining room, the men seemed to be through eating. She dusted off her hands and left the kitchen.


“Can I get you anything else?” she asked, approaching the table.


The older man got to his feet. “No, thank you. Everything is good, but we need to be on our way.”


“Yes, thank you,” his companion agreed.


She bobbed a little curtsey. “You are most welcome. Please come back.”


“Oh, never fear, we will,” the younger man assured her. “We’re staying north this year. Probably come back in a month or so when the leaves start to turn.” His companion nodded and they left. Basil waited until she saw them round the corner, out of sight of the dining room, before getting a roller tub and clearing away their plates and linen. They’d been the last to eat this morning, so once she finished with the dishes, she could reset four tables for dinner.


Assignment completed for the moment, Basil went to Kos’s office and sat down, letting her feet and back rest for a few minutes. She’d gotten pregnant again. Sabrina will scold me, the young woman groaned. But I’m not taking pills, I hated how the implants muddled my head, and pregnancy doesn’t bother me like it does Tildie and Karina. She stuck her tongue out at the senior wives. Now, what sort of guest list do we have?


Basil turned on the data screen, logged in, and read through the next week’s reservations. That’s not many. At least they still had guests, she reminded herself. Two of the resorts up in the mountains had closed, turning their employees out to finish making up their indenture payments on their own, because so few people had come to visit once word spread that they’d not gotten their tech back up and running. Who wanted to pay for holo-skiing and virtual wildlife viewing if all you could offer was fresh air and a blank screen? Farm stays and real food attracted people to Crownpoint. Thank you Lord, holy one, for that. Thank you that I’m not trying to pay off my indenture on my own. Kos had paid half her fee when she’d agreed to marry him, before she realized that she’d be the junior of three wives.


A light hand tapped on the doorframe and grey-blond Karina poked her head in. “Good! Do you mind switching jobs? Kos is mowing the hay for winter beast food, and it’s making me all sniffy and itchy.”


Basil smiled. “Not at all! Weeding and gathering more herbs?”


“And picking the beans. I think someone snuck a replicator into the bean patch.” She jammed her hands onto her hips, annoyed. “I know we cleaned them out not four days ago, and already the beans overfloweth.”


No one’s that mean, Basil thought. “Herbs, weeds, and beans. Are we going to be drying the tomatoes and white root?”


“The white root, yes. I have an idea for preserving the tomatoes, at least for this batch. If Tildie agrees.” Karina might be the senior wife but Tildie ran the kitchens, and woe unto anyone who trespassed into her domain. Basil turned off the display screen, then stood up and went to the laundry room. She traded her work apron for a hat, made sure that the linens in the dryer had not finished yet, and clocked out. Every hour is another hour closer to freedom, she reminded herself. Working in the restaurant and guesthouses counted. Working to feed her family did not. What a stupid way to run accounts, she thought yet again. Which summarized how ColPlat LTD operated, in her opinion.


She gathered baskets, floats, and tools from the shed, then went to the herb garden to gather the plants that shared her name. Kos let her have five kinds of basil, some for cooking, some for decoration and garnish. The enormous herb garden would have been too much for one woman, but the wives shared turns, and Kos and the boys helped when they could. For all that the administrators grumbled about Kos and his “retrograde attitude,” he did his share and more to keep the guesthouse and farms running. Basil sighed, the pungent tang of the lemon basil reminding her of the puckered face of the corporate welfare inspector. He kept poking and prodding, trying to get me and Tildie to say something mean about Kos. I like being the junior wife, I like working on the farm and in the gardens, and I don’t want to re-indenture so I can get more education. What’s wrong with wanting a family? I grew up on Deepak’s Planet, I’ve seen the holos about what women can do if we want to. I just don’t want to do that. She preferred changing diapers and bottle-feeding lambs to studying calculus and warp engineering.
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A month later, Basil looked at the rows and rows and mounds of beans in the preserving shed, tears filling her eyes. The beans should have been dry. They should have been ready to put into sacks and store in the moisture-proof cabinets. But no. Five rainy days and a failed dehumidifier left almost half the beans moldy and the other half at least a week from being ready. And Carl, Karina’s oldest son, had gotten terribly sick from eating some of the canned tomatoes. She’d told him to stay away from the jars that she’d set aside, but he’d popped the seal and eaten half the jar anyway. “The seal didn’t take, and it’s bulging a little. If we don’t eat it, it’ll go to waste,” he’d said, just before he started turning green. Kos had wanted to take Carl to the medical center, but Karina vetoed her husband. Thank you Lord that Carl recovered, thank you. Everything seemed to be going wrong.


“What’s wrong, Baa,” Kos asked, coming in behind her.


She turned, trying to hide her weepies. “I made a mistake somewhere and half the beans are a loss.” She’d learned from the start that honesty was the best response.


He stroked his long red beard and considered the piles. Kos picked up one of the moldy beans, scraped a little fuzz off, and sniffed it. “I think we can salvage these as seeds. Pick them out, save the least-rotten ones, and shell them. We’ll vac bag the results, and the moldy bits will go in the compost.”


“Yes Kos,” she said. He patted her shoulder, turning to go. The dam broke and she burst into tears. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry.”


“Shhh, shhh, it happens. All the tech is having problems, losing the dehumidifier’s gauge is not your fault.”


“And Carl got sick, and the white roots are small, and waaahh.” She tried to calm down and failed.


Crazy Kos put his arm around her shoulders. “Shhh,” he repeated. “What else?”


“I won’t be able to help with planting because I’m pregnant, and it’s supposed to rain tomorrow, and how can we get the fleeces without the clippers?” They’d been left on the chargers over the summer, and the electrical storm had ruined them.


Her husband patted her again. “Rain happens. We have a week before the quinley starts to deteriorate, so one day of rain is no disaster. And I’m surprised the clippers didn’t fail earlier, as overloaded as the shahma wool is. When are you due?” His smooth, quiet, low voice soothed her enough that she stopped crying and sniffed.


“Late March or early April.”


“Before the gardens need much work, then. That’s just fine. You and the sheep can lamb together.”


She wiped her eyes and nose with a corner of her apron. “Yes, Kos.”


He helped her start sorting the beans, at least getting the good ones shaken out and put back into the dehumidifier. Kos tucked his beard out of the way and adjusted some of the wires. “I can work it around the bad spot, I think, and just go on timer instead of moisture sensing. You’ll have to stay near and check on things,” he cautioned.


“I can do that.”


“Good.” He smiled, blue eyes bright, and kissed the top of her head. “Life happens, Baa. For good and for bad.” Kos left her to work.


The rain proved to be two drops, spaced a meter apart. Kos, Carl, David, John, and the others, along with Tildie, started the quinley harvest that afternoon, after the rabbi blessed everything. Tildie drove the rover with the hopper in the back, catching the overflow from the big harvester. The first year Basil had been at Crownpoint, Tildie’d explained to Basil that once they got the machine running and in the field, it worked better if they kept it moving. Basil, astonished to see where food actually came from, needed no encouragement to stay out of the way. The big machines scared her—she’d escaped the government housing on Deepak’s Planet uninjured and intended to stay that way. Instead, Basil sorted and shelled beans, cooked with Karina, and drove the small trolley, moving the last of the old grain out of the storage bins and into the mill shed for grinding, in order to make room for the new.


Kos and the older women liked wheaten bread best, but Basil preferred quinley. The flavor, a little sour, reminded her of yoghurt sauce. She’d tried to make the sauce here, on Solana, but the local yeasties failed to cooperate and the milk rotted instead. At least they could still make cheese, though. Basil loved toasted cheese on quinley bread. Quinley flour produced a heavy, dense loaf, filling but not fancy. Filling is good, Basil thought as she watched the milling machine whirring away. Filling keeps your stomach happy. Survival rations never filled her up. Quinley bread did.


Apples and nuts also filled you up, and as Kos and the men finished the wheat harvest, their daughters and wives picked apples and other fruit, along with pecans. Once terraforming finished, the colony founders had planted tissue-culture trees, using accelerants to push them to maturity in one growing season. Fifty years on, those trees had begun dying, but their slow-grown successors filled in the gap, now old enough to produce good quality nuts. Basil supervised the children as they gathered up the fallen nuts, once the adults had shaken and beaten them down from the trees. “But I can get up there and throw them down,” Tildie’s middle son Michael protested when she made him stay on the ground.


“And you will throw them at your brothers and sisters. I’ve seen you do it,” Basil reminded him. “There are plenty to pick here on the ground.”


“Awwww.”


She forestalled his complaint with a wink. “I have sweet cakes for whoever gets the most nuts by three,” she announced. The half dozen children set to work with a will, while Basil watched and pulled the hoverbarrow along the row of trees, stopping to mark dead or lightly-bearing trees for possible removal and replacement. An hour later, she hefted the bags. Tamara won, but not by much, and so Basil gave her the largest sweet cake, then passed out the rest.


“No thank you, Mom Baa,” Kossina told her. “I’m not hungry.”


Concerned, Basil brushed the little girl’s light-brown curls out of the way and felt her forehead. It didn’t seem feverish. Kossina never turns down sweets. What’s wrong? “Do you feel alright, Kossina?”


“I’m fine, Mom Baa, I’m just not hungry.”


Basil watched the girl closely for the rest of the afternoon, but she showed no signs of illness. In fact, she worked harder than the others, going out and coming back with more nuts than the two younger ones combined. Basil shrugged and decided to tell Karina but not worry about it.


Kossina ate a normal supper. Karina also shrugged. “Children. Maybe she’s growing again. That always makes their appetites strange.”


The same thing happened the next day, and Tamara also turned down the sweet cake snack. “No thank you, Mom Baa. I’m still full from lunch.”


That I can believe. You ate at least half of Kossina’s apple chips, easily. “Very well.”


That night, Kos called the children and adults together for a quick meeting. “There are reports that dardogs are loose in the area. Baa, take a rifle with you and don’t let the children get out of sight. As soon as we finish this last repair work, David and I will join you tomorrow.”


All the children’s eyes got big and Basil shivered. She’d heard the dardogs calling the winter before, when the heavy snows began. They sounded like the ancient wolves of Earth, except different. Dardogs used high frequency to communicate as well as audible calls, and their howls sounded sharper and meaner than recordings Basil had heard of the canines of earth. Basil had once wondered how anyone could kill a sentient animal, until she saw holos of what happened to a pregnant woman from Donatello Bend, north of Crownpoint, caught alone and unarmed by a pack. You can’t outrun eight dardogs. You shoot one and hope the rest stop to eat it. After that Basil and Tildie had learned how to shoot.


The next morning, Basil, blast-rifle over her shoulder, trundled out with the older children. Tildie stayed home with the youngest ones, cleaning the house and storage spaces in preparation for winter. Basil did her best to act calm, trying not to jump at every noise. They should be safe in the woodlot and orchard, after all. Dardogs hunted from cover, and Kos and the others kept the brush down, despite what the administrators claimed was best for the soil. Once in the pecan grove, Basil walked back and forth, trying to make certain the children remained in sight and keeping them closer to the hoverbarrow. It wasn’t until she guided the barrow to the end of the pecan grove and didn’t see Kossina that she realized she hadn’t heard the girl for several minutes.


“Michael, where’s Kossina?” she asked when the boy came to empty his sack into the wagon.


“Over there.” He pointed through the shimmer of the force fence to a dense copse of native trees and brush. “She went to get a snack.”


Oh no! Basil felt light-headed and clamped one hand on the hoverbarrow to keep her balance. How’d she get through the shield? There must be a hole. Oh no. She wanted to run, find the hole, and get Kossina, but she didn’t dare leave the other children. She hesitated, torn, rocking from foot to foot. Lord, please, please holy one may Kos and the boys come soon. Please, please, protect Kossina, please help me, Lord, please, she implored.


Basil kept the children within a few meters of the barrow despite their protests. Finally, after an agony of worry and fear, the girl reappeared, dragging her nut sack. “Kossina! Don’t run off like that,” Basil scolded, pouncing on her.


“But Mom Baa, I was hungry.”


That makes no sense. Basil scolded her a little more. “Pour what you have into the barrow,” she ordered at last. “And stay here.”


A cascade of pale brown, round things poured out of the bag. “Oh, Kossina, what are those?” Basil sighed, annoyed as well as angry and relieved. Now I have to sort through and get rid of all those things. Child, I’m going to take away your holo privileges for this, disobeying all of your father’s and my instructions.


“They’re good!”


Basil sent Kossina off to work with Michael and began tossing the native seeds out of the cart. She’d just started when she heard the whirring clank of the old transport wagon. The shimmer at the end of the grove dropped away as Kos and David turned off the field so they could come in. I need to tell them about the gap, she remembered.


She waited until David walked up, not trusting the children out of her sight. “David, Kossina found a gap in the shielding around the grove and orchard,” she reported.


Kos’s oldest son smoothed his fluffy red mustache. Stocky like Tildie, rather than tall like his father, David had inherited Kos’s steady temper and way. “That’s not good. Do you know where?”


“No. Kossina found it.”


“I’ll go get her to show me, then and see about fixing it.” He strode off, one hand resting on the stock of his rifle.


Kos appeared, waving from between two trees. “Baa, come here,” he called. “I need a hand.”


Trusting David to take care of things, she went to the transport and found Kos pulling two large baskets out of the back. “Lunch for you and the children.” She picked up one, and he retrieved a cold drinks case, following her. “Any trouble?”


“No, nothing yet.” They walked around the trees and she saw Kossina stuff something into her mouth. “Kossina! What are you doing?”


The little brunette startled and tried to swallow. Instead she choked. David, coming behind her, heard the sound and Basil’s yelp, and grabbed his sister. He took one look and began squeezing her middle. Something popped out of Kossina’s mouth and she gasped, then burst into tears.


“Kossina Deborah Peilov what were you eating?” Basil demanded.


“Th—, the nuts, Mom Baa. The good ones, from over there,” and she pointed to the native trees in the distance. “Michael told me about them last year. They’re sweet.”


Horror stricken, Basil stared at the child. “You’ve been eating native plants?” She turned to Kos. “We’ve got to get her to the medical center.”


He stroked his beard, frowning. “Maybe not, Baa. Kossina,” he turned to his daughter. “Kossina, how long have you been eating the nuts?”


She sniffed and wiped her eyes with her sleeve. “Three days, Da. Since we started here. And Michael ate them every day last fall.”


Kos straightened up. “Since you are both still alive, the nuts seem to be harmless.”


Basil gave her husband a shocked look. She wanted to argue, but the adults had an agreement—no fighting in front of the children. She bit her tongue and carried the lunch hampers back to the cart. There she found Michael eating the nuts she’d thrown out of the trolley. “Michael, don’t,” she began.


Kos, coming behind her, interrupted. “Don’t ruin your lunch, young man.”


“Yes, Da.” The boy went back to work.


Kos picked up one of the nuts from the hoverbarrow and inspected it. As he rubbed the light brown ball, the hull came off in his hand, like a bit of paper. He sniffed the kernel inside and nibbled it as Basil gaped at him, aghast. Then he ate it and tried a second one. “These are sweet, almost like harij bread nuts, but not as mealy.”


“But Kos,” Basil whispered, “the rules. We can’t consume native species unless they’ve been approved by the corporate administrators.”


He gave her a stern look. “Basil, we’ll discuss this later. For now let the children eat if they wish, and gather these things if they wish. They cause no harm, and if the Lord saw fit to send them, we should make use of them.” He ate another of the thin-hulled nuts. “Now, where is the gap in the fence shield?”


“Kossina and Michael know,” she told him again.


That evening, after the youngest children had gone to sleep, Kos called a meeting of the adults and near adults. Basil, Tildie, and Karina sat at the table, while David, Bethany, and John stood near by. Carl had gone out to help the neighbor, in case the dardogs really had come down early from the hills. The familiar click of Karina’s knitting needles provided a soothing background as Kos opened up the harvest files and financial records. “We need to make some decisions,” he began. “First, let us pray.”


After thanking the Lord for harvest and family, and asking for wisdom and guidance, Kos began. “The harvest has gone well, so far. The sheep and shahma are fine, for now, and the dairy cows and chickens have perked up with the cooler weather. However, as usual, the number of guests at the restaurant and guesthouses are declining. I anticipate that once the leaves finish dropping, we will close all but one of the guest houses and shift cooking to the smaller kitchen.”


Everyone nodded. They’d expected something like this, Basil knew. It’s the end of travel season, at least until the rain shifts to snow.


“However, in light of some news from New Benin and other places, I want to change what we are doing.” He raised one hand, “We will be skirting the edges of the corporation’s regulations. I know, believe me, I know. I like their visits as much as you do. But survival is more important than paperwork.”


David leaned forward. “Survival, Da?”


“There’s been another solar storm. It caught the southern hemisphere last night. Not as strong as the one this summer, but they lost more equipment.”


John, a male copy of his mother, Karina, grunted. “Not good, Da. Especially since, from what I hear, we’ve only gotten two thirds of the equipment back up since midsummer. Do you know how much warning they got down there?”


“No precise numbers yet, but rumor says less than we had back in the summer, when all the satellites still worked.”


Basil blinked and glanced at Tildie, hesitating before asking, “I thought there were spares in orbit, powered down, just in case? Communications, weather, defense, navigation, all of them had pre-orbited replacements.”


Kos and David both shrugged. “Not all the spares survived. Navigation’s already tricky,” David said. “Heard that from Sabrina’s daughter, Molly, the sea pilot. Air pilots having the same trouble. That’s why shipping’s gotten slow—can’t fly some places in low weather because the nav signals can’t be trusted and the Company doesn’t have enough land units in place yet. Some of the programmable harvesters went wonky, too, up in the northern plains.”


“Timber cutters, too.” John added.


Kos raised his hand, taking over the discussion. “This matters to us for two reasons. One, because it means prices for some things will go up, delivery will take longer, and may be less reliable. Second, and more important, without the satellites we lose solar weather observations and we won’t know when the next storm will hit. And there will be one.”


Karina paused as she switched yarn colors, then resumed knitting. “Kos, what makes you certain?”


“I just am.” Basil knew that tone and shivered a little. He’d had a vision of some kind. “Without warning, we won’t have time to protect the tech. And what does get protected, just like now, will wear out faster and we’ll have a hard time getting parts until the Corporation sends more.” He turned off the screen and tapped the printouts. “While we still have machinery, we are going to start making tools that do not need electricity. And we are going to get more livestock, horses, and mules, and geld some of the calves to raise as oxen. The Krehbiel family is willing to trade animals and instruction for labor and fleeces. And some of Tildie’s seed cakes,” he smiled.


Considering what some people have offered to do in exchange for Tildie’s cakes, let alone for the recipe, it sounds fair to me, Basil smiled to herself. She’d waxed the entire restaurant kitchen floor by hand for half a seed cake.


Then she realized what else would fail. “Kos, do you think we’ll lose all the domestic tech as well?” Her voice quavered and she swallowed hard, suddenly scared.


“I do. And we—that is, all of us—may well lose the industrial tech, including things like the big looms and extruders, the food processors and tool makers.”


Basil felt faint and sick both. No more clothes? No more mixing machines, or floor cleaners, or carpet scrubbers? No more clothes washers to do the hard work? And how would they save food, or grind grain, or preserve meat and fruit without the vacuum packing equipment? She’d escaped the slums of Deepak’s Planet for this? The knitting click stopped, and she felt Karina and Tildie taking her hands. Kos got up and walked around the table, resting his own calloused, warm hands on her shoulders.


“We’re a family,” Karina reminded them all. “We’ll work together and with the Lord’s help we’ll get through. The next storm might not be as intense as the first one, Baa.”


“And we’re already throwing breakers and pulling plugs every time we shut down, Mom Baa,” David reminded her. “Maybe the first storm was a warning, the Lord’s way of telling us that we needed to start taking care of ourselves more.”


“Yeah,” John agreed, moving to rest one hand on Karina’s shoulder. “Plus, the less tech we use, the better off we are if those damned Gormies come snooping around. Because we all know just how fast the Planetary Union’s defense troops will come out.”


Basil started feeling herself turning green. Not the Gormonigons, holy Lord, Lord of Hosts, please, please, pleasepleaseplease, she begged, imagining what could happen. Not again, Lord, I beg.


“Enough Baa,” Kos growled. “Calm down. Sufficient unto the day is the evil therein,” he quoted. “The floor cleaners and laundry machines will run tomorrow, and the next day. But perhaps not forever. We’ll start learning how to work around them now, so it will not be an emergency the next time we have to shut everything down. And we will start gathering the thin-husked nuts that the children found and add them to our stores.”
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The news from the south confirmed Kos’s wisdom and Baa’s fears. They’d gotten less warning, and although the storm had been weaker than the midsummer event, people still lost equipment. Several air transports crash-landed when the storm shorted out their computer-controlled power systems, scattering cargo and delaying shipments from the spaceport depots, or so reports claimed and gossip confirmed. The best estimate, according to the news bulletins, was that a third of the big machines had been rendered unusable, either entirely or in part, and half the domestic tech. Carl shuddered with mock-horror as he read a message from one of the dairy operations down there. “Milking four hundred cows by hand! And every cow wants to be first!”


Bethany, Karina’s oldest daughter, crossed two fingers in a warding-off sign. “Worse than that, Carl, how about churning four hundred cows’ worth of milk by hand twice a day! Or making cheese and working separators for all that milk! That’s what should scare you out of your shoes.”


“Speaking of shoes,” Tildie interrupted. “How are yours?” They all looked down at their feet. Basil’s house slippers, made of tough boiled and felted shahma wool, had lots of service left in them. Bethany’s boots needed some attention, however. Carl’s shoes appeared fine. “We need to start stocking up on children’s shoes,” Tildie decided. “And work shoes. No more fancy little flats or sandals.” Carl looked smug until Tildie shook her finger, “Or tooled leather boots with flowers on the heels, young man. I saw those.” Basil made a note to look at Miriam’s shoes, and Tim’s as well.


Over the next week, the women of the Peilov household drew up an inventory. They started in the cellars and worked their way up to the drying loft and attics, tallying everything they had, all the spares, and what they might need. “How did we end up with four rolls of synth-tarp?” Basil asked as she wrestled the fourth one back into the pile at the far end of the last attic.


Tildie sneezed, then waved her hands in a “don’t look at me” gesture. “I want to know what it’s doing up here. This is supposed to be house storage, not farm.” They logged their finds and returned to the lower level. “And who needed the extra-extra-extra large winter coat? I’ve seen smaller field shelters.”


Basil giggled. She’d tried the coat on and had vanished inside it. “But the material is lovely thick and soft. We could take it apart and see if Mrs. Krehbiel could make two smaller coats out of it.”


“True.” Tildie tapped the stylus against her teeth. “No, I think we keep it. Someone who needs one of those will trade or pay very, very well for that. And who knows, one of the boys might turn out that big.”


Oh I hope not. David, John, and Carl, and now Michael, eat so much as it is—a boy that size would devour a cow at every meal. Basil thought for a moment, flipping through the pages of inventory. “Tildie, when is Kos bringing the flocks back?”


“Hmm? After the next Sabbath. He wanted to get all the tubers and roots harvested, so we don’t have to worry about the sheep eating the tops and us not being able to find the roots.”


“Thank you.” Basil liked the sheep and shahma, the sheep-llama chimera. She’d never seen live animals, let alone come close to one, until she’d come to ColPlat XI and Kos brought her to his farms. The sheep had terrified her the first time she saw them, and her face burned a little as she remembered how Kos and Karina had laughed themselves sick as she cowered in the corner of the sheep pen, trying to escape the curious noses sniffing her pockets for treats. It had taken a week before she spoke to either her spouse or his first wife again. Now nothing except the two bulls bothered her, although she had a wary respect for the neighbor’s mules. She’d seen them kick down a gate to get through. I like the shahma. They’re quiet, and combing them is so relaxing. And most of the time they are not as stupid as the sheep can be.


The morning after the next Sabbath, Kos called everyone together again. All twenty-eight members of the extended family squeezed into the big dining room in the main house. After prayer, Kos explained, “I’m taking David, Baa, Saul, Itzak, and Micah to get the flocks tomorrow.” Itzak, married and living with his wife, Gomer, on a smaller farm, nodded. “And we are all taking rifles and bows with us. There’s snow forecast, and the dardogs are moving. There’s also been trouble with some boar and pseudo-boar, and I don’t want to take chances with someone getting hurt.”


“Who will drive the transports?” Saul, Kos’s youngest brother, asked.


“You and David. Only the smallest animals or those that look weak will ride. We’re driving the rest down on the hoof. Matthew Plumber wants a fire line grazed along the power and water right-of-way, and will pay thirty credits a day for each shepherd, plus ten for the sheep. And he’s supplying food.” The younger men exchanged high fives.


Basil smiled as well, since she would not have to be trying to supervise the boys cooking. Kos insisted that his sons learn their way around a kitchen, and his daughters knew how to cook in a camp, but that didn’t mean the boys’ efforts always rose to Basil and Karina’s standards. It didn’t help that pregnancy made Basil’s stomach less tolerant of scorch and char. There’s more to food than meat-on-a-stick and dough-on-a-rock. But I’ll need to see about those work boots, and getting a good stout hiking staff or shepherd’s crook. I wonder if I can borrow Michael’s rucksack? It should fit me. Basil started making her mental list and tuned out the rest of her husband’s words.


They left early the next morning, as soon as they had enough light to see. Thanks to an errant rock, one of the animal transport floats only had one working forward light, and the local Company vehicle inspector had issued Itzak one warning tag already, threatening him with a fine if he drove at night without all the lights repaired. Basil rode in the back of the smaller float, nestled in with the equipment, where she could nap if she needed to.


The trip up to the meadows passed quickly and quietly. Basil stared out the side of the float, between the slats, savoring the rich fall colors. The scarlet, gold, and brown trees glowed in the morning sun, and she caught glimpses of orange and fiery crimson brush splashed along the edges of the stubbly brown, harvested fields. A few of the pastures still sported rich green grass, and the blue sky and thin white streaks of cloud delighted Basil’s eyes. Thank you, Lord, for color. Thank you for making such rich worlds and beautiful. At first ColPlatXI had felt like a dream to her. Now the greys and blacks of the slums on Deepak’s Planet were the bad dream and ColPlatXI was home.


Speaking of home, I wonder if we’ll get the flocks home before the next Sabbath? I know Rabbi Kohl says that the Lord forgives emergency work done on the Sabbath, but would moving sheep and shahmas count? Maybe if the weather is bad, or if there really are dardogs. For the hundredth time Basil wondered why ColPlat Ltd. insisted on letting dangerous native animals stay after the terraforming.


She’d read the reasons as part of her studies prior to immigrating, and again during acclimation in NewCorpTon, but they still made no sense. We don’t need additional dangerous predators if we are the most dangerous predators in the system like that mini-file claimed. We can hunt the pseudo-boar and pseudo-deer and keep their numbers where the xenozoologists think is optimal for species health. Oh well, at least we don’t have to cope with those giant herbivores on the other side of the Dividing Range. According to the data files, they had massive digging claws and stood almost three meters tall at the shoulder, with heavy pelts and poor vision. They reacted to challenges and surprises by charging and smashing into whatever happened to have offended or threatened them. Basil had stared in awe at the holos of the damage they could do.


The sound of the engines shifted, and she felt the float tilt a little. They’d started the climb off the main track and up into the hills proper. As she watched, the trees changed, from leafy to more evergreens and paperbarks. She also caught sight of stumps—not fallen stumps, but cut ones—and tsked. Why would people thin so close to the track? Maybe it was for a firebreak. That made sense. Basil leaned back against the improvised seat and enjoyed the rest of the ride. She looked forward to being with Kos and the boys. She got along well with her sister wives, and Kos did his best to be fair to all three of them, but she wanted a little time alone with her husband, even if they had to be working.


Just after noon, the floats slowed and stopped at the edge of a huge meadow well up in the hills. Basil waited until the engine sounds faded away and the hiss of the hover pads dwindled into silence before getting out and dragging her rucksack out with her. She took a deep breath of the crisp, cool air, savoring the sharp tang of evergreen and crushed grass. She heard the men talking, and the dull clangs and lighter jingles of the sheep and shahma bells from the flocks. Basil slipped away out of sight and emptied her bladder, then returned to see what needed to be done.


Kos gave the orders. “David, Itzak, Saul, Micah, get the floats ready for the animals. Baa, come with me. We’re going to double-check the animals and help the shepherds sort them, then start drifting the flock down here to the floats. Keep them calm.”


“Yes, dear.” Basil walked slowly and steadily up the slope to the spill of grey fleece and brown eyes waiting at the top of the meadow. I had no idea we had so many, she gasped, blinking in wonder. She thought she remembered Kos saying in the spring that they’d sheared two hundred animals, but she could barely see the sward for the sheep and shahmas. Right, quit dawdling. I need to look for the weak, the late lambs, and any that might be sick. Rory and Ted, the senior shepherds, had sorted the animals already, but it never hurt to have additional eyes. At Kos’s signal, the men and their dogs began urging the animals to walk down slope, in the direction of the floats, and Basil spotted three more stragglers. She cut them out of the flock and nudged them to the men waiting by the floats. David marked them with dark chalk and then chivvied them into the transports.


By the time they finished, she could have sworn that more sheep appeared out of thin air. “I don’t understand,” she complained, looking from the grazing animals to the loaded floats. “That has to be at least a hundred beasts there, but the flock doesn’t seem any smaller.”


With a straight face Rory explained, “Oh, that’s easy, Mrs. Peilov. As you spread them out, their fleeces expand so they look like more animals.”


David laughed. “Nah, Mom Baa, it’s the shahma. Once you let the flock spread out, they bud and divide. ‘Pop’ and now there’s two shahma. One of those strange side effects of creating the chimera.”


She shook her stick at him. “David Saul Peilov, even I know enough reproductive science to know that multicellular animals do not bud under reduced atmospheric pressure. Otherwise every time we have a big storm, we’d have more shahma.”


“May the good Lord forefend,” Ted intoned. “Next you’ll be saying that sheep shrink in the rain.”


“No, they stink in the rain,” David corrected.


That’s certainly true, Basil thought, wrinkling her nose.


Kos called in the two-footed strays. “Itzak, you and David take the floats back to the farm and doctor whatever needs it. We’ll be down when we get there.”


“Right, Da. You have the extra energy packs for the rifles and short-out guns?” Kos pointed to a heavy-looking sack. David nodded. “Lord be with you and see you at home.”


Once the floats trundled off, Kos and the other men set up shelters for the night. Micah got the camp stove running and Basil heated supper. They’d start their “catered” meals the next day, so she’d only brought a few things, foods they could heat quickly. She also boiled water for tea. The Company’s environmental specialists swore that humans could drink all the water in the hills without suffering internal distress, but Basil doubted that they’d ever tasted the water. Besides, animals are not fussy about peeing in what they drink from.


“Baa, you get first watch,” Kos told her after supper. “And be careful.”


“Yes, dear. Um, are there dardogs in the area?”


He shook his head and played with the end of his beard. “No, at least not that Ted and Rory have heard or seen fresh sign of. There are,” he paused as if looking for words. “There are people who think scaring sheep is fun. If you hear or see anyone, blow your whistle.”


Basil tried not to shake. “Ye—yes dear.” How could they? That’s mean! What kind of sick person comes all the way out here just to scare sheep? How can the Company allow that to happen? She set out not long after the sun set, walking around the edge of the flock, keeping her eyes on the edge of the trees around the meadow. Once she thought she saw motion, and she turned on her night-vision scope, but saw only pseudo-deer trotting through the browse at the edge of the forest.


Trouble struck the next night, after they found the food Mr. Plumber had cached for them along the right-of-way. Rory lit the stove and started heating the packets, while Micah went for water. He came back at a fast jog. “Men in the woods, Da. Carrying slingshots and stuff. I ducked out of sight and ran back as fast as I could.” Rory turned off the stove and jammed the food into his bag, while Ted and the others started bunching the sheep and shahma.


Kos grabbed Basil’s arm. “Get our rifles and come,” he hissed. She did as ordered and added a spare energy pack to the little bag she wore on her belt. “Down here,” he knelt behind some brush and thick, tall grass the shahma hadn’t found yet. He breathed in her ear, “Don’t fire unless you mean it, remember.”


I don’t want to shoot at all, she wailed silently as she nodded her understanding. She triple-checked that the safety was on and that her finger remained clear of the trigger. She and Kos stayed still, listening hard for not-flock sounds. A few minutes later, she heard voices from the woods. Kos shifted beside her, and she turned off the safety on her rifle.


“Lookie! Sheepsies!” a man laughed, his voice high pitched and cutting.


“Wonder how fast they can run?” a second, rough-edged voice asked.


Now she could see the four men in the evening shadows. They wore basic-issue coveralls and had dust-masks over their faces. She wondered for an instant if they had fleece or flower allergies. “Run pretty damn well, I’d guess. Especially once they go over that cliff,” and a third man pointed across the meadow. “They bounce funny, too.”


Kos stood up, rifle pointed at the strangers. “Go away and leave us alone.”


Two of them turned and ran at the flock, yelling and spinning their slingshots. Two more charged Kos, one with a short-out gun in his hand. Basil froze. Everything slowed down, almost stopped, and she saw the man with the gun aiming it at her husband. No! Not my man, you don’t! Without thinking any more, she raised her own rifle, sighted, and fired, catching the attacker in the chest just like she had the holo-sims of dardogs. A char-rimmed hole appeared in his shirt and he fell over. His partner skidded and slowed, giving Kos time to shoot as well. Then Kos turned and fired at the men harassing the sheep. He missed, but the attackers yelped and ducked, changing direction. Rory’s dogs grabbed at them and the pair fled upslope, crashing through the brush in the twilight.


I’m going to be— Basil threw up, but only after confirming that she’d turned the rifle’s safety back on. She wanted to cry and sat in the grass, hugging herself and rocking back and forth, tears making the world shift and shimmer. I killed a man. I killed someone. Oh Great and Holy One forgive me, I killed a human.


A hard hand grabbed her shoulder. “Later,” Kos snapped, intense but quiet. “Go help Ted and Micah calm the beasts. Rory and I have work to do.” She sniffed, got up, collected her rifle and sheep stick, and eased through the grass, trying to be calm and to help keep the animals in order.


“We need to move on a ways, get the sheep, especially, away from the danger so they’ll settle down for the night. I’ll take the lead, you follow and watch for stragglers, Basil,” Ted ordered. “Micah, keep them away from the edge of the trees,” and he pointed in the direction the stranger had said hid a cliff. “Saul, watch the other side.” Basil nodded and began walking behind the blob of white, cream, and brown, urging them on down the right-of-way lane at a quiet, steady pace. She found two limping wethers and a shahma that seemed worse for wear, its fleece ragged around one hind leg. The flock slowed as darkness fell, allowing Basil and her three charges to catch up with the others without too much stress. Basil, Ted, Micah, and the dogs got the animals bedded down. Then Ted held a light, and Basil checked the slow animals. The shahma seemed fine, but one wether had a rock jammed into his hoof, and the other squalled when she pressed on his shoulder. Ted doctored the hoof as Saul held the animal down. “We’ll watch this boy and see what happens,” Ted decided after inspecting the second wether. “I think the shahma pulled a muscle, nothing major.”


Kos and Rory caught up with them not too much later, as Basil and Saul set up their night shelters. Rory re-heated their somewhat battered and scrambled supper of sausage, bread stuffed with vegetables, and fruit hand pies. Basil stared at the food. I think my appetite is still up in the meadow with dinner. But it’s a sin to waste food, and with that she forced herself to choke down the meal. When they finished, Kos led her to their shelter. “We’ll have the last watch, the dawn watch.”


She nodded, then burst into tears. Kos held her, muffling her sobs against his chest and shoulder and patting her back. “You did the right thing, Baa,” he assured her. “I warned them and they attacked.”


“But I killed a human,” she sobbed.


“So did I.”


“I didn’t want to kill him. I didn’t know I was killing him until he fell over.”


Her husband held her until she stopped crying.


She sniffed, hard. “Kos, what are we going to tell the Company rep?”


She heard him shake his head in the darkness. “Nothing.”


“But we have to—”


“No.”


She tried again, “Their families will report them missing, and the Company searchers will—”


He put his hand on her mouth. “No. Rory and I took care of that. He knew what to do, and the scavengers will do the rest. The two that ran into the woods may regret it. We saw dardog sign in the dirt by the stream earlier today, and the tracks of something bigger.” He sounded like a stranger, ferocious and cold.


She shivered again. Beside her, Kos sighed. “I’m sorry they attacked us, and I’m sorrier that we had to kill them.”


“Kos, is this,” she stopped, not wanting to say her fear aloud. “Is this part of what you and David were talking about, with the machinery stopping and other things?” If this is what happens out here, what will the cities be like?


He rolled over onto his side and stroked her hair. “No. Nasty, mean people have always existed, even here on ColPlat XI,” he assured her. “David the shepherd carried a sling because of more than just wolves of the field, remember? Now sleep as best you can, little love, because we have a lot of walking to do tomorrow.”


She heard the truth beneath his comforting lie and wondered. Then she fell asleep.
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Bettina droned on for five more minutes before concluding. “Remove the rising water, Mr. Babenburg. Then, and only then, can we discuss completion of the secondary water system. Your primary duty is to protect what we have, and that includes the take-offs for the city supply.” She brushed a hank of wind-blown hair out of her face and pointed to the Donau Novi rushing past, two kilometers from where they stood on the top of the wall. She’d decided to combine an inspection walk with the weekly municipal amenities meeting, much to her associates’ dismay. The fine, misty spring rain and cold wind cut to the bone through light jackets and trousers.


If you’d given us permission nine months ago, we would not be praying over the water intakes, Administratrix Monsiérvo, Pete thought, glowering at his data pad. “Very well.”


He looked up to see her frowning at him, her lips pursed so tightly that they formed a carmine molehill on her pale face. She favored almost white cosmetics in order to enhance the contrast between her black hair and brows and pale skin. Or so Cynthia assured Pete, when he’d asked if Bettina suffered from a skin condition. “No dear,” she’d explained, shaking her head a little, “It’s just that permanent transport pallor is very fashionable in the interior worlds.” Pete had shrugged, relieved that whatever it was wasn’t contagious.


Bettina turned to Arturo Montoya. “Why is the road not finished?”


Arturo shrugged broad shoulders. “Because we still have only two fully functioning combo pavers, and because it now takes six weeks for paving material to get here instead of two. We could move faster if corporate policy permitted the use of local sand and native hydrocarbons, but—”


“No!” Her eyes bulged and Pete winced. Arturo not only struck nerves, he backed up and ran over them a second time just to confirm what he’d hit. “I will not tolerate the wonton violation of corporate policies within my managerial jurisdiction. Such practices insult not only the planetary colonization charter, but the very operational philosophy of Colonial Plantations, Limited itself. Environmental amenities must be left undisturbed for visitors and future residents to observe and learn from, especially non-renewing amenities. The goal of Colonial Plantations Limited is to preserve and protect autochthonous attractions while assisting with population overcrowding reduction. Wise use philosophy drives the Corporation’s very existence,” and she continued reciting boilerplate and sales copy for another minute before winding down.


“Oh, my, that one’s big,” Harding Korso exclaimed, his attention apparently fixed on the river.


Pete peered through the mist in the direction the mayor pointed. “Hmm, yes.” No, actually that’s pretty small compared to what might come downstream once the snow really starts melting in a few weeks. But if you’re used to controlled streams and not to a mostly unchanneled native one, yeah, it’s an impressive bunch of driftwood.


Gerald White snorted, then sneezed. “Sorry.” He tapped on the screen of his data pad. Pete leaned over and saw a list of floating objects from the river, including the flotsam now passing the wall. “Ms. Monsiérvo, remind me, if company policy dictates minimal alteration to the landscape, why does this city intrude onto the active floodplain? Bankful discharge comes within a kilometer of the base of the wall on the east side.”


“Because this is the higher bank, as you are well aware.” Her acid tone could have etched the rocks they stood on.


Gerald raised one white-blond eyebrow and made another note.


After more pointless blather about preserving the integrity of the native geologic environment, Bettina Monsiérvo called the meeting to a close. Pete and Gerald followed Arturo down from the top of the wall and out of the wind. “Are you making total equipment shut-downs standard from now on?” Gerald asked.


Arturo grunted what sounded like an affirmative. “Can’t get parts for pavers so I’m taking a worst-case approach,” he elaborated once they reached the ground.


“None at all?”


Arturo rocked one hand back and forth. “No electronics. We’re at the bottom of the priority list, because what we need is common to the staples extruders. Gotta feed and clothe the,” he cleared his throat, “ahem, members of previously deprived cultural and genetic groups.”


Pete smothered a comment as a fat woman in subsistence-issue coveralls marched past, intent on some errand or other business. Piff, Art, you’ve called ‘em lazy asses in their hearing more than once, as I recall. But that was before the news story about the riot in New Amsterdam hit the holos. We don’t have enough full citizens here to fight off a mob that size just yet. Better be circumspect for a while, at least when they’re within hearing distance. And no point in giving Bettina more reasons to cut project funds or other things, either. She’s been mighty touchy since spring started.


Pete went with Gerald to the construction engineer’s office. A graphics screen projection took up one entire wall, and Gerald hug up his jacket, then waved his hand and said, “Design files ‘Brüke’ and ‘Outfall Two’, please.” The lights dimmed, and the wall grew brighter. Two schematics appeared in the air, both in two-dimensional form. The bridge reminded Pete of a design he’d seen somewhere else, somewhere old, but the outfall attracted most of his attention.


“Upstream or downstream of the bridge?”


“Downstream by a few meters. I want the reinforcements for the bridge pilings to help with your outflow problems. Tide and flood gates?”


Pete nodded. Gerald handed him a remote infrared stylus, and Pete added the gates to the drawing of the sewage outfall. “Double. A basic grill to stop debris like the mayor’s tree, and a one-way flapper here” He sketched it about five meters inside the pipe. “Rainwater and treated blackwater both come out here.”


Gerald rubbed under his nose. “Solid waste?”


“Shouldn’t be a problem. The system is mass composting, and we’ve got enough microbes—native and imports—to process for fifty thousand people or so for a couple hundred years.”


Gerald gave him a skeptical look, one eyebrow rising along with the corner of his thin mouth. “Like the water supply for five hundred thousand people at ColLandPlat?”


Pete didn’t take the bait. “I don’t guarantee, I just suggest.” He looked from the bridge to the sewer and back again. “You’re anticipating a siphon effect?”


“Up to bankful discharge, yes. After that it’s going to overflow into the water-meadows on the opposite bank, which is why I need an elevated roadway on both sides.”


“And the symmetry produces a more aesthetically pleasing design,” Pete observed, tweaking his friend.


Gerald shook his head. “Different question. That high road Arturo’s talking about, for your aqueduct. Where?” He leaned to the side and touched part of the display. “Save changes. Map file four.” The projection shimmered and a current map of the city and forty-kilometer ring around it appeared in the air, replacing the bridge and sewer outfall.


Pete held out his hand, and Gerald passed the stylus back. to him Let’s see primary preferred route first, I think. Where’s that gate going to be? He drew a solid line from the western gate, past the farms, just north of the ridge where he’d watched the auroras, and then curved the line south and west, into the hills. He filled in some details, and the computer firmed up the projection. Then he drew a dashed line from the northern edge of the city, staying close to the walls, before following the river, then tracking up into the hills, still parallel to the Donau Novi. “This is a second, less favorable option. Both would be nice, but I really need this one,” and he ‘tapped’ the solid road, making it flash.


Gerald tipped his head to the side. “Gonna mess up flood overflows.” He took back the stylus, changed a setting, and sketched in water coming out of the river into the five-kilometer-wide low area between the city and the ridge. “Old channel, bad sediment for an aqueduct unless you build a helluva substrate and foundation. Needs flow-throughs, too, or you’ll flood the city.”


“What about the farms here? Their contracts warn about the flood hazard?”


Gerald shrugged. “It would be a four-hundred-year flood that got to them.”


Which means a quarter of a percent chance in any given year that they’ll be underwater. I may ask them about that when I see about confirming the right-of-way. Pete rubbed the back of his neck, feeling the muscles starting to tighten. “Right. Any suggestions for chasing the river away from the current drainage outflow?”


“Sorry. Father Jacob doesn’t part the waters. He says that’s why the good Lord gave us technology and engineers.” Gerald winked one pale blue eye. “And I don’t think the mystics at the Gynomajesty Center can do much, either.”


Pete closed his eyes and mimicked a meditative hand gesture. “No. It might interfere with the native energies.” And given some of the incense and drugs they use, I’m not certain I want to see what they’d do to any native energies they did manage to shift, if they can actually do that. They’d probably end up summoning a volcano rather than shifting the river away from the bank, the way his luck was running. “If we could dredge the channel and deepen the thalweg, my life would be easier.”


An eloquent snort answered that semi-question. “You’ve done what you can do. Add that grate to keep the trees out and secure the rainwater drain access points, is my recommendation, and tell those who fuss that rivers flood. That’s what rivers do.” Gerald’s folded arms signaled the conclusion of his advice.


“Right. Any word at all on a timetable for getting those parts and chemicals?”


“I’d hoped you had some news.”


Pete shook his head and wagged one hand a little. “I’m at the outflow of the information pipe—sometimes I get a trickle, sometimes not.”


Gerald ran a hand through his hair, matched Pete’s gesture, and set about saving the files and their notes. “Life at the end of the supply line. We’re better off than New Benin, at least.”


“Thank the Lord.” The southern settlement and its daughter cities had lost over half their electronics and other tech in autumn’s electronic storm.


“You and Cynthia still up for a game tomorrow afternoon?”


Pete shrugged on his jacket. “Darn straight we are. Mrs. Gerald owes me ten credits, and I intend to collect.” Sheila White played no-holds-barred, killer cribbage, but the cards had smiled on Pete during their last game. They played for decicredits.


“Bring your banker, because she’s going to clean your accounts out and then some.”


“Promises, promises. Later.”


“Bis später.”
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It wasn’t Pete’s day.


“Can’t do it,” Hamid bin Marwan said. He pointed to the silent, cold, metal fabrication unit. “I can still weld pipe and cast small pieces, but not what you’re talking about.”


Well, shit. Pete went to his back-up plan. “OK, how long until you could get the debris fence and valve plate welded up and ready to install?”


Hamid flipped a page on the homemade paper calendar on the wall. “Three weeks at the earliest. You’re lucky—we’ve got the pipe, and that kind of welding won’t need electronic control, just a good eye and steady hands at the grinder. The valve plate, hmm, I’ll see what we’ve got. Could it be reinforced scrap sheet or you want a solid casting?”


“Um, I’d prefer a casting, but scrap with backing and bars will do for the short term.” Damn, we’ll have to replace and inspect it more often, until we can get the extruders and materials back on line. “Like this,” and he borrowed an ink pen and quickly sketched what he needed on the back of a Company form lying on the work table. “I’m assuming two centimeter thick sheet,” he half-asked.


“Yeah. Unless it’s tapped for subs roofing or something.”


“Sub-sett roofing?”


Hamid elaborated on the sketch, adding materials. “Yeah. Corporation wants to upgrade and expand the subsistence housing section. Apparently they got a grant or something to bring in another five thousand or so, all subsistence level settlers. At least, that’s what I heard Korso say he’d heard from Raymond Young.” Hamid totaled up the materials estimate. “I’ll put you on the schedule for four weeks, barring surprises. Check back before then to see about materials.”


“Will do. Thanks.” Pete picked his way past five disabled welding machines, extruders, and fabricators on his way to the door. They loomed in front of the windows, blocking what little sunlight managed to get through the heavy grey clouds. He fastened his collar tight before venturing out into the cutting wind and walking back to his work space. There seemed to be a lot of people on the streets, considering the weather and time of day, and he wondered if he’d missed a news announcement. Oh, it’s the tenth of the month, so credit account records updated. And it’s the quarter, so indenture status updates are also available. People always went shopping or to the holo-arcades and other entertainment venues when the credit days came.


I wonder if that rumor about the new sub settlers is true? Given some of the settlement assignments the company had made over the past ColPlatXI year or two, some off-world administrator plunking five thousand more dependents on the city sounded depressingly probable. I’d better assume that it is true and plan an extension of the basic and sanitary systems accordingly. Damn, but without a full compliment of trenchers and pipe-extruders, it’s going to be a real pain. And won’t that put the expanded sub-sett outside the wall? As soon as he got inside and powered up his displays, Pete called up schematics of the city’s water supply-and-removal system. “Expand grid four C four times,” he ordered. The Company’s subsistence settlement obligingly grew larger. “Update pending wall locations, current data set omicron.” Grey blocks appeared, hovering over existing residential squares. Well, that’s a challenge. And which way will they expand the sub-sett? Along the wall, or toward the river? “Duplicate subgrid four decimal four C two, parallel wall, south.”


The phantom dwellings, medical centers, recreation spaces, and distribution points offended Pete’s sense of urban design. No large taps or expansion pipes extended to the walls in that area because it contained houses of worship, the secondary administrative center, and a large expanse of green space on both sides of the walls. In fact, as he watched, Pete saw a small red alert code flashing at the edge of the display. “Show alert.” Distance warnings appeared. The housing expansion along the wall violated the security distance requirements, encroached on the Company-mandated green space, and interfered with a safety right-of-way. “Oh good,” he whispered well under his breath. The new housing couldn’t expand into that area, so he wouldn’t have to deal with a massive right-angle bend in the inflow and outgo pipes, or trying to run pipes under existing structures and the wall in order to reach new users. “Thank you, Lord.”


He spoke louder. “Cancel expansion south.” The shapes vanished. “Duplicate subgrid four decimal four C two, east from edge of designated subgrid.” The computer grafted the new residential blocks and their associated infrastructure onto the current section. Pete grunted, not happy, but not as worried as before. Two straight runs and five smaller sub-branches of pipe extended straight out from the end of the current lines east toward the river. They, and the area they served, ended well into the floodplain. “Add pump, code lima sev— cancel, code lima eight to waste return system.” A larger pump appeared, along with two smaller, upstream units to get the flow uphill and into the line to the sewage processing plant. Hmm, what if we can’t get pumps for a while? No, housing and sanitation are priority two behind edibles. Shouldn’t be a problem, which means it will be. If this comes to fruition and isn’t some wild rumor, that is. “Save plans, expansion sub-sett two decimal zero.” Task done, Pete returned to working on identifying property holders along the proposed aqueduct right-of-way.
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“Are you taking a rover?” Cynthia asked the next morning.


Pete finished his choco-coffee and wiped his mouth. “No. I need to stretch my legs, and I’m just going to the farms in the Heritage Center to meet with Alex Danilov. Why?”


“Just curious. There’s a rumor going around that the rovers will be restricted to Company personnel and ‘critical infrastructure users’ soon, because of the lack of parts. Which makes no sense, because the public manifest for the next corporate shipment includes a lot of electronics parts and datacards.” She whisked his cup away and tucked it into the washer. He felt more comfortable if she had fresh dishes made for every meal, but she’d taken to washing and reusing them, instead of recycling and remaking the cups and platters. Pete still wasn’t sure about the arrangement, but he didn’t feel like bringing it up again. Not if she intended to make a real beast roast and a citrus cake out of the ingredients sitting on the counter and listed on the cooler display. Even with modern technology, her ancient citrus cake recipe did best when Cynthia remained calm and quiet. And when the kids and I are out of the residence. Heavy feet and that cake do not do well together. He thought the fallen cake tasted pretty good, but the “floating” version with a touch of whipped creamer? His mouth watered at the very suggestion.


“I’m not familiar with that particular rumor, love. I did hear one claiming that five thousand subsistence-level settlers will be located here in the near future.” He got up from the table and pecked her on the cheek.


She smiled, the little dimples appearing on her peach-pink cheeks. “I heard it was three thousand at Crownpoint and five hundred here. Oh, and another version has them settling up in the mountains, since the resorts are cutting back capacity due to the lack of visitors.”


“Next we’ll hear that the Company is going to install thermal domes in the mountains and set up hydroponic facilities to grow tropical flowers and fruits,” he joked.


She shut the sterilizer’s door and turned the unit on. “Nope. Wheat and quinley. Because what else would they grow after putting that many resources into the grow domes? Certainly not something high-return and high-demand.”


“You,” he kissed her again, “know the bureaucratic mind all too well. I’m off.” He scooted out of arm’s reach before she could swat him for the insult.


Overnight, the clouds had faded into a thin veil across the pale blue sky. The western sky seemed clear, and Pete wondered how long until the snow began melting in earnest. A soft breeze danced through the buildings, fluttering a few banners and flags, and bringing the scent of the river and of damp dirt into the city. Once outside the walls, Pete tightened the strap on his hat, lest the breeze send it bouncing into the mudflats. Two rovers rolled out along the road, carrying what looked like transformers. Maybe they’ll finally replace the bad units up in the hills, now that the foresters have finished putting together independent systems, he snorted. Pete walked briskly, glad to get out of the walls. The city felt crowded for some reason.


“I will lift up mine eyes unto the hills,” he recited as he looked west. A rugged wall of green and brown rumpled against the blue sky. Here and there, pastures and a few straggling orchards, and even a vineyard, interrupted the march of the trees, adding different shades of green. White and yellow wildflowers, carefully selected by the Company’s terraformers for the “most biologically and aesthetically satisfactory blend,” appeared in the grass along the sides of the roadway. Count on the Company to make even flowers boring, he snorted.


The breeze felt good by the time he reached the synth-wood gate of the Farming Heritage Center. Pete passed his ID over the reader, heard a faint click, and waited for the gate to move. Nothing happened. He tried again, with the same result. “Hello?”


A round, pink face under a shock of messy brown hair appeared, peering over the top of the gate. “Hi?”


“I’m here to talk to Mr. Danilov. Could you let me in please?”


The face disappeared, then reappeared as the gate swung out toward him on complaining hinges. “Da’s at the derry barn with a sick cow,” the boy announced. “Her milk’s gone funny.”


Despite himself Pete shivered. Five years and I still can’t get used to people living this close to big animals. He knew intellectually that cows, horses, shahma, and mules and donkeys were obligate herbivores, bred for docile temperaments and quiet behavior. But growing up and living most of his adult life in the mega-cities made him wary of anything large and living. Pete kept an eye out for attack sheep as he walked the packed dirt path between the houses to the “derry” barn. I wonder why it’s called derry? Maybe that’s where the first building like this came from.


He met Alex Danilov and a woman in a stained, patched coverall coming out of the barn. She carried a medical kit with her. “And you’ll need to milk her dry at least four times a day until the infection clears up, then keep the milk separate for at least six days after that, until everything clears her system. You don’t need to quarantine her completely, though.”


“That’s a relief,” Danilov said. “Any idea how to prevent it? I’m getting tired of this, and I suspect the cows are too. This is the third one with mastitis.”


“Just do what you’ve been doing, but more of it. Keep them upright, on their feet, for an hour after milking, clip the hair off the udders and wash them before milking and again after, and sterilize the milking equipment or wash your hands very, very well before milking and between cows. I didn’t see any record of repeat infections, so you don’t have a chronic carrier. Yet.”


“Thank you for coming out,” Danilov said, offering his hand to the woman. She shook it and walked off, her heavy boots squeaking on the hard ground outside the barn. The heavyset, blond man heaved a sigh and shifted his straw hat. He caught sight of Pete and waved. “Sorry, Mr. Babenburg. Got a sick cow and don’t want it spreading.”


“What’s wrong?”


Danilov tipped his head back, as if pointing to the white barn looming behind him. “Mastitis: infection of the udder. Spoils the milk and makes the cow cranky. Humans can’t get it.”


That’s a relief. “Sorry to hear that.”


“Let’s go to the benches there,” and the farm supervisor nodded to red-painted seats along a table in the shade of one of the buildings. “Stay upwind until the boys finish mucking out the barn.”


As they sat, Pete wondered if any truth remained to the story that fate or the Lord destined certain peoples to certain tasks. Alexander Menno Danilov reminded Pete of the ancient pictures he’d seen of the Slavs of old Earth, all farmers and peasants through the generations. A Mennonite like his ancestors, Alex wore a plain, sturdy dark coverall, straw hat, and acid-resistant boots. His short red beard and blond hair matched red cheeks and blue eyes. His hands sported as many cuts and callouses as the hands of carpenters or metal workers did. “I’ll speak plainly, if you don’t mind,” Pete began.


“Not at all. I’m a plain man.” Alex waited, as if expecting Pete to catch some joke or cue.


Pete missed whatever it was. He unfolded a hard-copy map, pinning it to the table with his hand when it tried to blow away. “We’re planning to build a second aqueduct to the city from the hills. At the moment the plan is to run it under a highroad, so both are above the water line and flooding won’t be a problem. If all goes well, it will run from here,” he pointed to the hills, “down the slope and over this way, over the ridge and across to the western gate.”


Danilov followed with his finger, then glanced north, as if he could see the new route. “North of the current road?”


“Yes. Otherwise there will be extra bends that will make maintenance and construction more difficult and expensive.”


Danilov studied the map, looked north again, then back at the map. “This clips the edge of the farm’s residential center, trims the ends off the wheat fields and winter pasture. And what about drainage?”


Pete pulled his portable computer out of his shoulder bag and called up the plans. “There’s flow-throughs every five hundred meters. I’d planned on what used to be called French drains—underground, not visible, but that let the water under the road. On the positive side, floods will be less likely to get through to you.”


“Hmm.” Danilov rubbed under his fleshy nose. “Over the ridge, you said?”


“Yes.”


“Gonna be hard to turn the plows against the slope, so we’ll lose even more ground.” The farmer thought for a minute, idly waving away a fly. “I need to speak with the others, but if you provide us with a domestic tap, same as you would a house-block in the city, it should be agreeable.”


That’s going to be, well, no, not if it runs from the western fence line to the settlement. “You’ll have to dig the trenches,” Pete warned. “My equipment’s not allowed to do that kind of work within the boundaries of the Heritage Center.”


“We’d rather do it ourselves.” Alex tapped the paper map. “This is assuming everyone here agrees, and you know that not everyone might go along.”


Pete didn’t know, but he nodded anyway. That seemed to be the correct response. Danilov got up and Pete followed him, putting the map and computer back into his bag. “Come have a bite of lunch.”


An hour later, Pete waddled through the Heritage Center’s main gate and onto the road, full of choco-coffee and food. Oh, it’s a good thing I walked, because if I don’t work this off, my blood chemistry will set off all sorts of alert bells. Especially the fats. I’ve never had real, authentic cow cream before I don’t believe. And after that, the synthesized stuff Cynthia used would never be the same. If that’s a little lunch, Lord save me from a large meal! But what he’d learned made up for the risk of a lecture about his lipid load.


I can’t believe no one’s ever approached them before. Except I can. Right now the Heritage Center’s residents depended on two wells for their water, one for humans and one for the animals. The good news was that the wells had been drilled upstream from the fields, so the composted manure used as fertilizer didn’t affect them. The bad news was that as the groundwater levels rose and fell with the seasons, so did the wells. The prospect of a steady water supply, even one dependent on a functioning aqueduct, thrilled the people in the village. So too did the prospect of ground rent for the right-of-way.


“Some of us are second generation indentures,” Danilov had explained. “And the work we do for ourselves doesn’t count to the indenture. Only outside credits from produce and livestock sales, plus the community distribution for living in the Heritage Center and doing demonstrations, goes into our family credit accounts.”


The information had rocked Pete back in his seat. “That stinks.” That’s not fair. It takes more effort to subsist, and that subsistence is part of the Heritage Center function, so why not give them general credits? Because you can’t convert milling grain or making soap and preserving food into market credits in a way that would satisfy the Company’s accounting formulae and auditing templates, Pete had realized as he started thinking about it. The arrival of more food than he’d seen in a while distracted him, but only for a moment.


Pete had turned his attention to the fruit pie, small sausages, and warm whiteroot salad, considering Alex’s words as he ate. After complimenting the cooks, he ventured, “The animals you plow with sometimes. Can they pull other things?”


“Certainly. Wagons, sledges with harrows, sleds, almost anything that rolls or slides easily and that doesn’t make much noise. Why?”


“Because once we start work on this part of the road and aqueduct, there may be a way for you to earn more credits. Depending on parts availability and priorities, we—that is, the construction supervisors and other engineers—may need to limit the big road-pourers and formers to certain tasks. If your men and animals could help with digging and grading, that would keep things moving for us and bring in credits for you.”


Danilov leaned back and seemed to mull over Pete’s idea. “I don’t see why not, so long as it’s not plowing or harvest. And you don’t want us to work around explosives or other dangerous equipment.”


“Nope. And I’ll have to talk to several other people, get their opinions, and see what the Company administrators will allow.” He didn’t want to get Danilov’s hopes up only to dash them.


“It would be a fair trade, and if we’ll be digging the trenches for our pipes, drainage ditches and grading are part of what we need to do anyway.” Danilov nodded slowly. “I’ll talk to the men, but I think, Company permitting of course, that we can help.”


A second slice of pie, fresh from Mrs. Danilov’s oven, had cemented the tentative agreement. She’d apologized for serving dried apple pie, but Pete tasted nothing to apologize about. Especially after she poured extra cream into the little hole in the crust. His mouth started watering again as he remembered the cool of the cream and the spicy taste of the steaming pie. I see why Alex is round. But something tells me he needs those joules of food energy.


Pete stopped by his office and found a message from Bettina Monsiérvo blinking at him. She’d returned to the city and wanted to meet with him to discuss the drainage problem. What drainage problem? Nothing’s backed up yet. He brushed the dirt off his pant cuffs and shoes before walking to her office in the low, tangled sprawl of the administrative complex.


Even as much as she irritated him, Pete admired Bettina’s sense of design and art. The waiting area outside her office sported pale blue walls with ivory-colored trim, a restful combination. Four reproductions of great works of human art hovered on the walls: a neo-Scholastic landscape based on an ancient Chinese original, a Rembrandt of a preacher explaining a text—or practicing his sermon—to his wife, Nkbele’s “Starscape,” and a landscape painting of an arid part of the original North American continent, with a man on a horse looking out over the scene. Pete hated to waste time waiting, but if he had to stare at walls, at least Bettina provided magnificent images to stare at.


The door to the inner sanctum opened, and he walked in. More art projections added the only touch of life to the office, including a three-D hologram of a marble statue of Moses and one of an ancient Greek god in bronze. “You may sit,” Bettina told him, interrupting his thoughts.


Pete settled into the chair facing her “floating” work surface. She frowned. “Have the anti-flood measures for the outflow been finished yet?”


“No, Ms. Monsiérvo, they should be ready in a month.”


The frown deepened into a scowl, her black eyes almost disappearing as she scrunched her face. “That’s not acceptable. The system is backing up now, or it will tomorrow at the latest if the forecasts hold true.”


What forecasts? “As of this morning, the river remained below the main outflows as well as below the secondaries. And there is a three week backlog on the materials and labor to make the necessary backflow and debris gates, unless the Company declares it a life priority.” And even then it may take a week to scrounge pipe.


“Not acceptable. There should not be any backlog.”


“Well, ma’am, there is, because the extruders can’t run until the processors and some other electronics are replaced.”


She called up the manifest of the next industrial shipment due on ColPlat XI. “The parts should be here in a week. Get the sewers fixed. I am tired of complaints from the improved citizens about the lack of sanitation facilities and other basic necessities. As water supply specialist, it is your duty to see that all citizens of Corporate foundations have access to reliable sanitation and hydration facilities.”


If there’s a problem in the sub-sett, I should have heard about it by now, as should Don. Pete dug out his portable computer, logged on, and called up his messages. He found nothing in either his company account or his personal files. “Ms. Monsiérvo, I have no record of failure reports from the subsistence settlers’ portion of the sanitary system. When did the problem occur?” Besides last summer during the magnetic storm, that is.


She glared at him, tapping blue lacquered finger guards on the clear metal of her work surface. “Of course you won’t have reports, since the improved citizens know better than to bother trying to report to your department—your discriminatory attitude is well known. They told Raymond, they trust the Company to see to their needs.” He could almost see the cloud of self-righteousness floating over her head.


Two could play the more-official-than-thou game. “Which blocks are having problems?” You want a dumb engineer, you’ll get a dumb engineer.


“L four and K four.”


He made notes. Those are the areas where Don said he’s had repair crews attacked for interrupting the holo broadcasts. Great. Well, that’s what robots and auto-pigs were for. “I’ll see to it this afternoon,” he assured her.


“You’d better. And I’m hearing more rumors about individuals disturbing the protected autochthonous resources again. Supposedly someone’s cut stone out of the hills in the reserve near Crownpoint to use for grinding things. You tell the other engineers that this is not acceptable. Such a materials usage is not on the permitted list and must stop at once.” She shook her lacquer-tipped finger at him, giving him a glimpse of a faceted yellow stone embedded in the end of the long nail. “Go.”


Pete left and went straight to the master control rooms for the city’s entire sanitary system, located at the far corner of the building from Bettina’s office. “Stay where you are, Jill,” he told the shift supervisor. “But call up the status of blocks L four and K four.”


He heard a quiet swish and the desired data appeared. “Have you logged any problems here?”


“Yes, sir. We sent an auto-pig with a rooter down the main lines yesterday and found what looked like textile material blocking part of the secondary and residential feed line. The rooter pulled it through and disposed of it.”


“Good. Send another rooter pig this evening, and when someone gets a chance, see if the monitor wires have been disturbed in that section. No rush,” he added, “Just the next time someone is out on a routine inspection or confirming repairs.” So she calls me in for a problem we’ve already solved. And then wonders why people become reluctant to work harder than necessary.
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That evening, once the dishes were cleared away and proper homage had been paid to Cynthia’s magnificently light floating lemon cake, Pete told Gerald about the morning visit as they got out the cribbage set. “I’d like to say that I’m surprised that they don’t get credit for subsistence work, but that sounds too much like Company policy to be false.”


Gerald set up the board projector and called up four positions while Pete logged in the card projector. “Because the Company can’t make any exceptions, of course, so work is work only if they say it is work.” The virtual pegs did not want to behave, and Gerald frowned as he rebooted the projector. “Talk to Arturo, but I could use some of their help on the other side of the bridge as well, out in the water-meadows, where the road will cross to the high road east.”


“Equipment problems?”


Gerald triple checked the cribbage board. “Nope. Environmental preservation regulations. Horses and oxen would be OK, machinery no. The current road predates the environmental set-aside.”


Pete snorted a little. “Speaking of which, if you find someone cutting rocks out of the hillsides, remind them that we’re not to use autochthonous geomaterials without written permission, and then only from approved sources.” He did his best to mimic Monsiérvo, squinching his eyes like she did.


“What now, illegal gravel?”


“Nope. Grindstones? Stones for grinding something, or so the Administratrix said.” Pete heard steps behind him and moved out of the way as Cynthia and Sheila came in.


Gerald’s eyebrows rose. “Really? I’ve heard a story that someone found what looked like a reproduction of a milldam on one of the streams that feeds into the Donatello, a few kilometers upstream of Crownpoint. I wonder if there’s another heritage project that isn’t talking to Bettina’s department.”


Sheila shook her head as she sat down at the game table. “I’m starting to think that when you move into upper administration with the Company, you sign a non-disclosure agreement that you won’t provide any information to any other department within the Corporation. Ann Montoya found out this morning about the uprising in the factories around Delhi II last month, and she’s supposed to be updated at least weekly.”


“Uprisings?” Pete glanced to Cynthia and she shook her head—she hadn’t heard.


“The indentured workers rioted, but according to Ann it looks more organized than your usual labor riot. They gutted the warehouses and Unitary and Jewish religious centers, but no others. On the gripping hand, the rioters killed every administrative-type they crossed paths with. Ann’s pretty steamed that no one passed the word on. The justification was that the riots were put down and that only subunits and firms with indentured labor need to be aware of the problem. Oh, and that no one else has labor conditions that bad and that violate so many corporate regulations, so no one else will have any problems.”


Gerald rolled his eyes as he told the game to shuffle the cards. “Because what percent of the population is still under indenture, only half? What color, dear?”


“Orange, and a third are under firm indenture, according to the files I’ve read.” Sheila worked in resource distribution and supply, coordinating transportation for the region, so she talked to Ann Montoya in security on a regular basis, Pete knew.


“I’ll take green,” Cynthia announced.


“Red.”


Pete growled, “Thaaanks, dear.” Everyone knows blue loses for me. I sense a conspiracy. “Decicredit per point, house rules.”


Sylvia White fluttered at him before looking at her card projection and pouting. Pete knew better than to take the bait. She’d be a vicious poker or starland player, the way she bluffs and feints.


As they wrapped up the game a little before midnight, Cynthia wrinkled her nose. “Thinking of oddities, has a name for the city been approved yet?”


Pete shrugged. Gerald shook his head. “No. The location appellation department disallowed the last suggestion because it translates something rude in Gorgani.”


What isn’t rude in Gorgani? “We may be back to ‘Ibistadt’ at this rate.”


“Nope. Ibis is a claimed corporation mark, remember?”


Sylvia finished totaling up her winnings and stuck out her tongue. “Thppth. Ibis is also a type of bird on Old Earth. I suspect we’ll end up with River City or Here.”


Pete suspected that “Here” was all too likely a possibility. He struggled to hide a yawn and failed. “Sorry. It’s not the company, I assure you.”


The next morning he and Cynthia attended the latest of the three morning services at the Unitary Church. She hadn’t felt well the previous mornings, and he’d been glad of a little extra sleep. A lazy sun beamed down and by unspoken agreement they decided to take the long way back to their apartment after worship. “Going somewhere?” a cheerful voice called from behind them, not more than a block from the church.


Arturo and Ann Montoya waved and caught up with them. They chatted about commonplaces and new developments as they strolled. The quartet stopped in the tree-filled park not far from the site of the proposed larger worship center. “ . . . And if rumors are true, it will be in synth-stone, with colored windows,” Arturo explained. “But that’s just rumor.”


“Synth-stone would fit with the walls and the zoning for this area,” Cynthia thought aloud. “Will it be designated Unitary, you think, or will it be another worship-box like the ones in Delhi II or on AlGorik?”


“Probably a compromise, since—” Arturo stopped. Ann had turned around, one hand to her ear, as a security call came in over her auditory implant.


“Gotta go,” she snapped, all trace of her usual warm and sunny demeanor gone. “Trouble in the improved neighborhoods.” She gave her husband a peck on the cheek and jog-trotted off to the nearest security muster point.


“What now?” Pete wondered, taking Cynthia’s arm. I trust Ann’s people, but I’d rather be in the compound with the gates shut.


Arturo called up the general announcements on his portable messenger. “Not sure, but you need to get to the central control center, Pete.”


“Later, love,” he told Cynthia.


“I’ll walk home with you,” Arturo offered. “I’m going that way as it is.”


Cynthia nodded and they walked briskly up the street as Pete turned northwest, then hustled to the administrative complex and the control center.


He slid the door open, eased into the main control room, and found three techs on duty, with a full-detail holographic projection of the sub-sett and adjacent neighborhoods floating over the main projector. “Boost water pressure to main J four if possible, and close the gates at M four and L five,” Uhuru Lonkori ordered. He looked irritated but sounded calm.


“Unable the gate at L five,” one of the techs replied. “The controller’s still nonfunctional.”


Pete leaned over her console. “Can you bypass to full flow closure at L five?”


“Affirmative.”


“Do it.” That would block anyone trying to use the sewer for mischief.


Uhuru, the supervisor on duty, called up a live feed from the visual recorders in the area. Pete felt the hairs on his neck standing up and he reached back without thinking, smoothing them. Didn’t matter which planet it was or what city, mobs looked alike. A crowd in subsistence issue coveralls surged back and forth between the buildings, and Pete saw broken windows and debris in the street. That’s why you use vis metal instead of glass, he growled. A few people, arms full of coveralls and other cloth goods, ran with the hunched posture of looters scurrying back to their lairs. Two figures used something dark to paint “No water, no food, no peace” on a wall before running off. The image shifted as the recorder pivoted on its mounts to show smoke and flame coming out of an opening that had once been a doorway.


“Faster food, faster food,” came over the audio recorders’ broadcast. “Bring back benefits, bring back benefits!”


The shouts carried an ugly, harsh undertone, like an animal growl. Pete knew the sound: a mob turning angry, ready to lash out at anything and everything. “Uhuru, any of our people out there?”


“Not anymore, sir. The last two ducked into the drainage sewer and cut under to J four, came out there and are inside the main settlement.” The grey-haired man glared at a secondary display. “I’m showing automatic electrical shutdowns beginning. Nothing of ours.”


Pete took three steps to the left and looked at the master infrastructure status readout. “Fire alarms. No surprise there.”


“Should I boost pressure at L four?” The tech sounded hesitant.


Pete and Uhuru both shook their heads. “Not unless security or fire ask for it,” Uhuru advised.


They can’t fight the fire with the mob in the way. Even Tim’s not that dedicated, although Harding Korso’s probably screaming at him to do something. Harding’s fine as long as everything works the way it’s supposed to. Pete folded his arms and watched the chaos unfolding in the sub-sett. How far into the main city will they get? Not as far as Cynthia, but Gerald and Don may have some tense minutes until security moves in.


The chants of “faster food” shifted into an unintelligible yowl, and alarms began appearing on the western end of the sub-sett: more fires and electrical shut-downs. A sense of detachment settled over Pete as he watched the riot unfold in colored lights and video record images. He looked away twice as the mob caught people—he didn’t want to know. The security rovers appeared and people in brown and black augmented armor and full, masked helmets began pushing the mob back into the sub-sett. As the mob fought against the security officers, the fire alerts began flicking out behind them inside the sub-sett. Tim was making good use of the distraction to get the fires out.


“As soon as the last fire alarm stops, return pressures to normal,” Pete ordered. “If the security people want a spot source, give it to them if we can.” If they used dispersal fluid, they’d have to rinse the area down within half an hour or evacuate the district for twenty-four hours.


Uhuru grunted and pointed. “Terror gas. That’s the end of that, then.”


One of the techs made a gagging noise. Pete agreed with her. He’d been exposed to the stuff as part of his emergency repair training not long after the Unified Worlds government authorized it for corporate civilian use. He’d never felt such overwhelming fear before or since, and had no desire to again. How many will die, trampled or killed by the others in their panic? And who authorized it? That had to come from the sector administrator, Bettina’s boss.


Pete waited, monitoring the situation until the last fire warning ceased and the security service reported all clear outside of sections J four and K four. Even then, he made certain that the wind remained out of the west before going home. Terror gas could linger in stagnant pockets for up to three hours after initial release. Almost no one else walked or drove through the streets, and Pete made record time, walking steadily and pointedly not looking around too much until he reached the gate of his apartment section. He tapped a pattern on the gate. Someone tapped back, and he finished the rhythm. The gate eased open just enough for him to slide in before thumping shut behind him.


“Is the lockdown over?” Martin, owner of one of the ground-floor apartments, asked.


“Yes. Security has everything back into the point of origin.”


“Any idea how bad?” another resident inquired.


Pete started to answer but changed his mind when he noticed four children and a young teenager lurking behind the adults, listening avidly. “Not too bad,” Pete lied, pointing at the youngsters. “More mess than anything, trash and papers, about what you’d expect.”


Martin glanced over his shoulder at the listeners, then back to Pete. “Good to hear.”


“But nothing’s open and no one’s out yet besides security and sanitation, so keeping the gate closed is a good idea.” He saw Cynthia waving from the balcony and waved back. “ ’Scuze me. I think I’m late for lunch.”


The others looked up at the balcony. “I’d say so. Let me know if you need an alibi,” Martin offered with a wink.


“I may have to do that. Thanks.” He took the steps two at a time.


Cynthia locked the door by hand once he came in. “I could hear the mob. How bad is it?”


He shook his head and set down his bag, plugging in the chargers. “Not bad inside the wall line. The sub-sett is a mess.”


“Not just the sub-sett. Don and Wolfgang had to relocate on the fly because of smoke.”


“Shit.” How’d it get to them? That doesn’t sound good.


He found out two days later. “Something’s up more than just a mob,” Don announced before the start of the monthly engineers’ meeting. “Saw two groups of ‘improved settlers’ with firebottles and other goodies. Wolfgang and I had to go out the roof hatch and over to the next building after they set fire to the gate and punched in. Didn’t get into the residences, though. Quan and Thao chased them right back out.”


Pete raised his eyebrows. Do I want to know? No, I don’t think I do. “That’s a relief. Any damage?”


“A little soot here and there, but nothing major. We just didn’t care to get trapped.”


“Good call,” Arturo said. “Ann’s stories would curl my hair if I had any.” He ran a hand over his one centimeter of stubble.


Pete nodded. “Any word on a cause, besides the usual?”


Gerald walked up. “Yeah. Not enough luxuries, not all the high-end food dispensers are back in service, and a story that the company’s promised to move the sub-sett to the other side of the river but the people inside the wall-line argued to keep them closer to the water.”


The men all frowned, puzzled looks on Arturo and Don’s faces. OK, the first two are no surprise, but the third one’s mighty strange.


“Who’d you hear that from?” Arturo asked.


“Gal goes by Maria,” Gerald explained, dropping his voice after looking around for Company staff. “She, her husband, and their two kids are hiding with Sheila and I until they can get housing in the Heritage Center. Maria’s a level two accounts processor and her husband, Fritz, just passed the level one animal care exam. The mob went after them even though they’re sub-setts born—someone accused them of ‘getting above themselves.’ Sheila knows Fritz from the worship center and he managed to get Maria and the others close enough to call Sheila. She let them in the emergency door. They almost lost one of the kids, couldn’t keep up, but security appeared and the scum chasing them hesitated just long enough to let Fritz drop back and grab the boy, then run like mad. Keep it quiet, OK?”


Pete nodded. I’ll see if Alex Danilov knows of someone who needs a vet tech.


Arturo and Don gestured their agreement. “Well, I know what we’re going to be focusing on next,” Don said louder, sweeping his hand a little in the direction of the main meeting room. The four walked in and found seats.


That evening, Pete came home to find Cynthia pacing. “What’s wrong, dear?”


She shook her head, her eyes large. “Not wrong, love, just, um, a big surprise.”


A big surprise? “Surprise?” He repeated.


Cynthia nodded. “I stopped taking hormone treatments a year ago, remember, because of my age.”


“Yeeeessss.” He felt a quiver starting in his gut.


“And I’ve been sick in the mornings for the past few weeks?”


Pete put two plus two together. “You’re pregnant?”


She gave him an enormous smile. “Yes!”


He hugged her tight, leaning back and lifting her almost off her feet.
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Basil finished nursing James and shifted him to her shoulder, patting his back as she counted fleece bundles. She reached eighty-three about the time he burped. The number matched Kos and Itzak’s counts, so she initialed the tally page, wiped the baby’s mouth, and laid him in his rocking carrier. She’d volunteered to certify the count while the others were planting and working with the animals or in the gardens. Kos and Itzak had gone with Mr. Krehbiel, a neighboring farmer, to see about finding parts and getting news, so Basil took on the indoor work. James, born just before Passover, didn’t do well in the summer heat, and heavy fieldwork affected Basil’s milk supply, as she’d discovered with her first child. Task done for the moment, she picked up her spinning stick and wool weight to see what she could do.


Over the winter, through trial and error, she, Gomer, and Bethany had taught themselves how to spin sheep wool, and were experimenting with shahma fleece as well. In some ways, Basil thought shahma spun more easily, once you got it combed and clean, as long as she took her time. Shahma felt more fragile and tore if she tried to spin quickly, so Basil had decided to try a lighter drop weight on her spinning stick. She fed some of the fleece clumped on the end of the carry stick into the little bit of yarn she’d already made, then dropped the pyramid-like weight and holding stick, spinning it with a flick of her long fingers. As the weight sank, she fed more fleece into the string, rocking James and his carrier with one foot as she did. The yarn felt tight and smooth, so she wound the finished thread onto the drop stick, started a new piece, and fed more fleece into the thread. She spun almost a meter without any breaks or bumps, and decided to stop for the moment and move to her next task.


Basil triple checked the vermin traps before locking the wool shed. Everything had given birth during the spring, including the little scurrying pests that fouled what they didn’t manage to eat or carry off. No one had any of the repellant spray left, at any price, so Kos and the boys had found pictures of traps and, by using scraps of wood and wire, devised a way to reduce the number of pests that got inside the buildings, at least. The family also took great care not to leave any bits of food or other things out to tempt the wiggly, nasty reptiles and rodents. After finding one in James’s cradle, Basil no longer thought the rodents were cute.


She carried baby and workbag up to the one guesthouse that remained open. Tilde had returned to working in the restaurant kitchen because people still came to eat, breaking their travels between the new city and the mountains, but far fewer stayed overnight. Five rooms now served all the guests. Basil checked each one, making certain that they’d been cleaned to her standards, and freshening the towels in one suite, airing out another for a few minutes as she made a note about the quantity of soap. One of Tilde’s experiments, the soap proved to be very popular and guests had asked to buy any spare. Kos gave them his blessing to make more and Tilde, Bethany, and Kossina now made large batches of herb-scented soap using fat scraps and wood ash, along with the grease from the sheep wool. Shahma-fleece-fat soap refused to set into bars, so they saved it for household use.


James fussed a little and Basil stopped, picking him up and checking his nappy. He hadn’t finished processing his snack so she cuddled and rocked him, humming a little tune as she looked out the window of the guest room. She could just see the men out in the grass-field, cutting the last of the hay for the milk cows. Only one of the big mowers worked anymore, and even then they couldn’t be certain when they’d have power to charge it, so the men had improvised tools to cut the grass by hand until they could find plans for an animal-powered mowing machine. The baby burped again and smiled, then fell asleep. “You are such a good little boy,” Basil hummed, returning him to the carrier.


To her delight, when she got to the main house she discovered that they had electrical power from the grid as well as the wind chargers and solar panel. She plugged in two of the floor cleaners to charge and turned on a third, sending it out to do battle with the dirt in the rug in the main living area. Basil quickly tossed a large pailful of dirty diapers and sanitary pads into the washer/sterilizer, loaded the heavy washer with work clothes, and set it to chugging and sloshing away. The wind charger could not power the big appliances, plus the stoves, and the chargers, so they made the most of when they could get grid power. Basil sat down to watch the progress, rocking James with one foot and spinning. When the chargers’ chimes sounded, she removed the floor cleaners, launched one, and put two electronic readers and the communication boxes on to recharge. The first floor cleaner returned, so she emptied its tank and hopper before plugging it in. She fed James again, changed his nappy, tossed the clean nappies into the drier, and ate a little lunch.


“Thank you Lord!” she exclaimed when the chime for the drier sounded. She tossed the now-dry things into a basket and hurriedly loaded the heaviest of the work clothes, turning them on to tumble. Then she folded everything. The power stayed on until the heavy load dried, and Basil did a little dance with James. “And now I don’t have to try and haul all the laundry out to the drying racks by myself,” she crowed. James blinked and smiled, gurgling something happy sounding. “That’s right!”


Basil disconnected everything from the chargers and threw the breaker. Then she threw the breakers on the washer, drier, and other equipment as they finished their tasks. By now the time-consuming practice had become ingrained. No one wanted a repetition of the milking machine scare, thank you! Through the mercy of the Lord, they’d only lost two of the units instead of all twelve, and those two could be repaired with bits scavenged from older machines David found in the reprocessing yard at Donatello Township. “No thank you,” she whispered to James. “I don’t fancy milking that many cows by hand, especially since they all want to be milked at once!” Churning and running the separators was enough work. Speaking of work . . .


Basil went back to the house kitchen and found Bethany, hands on hips, glaring at a long list written on a piece of slate. “I’ve got a little wash to hang,” Basil started. “If you can help me, I’ll put James down for his nap and give you a hand.”


Bethany, tight-lipped, gave a curt nod. They carried the last still-wet work shirts, skirts, and heavy aprons out and hung them on the lines, and draped the coveralls on the wooden rack. Basil left James in his bed in her room, tiptoeing out and walking back to the kitchen. “Where should I start?”


A loud, dramatic sigh gusted through the kitchen. “If you’ll cut up the whiteroots and herbs, Mom Baa, I’ll get the cheese and start the last peas soaking.” Basil studied Tilde’s menu and instruction list as Bethany continued, “I am soooooo tired of whiteroots.”


Basil shrugged and began counting out tubers from the bin. “Until we get the motor on the grinder repaired, it’s whiteroots or porridge,” she reminded the young woman.


“I know.” Another sigh, “I just miss noodles and sweet buns.” She disappeared into the storage room, returning with a chunk of cheese and a kilo of dried peas. “It’s the good cheese—the hard, tart one.”


“Oh good! That’s my favorite. No offense to Tildie, but I don’t like how the curd cheese squeaks on my teeth.”


Bethany flipped her braid out of the way and laughed as she tied on an apron. “Me either. And now that she leaves the salt out, there’s no taste but sour.”


“Well, Kos says we should have a good honey crop this year, so maybe we can experiment with sweetening the curd cheese some way and using it in fillings. And the boys think they’ve found a salt spring, up in the pasture area, if they can figure out how to make salt from it.”


The two women set to work. After rinsing off the tubers, Basil pulled a stool up to the huge worktable and began chopping the hard roots. Bethany rinsed the peas, picking through to get rid of any little stones or bad peas before pouring them into a large bowl and adding water. As soon as Basil filled the root bowl, the other woman whisked it out of the way, dumped the pieces into a large pot, and returned the bowl. “Hey, how am I supposed to know when to quit if the bowl never fills,” Basil protested, laughing.


“Thpppth.” After the last root vanished into the pot, Bethany consulted the list. “Mom Tildie wants lemon balm, lemon basil, thyme, and,” she stopped, peering at the slate. Her lips moved as she tried to decipher the last word. “I think it’s just a smear, but it could be sourleaf.”


Basil made a face and tucked a stray twig of hair back into place. “I vote for smear. With lemon basil and lemon thyme, sourleaf’s going to be too much. The poor peas won’t have a chance.”


“Agreed.” Basil read the next bit of assignment and fetched the mustard seeds. “How are we on white goop?”


“You mean mayonnaise, Mom Baa? We need more. I’ll get the eggs.”


Yuck. White goop reminds me too much of subsistence proteins and soya paste. She took advantage of the lull to go turn James over. He needed a nappy change, but she decided to let him keep sleeping. After three months, he seemed to be settling into a routine, and his mother liked it that way.


“By the by, what are we doing with the cheese?” she asked when she returned to the kitchen.


“Making a melt with the peas, I think.” Bethany returned to the slate. “Yes. Cut five hundred grams. Grate. After the peas are done and seasoned, toss in the cheese and keep warm until serving.”


They did as requested, covering the cheese with an upturned bowl until they needed to grate it. Bethany washed the dishes and cutting boards, Basil dried, and they shared a bottle of fruit juice.


“When’s Da due back?”


“Today, I think.”


A faint sound distracted her, and Basil leaned back toward the doorway. “Someone’s awake.”


Bethany made a little shooing motion, and Basil went to tend to James. As she did, she wondered when Bethany would find a husband. Only five years separated the two women, although Basil had “grown up” at a much younger age than Bethany. I wouldn’t wish that on anyone, she shivered at the memories. The Lord must have had a reason for saving me from that pit. I don’t understand why anyone who could get out would stay a subsistence citizen. Why come to Solana just to live the same way? So much for “improved” citizens. I’d rather work and improve myself without any more Company “help,” thank you.


As hoped, Kos and the others returned late that afternoon. Basil, napping as James digested his afternoon snack, heard them come in. She debated going to help unload whatever they’d brought back, yawned mightily, and fell back to sleep. The scent of simmering peas woke her up, along with the odor of a very bad diaper—eye-wateringly bad, which explained the crescendo of unhappy noises coming from the cradle. Basil changed James and seriously considered tossing the nappy into the burn pile for the generator, but refrained. Instead she sealed it in a baggie until she could deal with it outdoors. Crisis averted, she played with James for a few minutes before laying him in his carrier and going down the hall to see what was new.


A large mound of grated cheese towered over the cutting surface, for one. And the peas appeared to be in danger of boiling over. Basil set James down and hurried over to the stove, stirring the peas and puffing over the top of the pot as she turned the heat down a notch. “Thanks, Baa,” Karina called over her shoulder. “I’m almost done with putting things into storage and I’ll take over.” Basil found a tasting spoon and sampled the peas. Needs something . . . She glanced around for inspiration and spotted the little green mound of chopped fresh herbs. Ah, there’s the problem. She turned the heat down again and added the lemon basil. A luscious, sharp and sweet scent filled that corner of the kitchen and she inhaled deeply. Fresh herbs still seemed miraculous to her, even after six years of hard work in the gardens.


“Great. Thanks, Baa,” Karina returned from her errand. “How’s James today?”


“So far so good, although his last diaper would have cleared a riot.”


The older woman laughed, nodding with sympathy. “I hate to say it, but: orangeroot.”


Basil made ferocious warding off signs with both hands. “No. Do not say that word. Do not even think of that vegetable.” Miriam’s diapers after eating orangeroot had almost inspired Basil to leave her daughter outdoors until she completed potty training. “Speaking of which, besides the whiteroot salad and the peas-n-cheese, what is for supper?”


Karina leaned over and whispered, “Seedcake. And fresh milk custard—it’s cooling in the dairy room right now.” She straightened up. “Can you keep an eye on these, please? I’ll make sure everything’s ready in the dining room.”


“Give me a moment, please.” She got her work bag and returned. She pulled a stool over to the stove and settled down with her spinning.


That evening after supper, everyone gathered in the main living room. Kos’s wives sat in their chairs and the children found seats or played on the floor. “Thank you for all your work while David, Saul, and I were away,” Kos began. “We got a lot of good trading done, and learned some things that will make our lives easier in the long run. In the short term, I’m afraid we are all going to be working harder than we ought to for the next few months.”


Basil, ensconced in one of the rocking chairs with James, wondered what that meant. Are we going to have to expand the gardens? It’s awful late in the season. They’d passed midsummer the week before.


“To begin with, at least one representative of the Company will be coming by in a few days to check on regulatory compliance.” A chorus of quiet groans and sighs arose from the family. “I agree. You know what you need to take care of, so it should not be as much of a problem as in the past. Getting the hay in takes priority, and if the inspector complains, remind him or her about the animal welfare clauses. Which reminds me, Baa?”


She finished shifting the baby. “Yes, dear?”


“Would you consider taking a veterinary course? Just basic animal care and obstetrics,” he assured her. “You don’t have to answer tonight, but I’d appreciate it if you could log on and see what the certification requirements are and how much time it would take.”


“Yes, Kos.” Looking is easy enough. I probably won’t do more than that, though, if it requires as much study as the other higher degree courses do. She had to sleep sometime!


Kos passed on more of the news, and explained what he’d brought back. “And I downloaded several books about food preservation, cooking, and cloth making from the pre-colonial period. I brought back four cases of paper and new print-heads, so you can print out what looks useful. There’s also works on carpentry, construction, and other things we might need.”


“Da, you sound like you expect another spate of equipment failures,” Micah protested. “We should get repair chips and assistance after the next goods shipment arrives. That’s what the messages from the corporation say.”


“I hope we do, Micah,” Kos replied, stroking his short summer beard. “But there’s been trouble in the larger cities and settlements, and we may find ourselves back down on the list again. In case things wear out before we can repair what’s ailing, I want to be ready to do something besides mope and cry as the sheep go unsheared or the apples ferment in the cellar.”


That sounds perfectly reasonable to me. What we have on hand, we won’t need. After all, it was always the thing you left in the shed, or forgot to bring in from the cellar, that you really wanted so you could finish whatever it was. James wiggled a little. Already? He relaxed, smiling in his sleep, and she slipped a finger into his coverall. “Excuse me,” she took him and his carrier back to her rooms, changed him again, and put him in the cradle. “I swear, little one, you put out twice as much as you take in!”


“He’s going to grow up and be a dairy cow, then,” Kos teased from the doorway. He crept into the room and looked down at his sleeping son. “How is he?”


“Healthy and happy so far. He’s awful quiet compared to Miriam.”


He smiled and hugged her. “Are you complaining?”


She shook her head so hard her hair-net slipped off. “No! Dear heavens no. That young lady never runs out of either energy or questions.” She’d gone visiting Itzak and Gomer, giving Basil a few days of semi-quiet. “I’m glad to be part of such a large family, so we can take turns watching the children.”


“And I’m glad you get along so well. Susannah, are you happy?” His serious question demanded a serious answer.


She thought for a moment or two. “Yes, I am, Kossiusco. I love you and our children, I like Tildie and Karina and their children, and I’m grateful to be here instead of in a sub-sett, even if some days I work more than I want to.” She softened her complaint with a smile. “I just wish beans and tomatoes did not double overnight.”


“I confess, I got tired of beans by February, too.” He took her hand, then drew her into his arms. “How do you feel?”


She looked up into his face and saw more than just concern there. “Fine. A little tired, but I got a nap this afternoon. Everything else is back to normal.”


“Do you feel up to . . . ?” He caressed her back. “If not just say so.”


“I think I am. Let’s cuddle a little, please, and see what happens,” she invited.


He kissed her. “You are more precious than rubies, and more beautiful than all the cedars of Lebanon.”


As forecast, the first Company rover rolled onto Peilov farm two afternoons later. Basil finished feeding James and triple-checked that all his developmental records were up-to-date. I wonder, does anyone ever look at these things? Or do they vanish into an electronic fog once the system confirms that they’ve been entered? He’d had all his vaccinations as well. Tildie had objected, but Kos reminded her that it was Basil’s choice for her children, and that had been the end of the matter, at least in public. Basil took James and her fleece bundle and went to the room the family used as the learning center. “Karina, company’s here. I’ll take over.”


“Thank you, Baa.” Karina entered a code into the computer and straightened up. “Kids, remember to log out completely when you finish, and let Mom Baa see your work if she asks. No fudging your math, Carl.” The older boy ducked. “Or you, Kossina.” An unhappy sniff warned of a pending pout. “If you stick your lip out much farther, Kossina, a bird may land on it. All yours, Baa.” She went out to meet with the Company representative, leaving the children to finish their work.


As much as she grumbled about Company policies and resented the terms of the payback of her indenture, Basil agreed with the educational minima. All residents of ColPlat XI had to learn to read and write in one of the Planetary Union’s eighty-four basic languages, as well as learning mathematics through applied algebra, and general history and politics. Kos insisted on religious instruction as well, and Tildie and Karina encouraged the children—and Basil—to learn about economics. Not company version economics, as Basil discovered to her surprise, but real, ancient economics, including Hayek, Friedman, and Sowell, as well as Marx and the Corporatist School of the Late Pragmatist movement.


Basil confirmed that no one had been wandering outside the educational files, and walked around the computer room. Basil smiled, wondering a little at their luck. They’d had all the “school” computers shut down and unplugged when the first solar storm hit, while repairing part of the floor after a water leak. And the Company had gotten the educational networks up and running faster than almost anything that wasn’t food-synth or medicine related. She looked over the children’s shoulders, checking their progress. Kossina and Carl worked on math programs, John and Tamara wrote composition assignments, and Ruth watched a history holo about the early days of space colonization and technological development, taking notes for the quiz that would follow.


Education had allowed Basil to break free, and she intended for her children to make the best of what they had access to. She’d taught herself to read while growing up in the slum on Deepak’s Planet. With that knowledge and a little bluffing, she’d managed to jump out of the subsistence-level programs and into worker-track schooling. She’d done so well that her scores caught the attention of a member of the district’s educational advancement team, who recommended Basil for testing to move into administrative or scientific tracks. She’d clawed her way through the scientific track, sweating mental blood until she reached the point where she could qualify for emigration credits based on agro-engineering fundamentals. That had brought her to ColPlat IX, where she found too many agro-engineers and no work. And then she met Kossiusco Peilov.


While the children worked, she logged into the general ed net and called up continuation track learning programs—vocational. After a little searching she found “veterinary assistant/foundations of veterinary medicine I and II.” OK, what are the outcomes promised and the hours required? James fussed a little, so she held him as she read through the course of study and the lab requirements. I’ve already done a lot of the basic science through to animal genetics and diseases. And the lab work is well covered. She skimmed the list of observational requirements, checking them off her mental list. I’ve observed at least two species of domestic animals giving birth, I’ve participated in basic animal care, I’ve assisted with veterinary procedures, and I’m very familiar with the reproductive cycles of domestic livestock, thank you. Basil scrolled down to the other certification requirements. That’s not as bad as I’d feared. But could she afford it? Yes, it would help the family if she could do more, but what about her indenture. She shifted James and read the price. Well, that’s certainly reasonable, compared to some. Especially since I won’t have the observation fees, and the laboratory work fees will be much lower. As she thought about it, the veterinarian would probably waive some of that in exchange for having her assist him, especially during lambing and calving season.


Basil got up and looked over the children’s work again. Despite her protests Kossina managed a perfect score on her math test, and Basil “signed” the page. “Do you want to start the next lesson?”


“No, Mom Baa.”


“Alright, you’re over the hour requirement as it is.” Basil gave her permission, allowing Kossina to log out and go play for a few minutes. Ruth finished her test and moved to the next video once Basil agreed. After a while, John and Tamara completed their writing assignments and logged out to do chores.


“Arrrgh! I quit” Carl exclaimed, throwing his hands into the air. “Numbers hate me.”


Startled, James started crying. “Shh, shh, it’s OK,” Basil soothed. She walked over to Carl’s computer and looked at the display. He’d gotten ninety percent correct, well into the acceptable score range. “Carl!”


He grinned. “Fooled you. And the numbers still hate me.”


She wanted to swat him for his dramatics. Instead she said, “Here, you hold James.” A look of mild panic appeared on the sixteen-year-old’s face, and he very reluctantly accepted the fussing baby. Basil “signed” the grade report and logged Carl out of the system. “For that, you don’t get any game time until after chores are done.”


“But Mom Baa—”


She took James back. “No buts. Shoo.”


He grumped out of the study room, leaving Basil and Ruth. Basil fed James and rocked him back to sleep. Ruth finished her second holo, did well on the test, and Basil logged her out. “No, you need to go get some sunshine and do chores.”


“But Mom Baaaaaa, it’s getting exciting! They just found the first habitable world, and started terraforming, and—”


“And it will be there tomorrow, Ruth. We both have chores,” she reminded the young lady.


Because of her late arrival, the Company’s inspector concentrated on the outdoor activities on the first day of her visit. The neighbors might call Kos crazy, but he knew his business, and either complied with the regulations or could quote the exemption to the fourth decimal within the subfile. Basil, passing by the equipment shed, heard him explaining, “That is true. However, we are on the next shipment roster, barring greater priorities developing, and until then, unless we risk compromising the dairy cows’ nutritional completion standards, we need to mow the alfal blend by hand. As you are aware, letting the cows graze first growth alfal-blend without letting it air-cure is a violation of nutritional minima . . .” Basil shook her head. I’d fall asleep if I tried to learn all those regulations.


That night, Kos stayed out late working on one of the milk separator/churn units, replacing the burned out electronics module with one he’d bought. David gave the progress report. “Well,” he rocked his hand side to side. “Ms. Carver’s not happy but she’s not unhappy. Our using the big grass cutters makes her nervous about injuries, and she’d prefer that we didn’t use animal traction because of he possibilities of injuries to us and the horses. And the manure is unsanitary,” he grinned and winked. Tildie and Karina smiled back and rolled their eyes, and Basil wondered if Ms. Carver had ever seen a bad diaper. Horse apples, shahma pellets, and cow pats seemed scentless compared to what human babies could produce.


“However, ladies, there’s another company specialist coming tomorrow to finish with the operations and hospitality inspection. Ms. Carver is going to do a home quality visit, since we,” he straightened up and took on an officious air “employ an improved settler on indenture in an atypical domestic residence pattern.”


Now it was Basil’s turn to roll her eyes. She’d read about the cultures of the Planetary Union, and a joint household with three wives came nowhere close to what she’d consider atypical, even among humans. And some of the others . . . well, deep down she wondered just how much of what the anthropologists and xenologists recorded had been made up by the locals as a joke. “Maybe she can change one of James’s diapers to get a comparative manure specimen,” Basil offered.


Karina rested her elbows on the table and sipped a little choco-coffee. “I suspect it has to do with your educational credits, Basil. There’s a push on for women in the tech departments, and someone’s probably flagged your file because you are not working in a tech field.”


Tildie looked up from her plate, frowning. “I don’t like the seasonings on the meat. It should be less gamey with a smoother finish. We’ll use a touch more preiselberry in the marinade, then balance it when the sauce cooks down. And I suspect you’re right, Karina. Remember the fuss when Gomer changed from industrial chemistry to agricultural management?”


David tipped his head to the side. “Mom Tildie, was that the evening everyone was yelling and us kids spent the night in the hay loft?”


Tildie’s eyes bulged. “You shouldn’t have heard any of that, young man! But yes, I suspect it was.” She settled down and ate another bit of meat. “Kos’s mother exploded when Gomer said she couldn’t manage the farm, raise a family, and work in industry, and that Mrs. Peilov would have to pick two. His father, may the Holy One give him rest, couldn’t understand what the problem was. ‘She’s of age’ he said. ‘It’s her choice.’ Karina and I just ducked, didn’t we?”


“You ducked, I backed Gomer, and Mrs. Peilov almost hit me with the little cutting board, the one with the Hebrew motto painted on it that hangs in Gomer’s kitchen.” Karina shook her head. “And yet people claim that we women are the calm, mild ones.”


In this family at least, we just hide it better, Basil thought, fascinated by this bit of family history. She and Karina and Tildie had spats, but they kept them away from the men and children. And the other women knew that Basil could fight dirty, and had, and would again if she thought she had to. By mutual agreement they kept things verbal and tried to talk through problems before they became acute.


“Will Ms. Carter be staying for any meals tomorrow?” Tildie wondered aloud.


David shrugged and helped himself to more bread. They’d gotten parts for the house mill, the little one beside the kitchen, and had flour again. “Oh, by the way, Mr. Krehbiel asked that if you see someone moving large, round stones, just ignore them.”


“Another Heritage project?” Bethany asked, speaking up for the first time since supper had started.


David rocked back and forth in his seat, his mouth full. “I’ll take that as a sort of ‘yes’,” his sister said.


“Just ignore them, please.”


Rocks? Oh, I wonder if someone is going to make a gravel road or needs foundation stones and doesn’t want to wait for the company to bring a synth-stone fabricator. That, or one of those rock-worshipping religious groups is settling near-by. Basil shrugged to herself. She’d grown up “not seeing” things. Her safety had depended on it.


When David finished another mouthful, he added, “Oh, yes. We learned today that it will be the next equipment shipment rotation before we get the parts for the second separator, the remote harvester, and the robo-mower. And no one seems to have any idea when the ag nav satellites will be replaced, so once we get the big things fixed, we’ll have to program everything by hand or go manual control. Oh, yeah, count on the power grid staying unreliable for the next few months, too.”


“Food production is priority one,” Tildie said, frowning. “Why did we get bumped again? Was the manifest in error?”


David poured himself more choco-coffee. “No, ma’am. There are major food supply problems in the areas with large improved settler populations, so those get priority.”


“I thought the urban fabricator units had already been repaired or replaced. They’re priority one plus, with at least a double set of spares required by United Planets law,” Basil thought aloud.


David wagged his hand again. “Officially, they have been replaced, and this is just adding emergency back-up should the unthinkable happen again. Unofficially, according to some of the men at the equipment depot in the new city, which still doesn’t have an approved name yet, there’ve been riots in ColLandPlat and other cities because not enough luxury and tier two goods are available, plus a lot of repairs and replacements got diverted to Delhi II after the big riots among the indentured herd over there.”


Karina coughed and cautioned, “David,” then pointed to Basil.


He ducked. “Oop. Sorry, Mom Basil, no offense. I didn’t think.”


“None taken, this time. There is a difference between individuals like me and the people who are, well, sold as a group indenture, or moved as an entire sub-sett block. Those colonists don’t always adapt well to a new environment.” Or at all. They just replicate their old settlement on a new world and their developmental managers wonder why nothing changes. She added, with a touch of bitterness, “That’s why calling them ‘improved settlers’ smacks of stardust and sneering. If people don’t want to change, they won’t, and to call old wine in a new wineskin ‘improved’ is silly.”


“Truth, Basil,” Karina agreed. “So we keep on as we have been, then. I wonder if there’s a way to run the second separator some other way. All it has to do is spin like a centrifuge of sorts, so could we devise a crank system?”


David looked at his brother. Carl had been ignoring the discussion in favor of eating a third helping of whiteroots, and David repeated, “Carl, can we rig a crank system on the broken separator?”


First Carl shook his head, then apparently changed his mind. He swirled his head a little as he chewed. “Maybe. We’d have to gear it, because no one can turn a handle that fast, unless you pre-loaded a flywheel, and . . .” The boys and Karina launched into a discussion that grew too arcane for Basil to follow. Instead she ate and thought about the veterinary study track and what it required.
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The next day, Karina, Tilde, and Basil met with Ms. Carver. Basil almost ground her teeth as Antoinne Carver alternated between verbally patting the other two women on the head and scolding them—when she wasn’t busily marking things off in her files. She’d started the interview during James’s morning nap, so Basil left him with Bethany and Miriam, once Ms. Carver finished talking to Miriam. The auditor’s manner set Basil’s nerves on edge—it reminded her too much of some of the community assistance facilitators from her days in the slums.


“So, Karina, how is your relationship with your husband?”


“Fine.”


Ms. Carver waited for more details. When none came, she began fishing. “Does he treat you well? Does your living situation meet Company standard?”


“Yes, and yes.” Karina, in her blue coverall and brown kerchief, reminded Basil of one of the women in the ancient “heroic farmer” films from Old Earth. For her part, Tildie wore her white kitchen clothes, hinting that she needed to be back at the restaurant as expeditiously as possible. They had four rooms full at the guesthouse, and every visitor had requested the three-meal option.


After she finished talking to the other women, Ms. Carver turned to Basil. “Ms. Washington, how does your employer treat you?”


“My husband treats me very well.”


The inspector looked puzzled, scrolled through her files, and complained, “I see no husband listed, Ms. Washington.”


Oh for the love of mud. “Mr. Kossiusco Peilov and I married four years ago this past March. The marriage was registered with the Company and the Congregation Beth Israel.”


More scrolling and a light dawned in Carver’s soft green eyes. “Oh, during the data collection system change-over. You need to resubmit form thirty-four and data set nine to the company personnel offices in ColLandPlat.”


“Really?”


The woman’s head bobbed with a rapid, jerky movement. “Oh yes, otherwise you are in violation of regulation twelve dot nine subsection gamma, ‘Employee-Employer Relations.’ The penalty for improper relations between employee and employer is a five-hundred class alpha hour fine.”


Basil dug the earnings classes out of her memory and wanted to vomit. That would add fifteen years to her indenture. She cleared her throat, hands clenched out of sight of the inspector, working to stay calm as Karina and Tildie stared at the company woman. “How long do we have to turn in the proper forms and dataset access codes?”


“A week. However, if you shift your indenture to industrial from hospitality service, the company will extend the deadline to a month. You see,” Carver began to lecture, “with you engineering background, you really are not doing all you could to reach your potential. Your employer may not be aware, or may not have had time to inform you, that the Company needs more women, especially improved settler women from urban subsistence households, in the sciences and technology enterprises. You could bring a much-need variety of experience and a unique perspective to the division.” Her smothering, earnest tone and eager expression did nothing to rekindle Basil’s interest in returning to engineering.


“Ah, Ms. Carver, you are aware that my educational track is agro-engineering, not industrial,” she began, trying to fend the woman off.


Caver waved a manicured, smooth hand. “Engineering is engineering. Don’t worry, Ms. Washington, the credits you’ve earned out here will transfer no matter what track you resume, be it chemical, electrical, heavy industrial, or astrogation. In fact, if you signed up for space engineering, you get an additional two years to earn out your indenture.”


Translation: it costs so much and so few women make the cut that they lower the standards and extend the service time to keep them in. I know of one woman in all my classes who could do space engineering. Hellfires, only three of the men could handle it! Basil tried again. “When I came here, as the records should show, I could not find any work in either my primary or secondary fields. I trust you see why I am a bit reluctant to shift out of my current employment and take on an indenture extension without a written guarantee that I will have a position. A paid position.” Basil leaned on the word. Everyone knew about the non-paying apprenticeships problem.


“Tut, tut, Ms. Washington, have some faith in the Company.” Ms. Carver ran a hand through her pink-tipped, spiky, dark-brown hair, fluffing the points. Tildie made a sound that could have been either a critique or a muffled cough. “There’s an engineering refresher program starting at ColLandPlat in two weeks that has some spaces available.”


“What about my children? I have one age three and a four-month-old, both of whom will need care while I am in class.”


Carver’s eyes popped open, then returned to their usual size. “Oh, if you can’t leave them here, the Company has a list of households that would be glad to take them on, provided their genetics meet the minimum standard for out-crossing.”


Now it was Karina’s turn to make a choking sound, and Basil began to see red—literally. A pink haze clouded her vision and she wanted to claw Carver’s smirk off her face. Right. You want me to abandon my family and go deeper into debt so the Company managers can point to me as the ‘woman from the sub-sett.’ No. She took a deep breath, then another, to make certain her voice didn’t wobble or sound weak.


“Thank you for the offer and information, Ms. Carver. However, I am sorry to inform you but I believe another portion of your files is not up-to-date. You see, this morning I began a veterinary-science degree track with a focus on mammalian and avian genetics and obstetrics. The program ties in well with my previous training, and I already have sufficient experience to bypass half the laboratory hour requirements. Andrew McIlroy, the regional veterinary supervisor, signed off on my track this morning.” She kept her voice smooth and apologetic, trying to pretend that she really was sorry.


“Did your employer require you to do this? If so, I’ll file a blocking motion and shift your indenture to the chemistry department immediately.” Carver began calling up pages on her tablet.


“No, Ms. Carver. I’d been considering it for some time, and my, ahem, ‘employer’ has granted me additional study hours in order to pursue my educational goals. The local veterinary support staff strongly encouraged my interest, because of the Company’s need for primary animal-care specialists, both in this district and at the Agricultural Heritage Center in the next district east.” And because the vet techs hate getting up at midnight to rotate a breech lamb out in the pasture, but that’s beside the point.


Ms. Carver looked crushed, but entered the appropriate data. “When you finish, contact the district employment manager about genetics research positions, Ms. Washington. Veterinary science is an excellent initial step toward employment in the commercial genetic development programs.”


“I’ll be sure to do that.”


A light hand tapped on the door, and it opened a touch. “Mom Baa, James finished his bottle and I can’t find the spare. And Mom Tildie, Gomer says she needs you to confirm the grocery order for the guesthouse.”


“If you will excuse me,” Tildie said, getting up and easing to the door. “I’ll just look at her order file and I’ll be right back.”


“There is no spare bottle. Bring him here, please.” Bethany handed James, his carrier, and a modesty shawl into the room. “Thank you.”


“You’re welcome. We’ve got power so I’m doing a diaper and whites load.” With that she rushed off before anyone could suggest a different chore.


Ms. Carver watched with wide-eyed fascination as Basil opened her blouse, got James settled, and draped him so he could nurse under cover. “You don’t use a crèche or synth-milk?”


Karina answered for Basil. “No, Ms. Carver. We’re a considerable distance away from the closest full crèche, and you may not have heard, but the last two major impurity recalls were for synth-milk. Susannah, Tildie, and I take infant health very seriously, and we’re reluctant to use synth-milk until there are more consistent, high-quality supplies.”


Ms. Carver scrolled through her files again. “Ah, speaking of standards, I need to look at the guesthouse and restaurant, in case my colleague has missed something.”


Karina stood up. “Certainly, Ms. Carver. I’ll show you the way, since Susannah is otherwise occupied.”


The inspector nodded and packed up most of her digital boxes and documents. “Remember, Ms. Washington, contact the employment representative as soon as you finish your certification track, so we can slot you into the genetic engineering department training program.”


“Yes, Ms. Carver. Thank you.” The rabbi’s wife will serve pork chops in cream sauce at the next bar mitzva before that happens.


The next day she and Kos re-sent the marriage forms, along with a tart note from their rabbi about the company’s failure to honor the rights of religious minorities as per its charter from the Planetary Union, down to the sub-paragraph. “Since all rabbis study the Law, most of them also learn other laws,” Kos explained. “Plus he has to know all the forms for the marriage and burial paperwork.” Acknowledgment of their legal relationship arrived the next day, nullifying Ms. Carver’s threat.
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The “lazy days of summer” flew by for Basil and her family. With only half the machines in full working order, and another quarter partly functional at best, everyone worked harder than ever to get less done, or so it seemed. Basil studied, spun, watched the children, and traveled to other farms and met neighboring animal owners with the veterinarian and his visiting aids, learning how to spot problems and how to treat minor ills before they became major. She decided that she liked delivering babies and hated giving pills to pigs. “I don’t understand,” she complained one evening on the way back to Crownpoint. “They can and do eat anything, but they insist on spitting out the tiniest pill. How can they tell?” And why not just give the nasty beasts a shot or use a liquid drench? Oh, she knew the medical reason why, but it seemed silly. We’ve been reworking animal genetics for hundreds of years, and yet we can’t breed a horse that doesn’t colic or a pig that’s parasite proof. But attempts to do so had removed the essence of horse-ness and pig-ness, ending the experiments. Although Basil thought a more sheep-like pig held a lot of appeal. I’m so glad Kos doesn’t raise pigs, even if they are recyclers and we could sell them as long as we don’t eat them ourselves. Pigs know too much. And no one has ever been eaten by his own sheep, either: trampled, kicked, and butted, but never eaten.


By the fall and the passing of the High Holy Days, Basil and her family also knew more than they wanted to. The company sent out a full security bulletin on all channels after a second round of massive riots burned through Delhi II and the agricultural settlements surrounding the city proper. “The labor managers bought thousands of people from the same back-water, filthy, non-functional places, dropped them here, expecting them to become happy factory shift workers and farm laborers in a week or two. And then the managers and administrators are surprised when the newcomers get mad,” Kos said, shaking his head as he read the bulletin. “Especially if you have ideology differences as great as these seem to be. The Company should have known better.”


“That sounds strange, Kos,” Basil ventured, rocking from foot to foot and trying to get James to burp. His colic made her days interesting and her nights short. “Unless there’s an environmental event of some kind, the company’s not supposed to relocate people out of their traditional life-ways.”


He shrugged. “Apparently they did, and the results are ugly. You can read the details for yourself, Baa. Most of the bulletin is about industrial indentures and labor conditions, so it doesn’t apply to us.”


Basil read it and stared at the screen when she finished. Delhi II had suffered the worst riots, but to the west of the Triangle Mountains, the sector of Franklin also experienced uprisings and urban destruction. In response, the lead administrator of Franklin, Raymond Marcel, with the support of François De Champ from the Company, had turned guns on rioting sub-sett residents without trying non-harmful pacification tools first. Real guns, using lethal force, something Basil could not recall ever happening unless an actual invasion was underway. “I don’t like this,” she whispered.


Neither did Tildie, as it turned out. The day before her final certification exam, Basil helped Tildie in the restaurant kitchen, making bread. Rather than using the kneading machine, Tildie dragged out the heavy bread board and set to work with a will, punching, flipping, turning, and beating the large batch of dough into a soft, rounded mass. Basil couldn’t miss the ferocity Tildie turned on the bread. “Is there a problem?”


“Yes.” Whump, turn, fold, whump, the older woman walloped the creamy tan dough. “You read the security bulletin?”


“Yes. Just the egg whites, or do you want the whole egg blended?”


“Whole egg. Using lethal force without trying other things first is a bad precedent. Others will use it as an excuse to be stupid.”


Basil thought about it as she watched the eggs beat. At Tildie’s signal she carried the loaf pans over and after Tildie shaped the loaves, Basil brushed egg over the top to give them a nice color. Part of her wanted to argue with Tildie, but another part of her remembered the security people in their gray and silver masks marching through her slum on Deepak’s Planet.


“Are you ready for the test?” Tildie asked as they put the first loaves into the oven.


“I don’t feel ready, but everyone and the computer says that I am.”


Tildie smiled and hugged Basils’ shoulders. “Then you’re ready. If you feel like you know it all,” she made a whistling sound and mimicked something falling off a cliff. “Surprise! Splat.”
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Two days before the harvest push began, Basil passed her tests with almost perfect marks and a glowing recommendation from the district veterinarian.
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Ann Montoya shook hear head, then turned to look at the display behind her, giving Pete Babenburg a glimpse of gray in her black hair as she did. “How many this time?” she asked her deputy, Tui Nguen.


“Only two residence blocks, but that’s because the ones on either side burned out last time. Helped contain the damage,” the wiry security officer said. “That makes, ah, twelve in the past year, starting from last October.”


Pete scrubbed his cheeks, feeling stubble. I need to de-whisker. It’s been, what? Two days? Feels like two weeks. Ann looks like hell, Arturo’s not much better, and the only person who seems to be doing at all well is crazy Martin Starhemberg, the mad professor.


Martin, called in because of his “past life experiences” as he called them, radiated enthusiasm and energy that, to Pete, bordered on obscene. It’s not fair—how can he be so energetic? He’s at least twice my age. The white-haired former academic gave Pete a pitying look. “A good breakfast does wonders for the outcome of the day, young man.”


“What is this ‘breakfast’ of which you speak?” Arturo pointed to the time display beside the city map. It read nine p.m. They’d been working since six that morning, when the first hints of another riot had begun bubbling out of the sub-sett. The new fence and armed guards standing across the remains of the area separating the sub-sett from the main city had helped confine the day’s mischief, but not as well as Ann Montoya and the others had hoped. Thus the meeting and plans.


“What’s Harding Korso going to do, do you suppose, when his largest voting block discovers that it must grow-up or learn to swim?” Martin asked, chewing on the end of an unlit pipe.


“Not much, since he’s still recovering from manual surgery on a perforated bowel. Which, as much as I detest his policies, I would not wish on anyone.” Pete didn’t like thinking about how much pain Korso must have been in by the time he got to the medical center. His assistant said he’d mentioned some problems but had waved off her suggestions that he get medical help, until he collapsed after turning green and vomiting blood. The nerve-blocker at the emergency center closest to the municipal center had failed and not been replaced, leaving medicines the only option. But until they knew what was wrong, the medics refused to give Korso anything that might throw the scanner off. Lord be with him, Pete prayed.


“Right,” Martin stated, drawing everyone’s attention to the map. He had a stick of some kind in his hand and used it to point to the eastern side of the city. “The remaining residents of the sub-sett refuse to abide by the law. They continue rioting, destroying sanitation and energy infrastructure and their own production units as fast as our workers can get them repaired. We and ‘our’ being the municipal administration and its employees and associates,” he specified. “The regional administratrix, in turn, insists that providing more goods and services will solve the problem. It has failed to do so thus far. And the security problem has reached the level that it endangers the rest of the city and the farmers around it.”


Gerald White, just sliding into the room, protested. “Easy there, Prof, that’s going a little far. ‘Endangers the rest of the city’ is a bit much.”


Ann and Pete both shook their heads, and Martin gave Gerald a stern look, blue eyes dark. He tapped the map with his stick. “Someone tried to rip out the debris gates and back-flow gates on the sewage system, apparently to gain access to the outflow tunnels for reasons thus far unknown. And they’ve been harassing the livestock at the Heritage Center, as well as trying to steal things, mostly vehicles, building material, and small tools.”


“I suspect those last two are people trying to patch their dwelling units without attracting notice from company workers or from their neighbors,” Ann explained. “I don’t entirely blame them, given some of the trouble and threats I’ve heard about.”


Martin tapped the map again. “This new layout is not optimal, but should work. My understanding is that these areas are too badly damaged to rebuild, correct?”


Gerald peered at the blocks in question, a group that paralleled the line of the unfinished wall. “Correct. I’ve looked at them, and my test engineers agree—the material’s been heated and quenched too often to be stable. The first good storm, or another fire, or even a heavy vehicle going past and ‘whomf’ down the walls will come. Synth-stone’s like real stone until you bake it four or five times and pour cold water on it every time. Then the bonding matrix fails.”


Martin tapped the projection again. “So we raze what’s left, after the current inhabitants leave, and finish the wall.”


“What about the wall’s foundations?” Pete asked. “You go deep enough and you’ll cut off the water and sanitation for the entire sub-sett.”


Ann unfolded her arms and pointed. “Nguen, how much of the sub-sett remains habitable and defensible?”


The small man skimmed through some files. “Forty percent at most, ma’am. September’s high water removed five percent of the outlying area, and most of the active settlers either left then or are in the process of sneaking out, getting indentures, or even signing farm labor agreements down south, on that new venture Ildefonso Destefani’s part of.”


“The one centered on that old volcanic thing?”


“Yes, ma’am. The organizer, Dominic deTour, is calling it Starheart since he won the mining rights from the leaseholder at high-stakes starheart.”


Pete and Gerald started laughing. Maybe I should see if Sheila wants to go into gambling for leases? She’d probably own everything east of the Triangle Range by the end of the year. Pete waved a hand. “Inside joke. Sorry.”


Nguen continued after glaring at the two engineers, “Officially it’s a mining property, but deTour intends for it to be as self-sufficient in food as possible.”


Gerald studied the wall until his snorts subsided. “So which sixty percent of the sub-sett is unusable?” Martin ran his hand over the main roads and the section closest to the unbuilt wall. “And the river flats?”


“Yes.” Arturo folded his arms. “And don’t look for any assistance from Administratrix Monsiérvo.”


Everyone in the room shrugged. She and Harding, and her assistant Raymond Young, had made that perfectly clear. “Speaking of which,” Gerald sighed. “I need moral support and hard-data backup tomorrow. I’m going to meet with her about the bridge.”


“Not me,” Pete reminded his friend. “I’m out of sight, out of mind. Plus I need to go inspect the work at the head of the aqueduct. Now that everything’s surveyed, property questions answered, and equipment scheduled, we need to get as much done as we can while we have everything here.”


“And I’m going with him,” Arturo said.


Martin walked away from the map. “I’ll come along for moral support if nothing else. I’m harmless, after all. Just a retired academic with strange notions about toponyms.”


“Yeah. He wants to call the city by the obscure name of some ancient city on Old Earth,” Ann muttered, mock-glaring at the older man. “But it would beat ‘Here’ which is what we’ll be stuck with at the rate things are being approved.”


“What obscure name is that?” Pete inquired.


Martin’s grin flashed with a metallic gleam where several a missing teeth should have been. “Vindobona. The Roman name for the camp that became a city on the Danube River. It fits the location and Vindobona had walls, although they were rectangular like all Roman encampments, instead of mostly circular.”


It’s pretty obscure all right, but on the other hand it’s still better than Ubistadt, or ‘Here,’ Pete thought.


The next day Arturo and Pete drove out in one of the rovers. “We’re down to five now,” Pete reminded Arturo. “No rock hopping in this one.”


“I don’t rock hop. Hover tanks ignore rocks.”


“Do they?”


Arturo slowed until they edged past a slow-moving rock-maker and its tow vehicle. “Pretty much. It has to be one massive rock for the lift system not to be able to get over it. Not saying you can’t get stuck, because I’ve seen idiots manage it, and it’s a stone bitch to get the beast off the obstruction, but it takes work. They don’t cross deep water, though, or at least they didn’t when I was in. Rumor had it a new, really all-terrain version was coming out, but people have been saying that since the first tank rolled out of the smoke at Cambrai a few thousand years ago or so.”


“Probably the same people who predicted that we’d have a completely safe mining system in just a few years.” Pete studied the passing terrain. “I think four millennia is more than a ‘few’ years. And who promised that we’d have the fliers back up a week after the magnetic storm.” The failure of the aviation system rankled. That should have been one of the priorities, but no. I can see how people come up with conspiracy theories about the evil machinations of ColPlat Ltd., even though bureaucracy overwhelms any conspiracy ever hatched.


Pete eyed the surface marks designating the new right-of-way for his water pipes. The farmers had already harvested the area, letting the surveyors correct any errors by the auto-markers. There’d been more than usual this time, Pete grimaced.


Arturo chuckled, “Rover sick already?”


“No, just thinking about equipment burps.”


A loud snort came from the driver’s position. “Forget equipment. What do we do when the sun burps again?”


“The Company’s astronomers and solar weather office says that the flare cycle is over and things will settle down for a thousand years or so. You doubt them?”


Arturo frowned and drummed his fingers on the leg of his trousers, eyes on the autonav display and the roadway ahead. “No more than usual, since they only have one solar satellite back up and working. We’ll have, at most, eight minutes warning the next time a major flare launches our way, by the time the data are recorded, transmitted to the observers, evaluated, and then broadcast. I’ll probably lose the last of my pavers, and may the Lord help anyone out in the field. Can you stop one of those big harvesters or planters and unplug, then shield everything that’s electrically fragile? Certainly the district and regional power grids will finish collapsing, more or less.” Arturo tapped beside the autonav’s display and frowned before concluding, “Plan for worst case and hope for the best.”


“Point.”


Pete watched the land on his side of the rover, studying the old river terraces and how the river looked at the moment. He’d been surprised to learn that the Donau Novi peaked twice each year: once in late spring and again in mid-autumn. Rains south and west of the city’s district fed the second rise. The fall floods tended not to be as large or long lasting as those of spring, but still needed to be considered in his plans. The less we do in the floodplain and lowest terrace, the better off everyone is. He’d heard rumors of someone petitioning for a new dam on the Donau Novi, in a narrow spot just below the eastern edge of the hills, roughly a hundred and fifty kilometers or so by river upstream, in addition to the weir near Donaupas. He doubted that either request would go through to final approval, given the Company’s approach to human interference with native hydrologic and faunal patterns. Right. They terraform the planet so that nine tenths of all species of everything die, replace them with things taken from at least eight different worlds, and then gripe about mining or building hydro dams. Typical bureaucracy—once it gets big enough, it loses contact with reality.


The road began climbing into the hills, giving Pete a better view of the river until the trees grew too thick. Arturo resumed manual control of the rover after finding signs of someone else’s collision with a cow. “That’s not supposed to happen.”


“I guess the cow didn’t read the traffic warning bulletin.”


They arrived at the work site half an hour later. “You’ll need these,” Pete said, tossing Arturo a helmet, safety harness, and locator beacon from the stack next to the sign-in point.


“Why the harness?”


“So we can pull you out from under any rock falls. We used to have rock shields too, but most of them fried in the first storm, so now we only check them out to the men working the active tunneling face.”


Pete led the way past a knee-high metal and composite barrier fence to the edge of the work area. The site did not exactly hum with activity. Instead a low, constant rumble, more felt than heard, filled the air, as mechanical diggers excavated the rock below the top of the hill. Pete walked a little way down the slope until he could see the edge of the next valley to the east. They’d have to use a siphon to cross it, and he dug a set of very old-fashioned, primitive binoculars out of his rucksack and looked across the valley. “There,” he whispered, sighting the black hole marking the next run of pipe.


“That’s going to be a mess to bridge,” Arturo observed from over Pete’s shoulder.


“Not going to bridge. Going to use a siphon and gravity. The entrance over there is half a meter lower than the outlet at this end, so the water will go down, across, and back up, then reenter the hill and keep going. Officially it’s to avoid disturbing the viewshed.” He turned back to the construction specialist. “Actually it’s because it would be a very obvious target.”


“Gormies?”


“Anyone with a grudge,” a new voice corrected. Pete and Arturo turned to see Thomas Riley limping up to meet them. “Hi Boss, come to get in the way?”


“Nah. Arturo’s wife wanted him to disappear. Told her we could arrange that. Tom, this is Arturo Montoya, the gent who gets to hide the last run of the aqueduct. Arturo, Tom Riley, the site supervisor and our horrible warning.”


“Pleasure,” Tom said as he shook hands with Arturo. “If you see me running, you’d better catch up and don’t ask why.”


“Let me guess—you played with firecrackers in your misspent youth,” Arturo grinned.


In reply Tom lifted the leg of his coverall, revealing an artificial limb. He held up one gloved hand, “This too, and other bits and pieces. There is no timer long enough for my taste.”


“How’s work on the qanat coming?” Pete asked, cutting to the point.


“So far so good. We’re not drilling or blasting at the moment, and the pumps have been going so we could finish the lining, so it’s safe to go in if you want. Clock in, please.”


Pete beckoned and led Arturo up the slope a little, then almost a kilometer south, past the parking area, to another work site. “Tunnels bother you?”


“No. Why?”


Pete signed another time log with his and Arturo’s names. “Clip both leads to your harness, please. We’ll unclip at the bottom of the access.” He attached a cable and a rope to his safety harness, then opened a heavy metal hatch on the top of a large grassy hump. “Don’t try to slide down the ladder. This isn’t the Navy.” Pete swung one leg, then the other, over the edge of the curbing and began climbing down the long access tube. He descended almost twenty meters straight down, stepped off the ladder and unclipped before getting out of Arturo’s way. Water reached his ankles and he sniffed carefully. He smelled wet tunnel and fresh air, but nothing else. Good. Once the other man unclipped, Pete turned on his helmet light. “This way.”


“What are we in? I’ve never heard of a ‘qanat’ before.”


“It’s an ancient type of water gathering and transport system.” Once in the main tunnel, Pete pointed upslope. His light shone on damp synth-stone and petro-composite brick that formed an arched tunnel. The tunnel extended into the distance with a slight uphill run. “The main tunnel intercepts a major subsurface aquiclude, or water barrier, four kilometers that way. From there the tunnel runs almost to the edge of the hill to the east, where it joins the main aqueduct line. Right now the water’s being diverted out upstream, so the men can repair one of the catchment wells within the line, down that way.”


“So it’s another gravity-run aqueduct. Why not just call it that?” Arturo’s voice echoed a little.


“Because this takes the water from underground, stays underground, and is also augmented by a few rainwater catches that feed in through the vertical access tunnels. There’s no above ground runs anywhere, at least not until we reach the connection to the main line at the edge of the hills.” Pete led the way to one of the wells and pointed his light down. “These help clean the water during low flow periods, acting as stilling ponds of a sorts in case any sediment gets into the system.”


“What happens when they fill up?”


“Then someone has to clean the catchments downstream more often. In case you were curious, the usual water flow will be about here,” Pete indicated waist high.


“That must be one hell of a water layer at the source.”


“It is. We’re drying up a stream by catching it at the spring, but in a few years no will know anything ever flowed in that little valley.” Pete turned around and led the way back up to their entry ladder. “Seen enough?”


“Yeah. It’s kinda chilly in here.”


Pete waited to answer until they reached the top and logged out of the tunnel. He needed all his breath for the climb. I am not in as good shape as I thought, he puffed to himself. I need to work out more, in my copious spare time.


After looking around other parts of the work area, Pete and Arturo checked out of the site and began the trip back to the city. “You mind if we stop by the Heritage Center on the way? I need to see about something,” Arturo asked.


“No problem. Getting a pie for Ann?”


“Confirming a delivery.” With those cryptic words, Arturo sat back, watching the computers and drive monitors do their thing. Pete studied the landscape again, seeing with his mind’s eye how the aqueduct would run out of the hills, over the old river bend, through the end of the small ridge and into the city.


“You were serious about not using the river, weren’t you?” Arturo asked after a while.


Pete nodded, still looking out the window. “Absolutely. Be too easy for someone to cause trouble from the river, and it needs chemical purification, and is vulnerable to floods. Tapping the groundwater is much safer in the long term, needs no chemicals, or very few, and after a few years, no one should be able to find the route of the aqueduct without special equipment. I trust the Union navy, but we’re a hell of a ways from help if someone shows up.”


“Point. Speaking of which, ah, never mind. Just answered my own question.” The rover slowed and Arturo guided it down into the vehicle parking area outside the Heritage Center gates. They got out and Arturo led the now-familiar way through the gate, past the information station, and into the semi-private section of the village.


“Nicholas, are you in?” He peered into the carpentry shop.


“If it’s Alex, no, I’m not. If it’s Mrs. Patten, I’m in the fields and won’t be back until at least after sundown.” A square, brown haired man with thick-muscled hands walked up to meet them. “How can I help you?”


“I just wanted to make certain you’d gotten the delivery without any trouble,” Arturo explained.


Nicholas relaxed. “Yes, I did. It’s tucked into the main stack and drying nicely. They came through the back way and didn’t bother anyone.”


“Good. There’s probably be two more, that size, before my crew finishes.”


“We’ll take them all. It’d be a sin to let them go to waste. Especially ones of that quality.”


“That’s what I thought when I saw them. Thanks for taking them off my hands.”


Pete wondered what strange business he’d gotten pulled into. Art’s delivering something here? Rocks? No, because a carpenter doesn’t need rocks for anything. The light dawned. Logs. I bet Art’s disposing of some of the trees he has to cut here, since they need wood and won’t ask about papers, permits, and species harvest limitations. How many more Company regulations are we going to break before sunset, I wonder?


“Ah,” Nicholas glanced around and lowered his voice. “Could I interest you in some fresh produce?”


They left with three bags of various vegetables and some apples. Arturo said, “You never heard this, but they’ve expanded the farms again. So far, the Company surveyors haven’t caught on. If anyone asks, they are vocational therapy gardens for improved settlers who are suffering from PTSD due to events in the sub-sett.”


“Vocational therapy.” Pete looked at a beautiful, faintly blue apple on top of one of the produce bags.


Arturo nodded. “It’s almost true, because most of the newcomers are either people from the sub-sett like Fritz and Maria, or—” He stopped. “Or Mennonites fleeing trouble up north.”


“What trouble?” Something inside Pete began to chill.
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That evening, Pete lay back in his reclining seat at the apartment and wondered what would come next. Cynthia had gone out to a music performance, leaving Pete to reheat food and consider the next disaster looming just over the horizon. Thinking about Arturo’s news made him shiver all over again, with fear and anger both. People from ColLandPlat, the enormous sprawling hub of the planetary administration, spaceports, and home to hundreds of thousands of improved settlers, had begun raiding the outlying settlements. “Sometimes the sub-setters take food and clothes, other times furnishings and cookware, although no one knows what they do with those. Probably sell them as scrap or just dump them somewhere, or use them as weapons. They harass the livestock and have even killed a few of the farmers, roughed up more. And security won’t stop them. They say the farmers need to be faster calling them in, because they can’t station security people everywhere.” Arturo’s fists had clenched. “And the Mennonites at least won’t fight back.”


Pete could barely process the idea. Why would someone not defend themselves when their lives were in danger? Arturo had tried to explain, but Pete still had trouble wrapping his mind around it. “They use an old, pre-Unification Bible, and they have Scriptures that say you need to forgive your enemies and not to hurt people. Apparently some translations take it to the point that you should not defend your physical person or property.”


I like your Holy Writ better, Lord, Pete thought. No wonder they’re so shy, if they’re pre-Unification Christians. Talk about an endangered species! Or so everyone said, and Pete didn’t doubt the conventional wisdom and Church teaching. Yes, we’re supposed to be forgiving, but the prophet Jesus never said we should let people kill us without trying to at least protect our wives and children. And the threat of death by starvation counts as an attack in my book. And in exchange for their freedom to live in the old ways and worship as they choose, as part of their transportation contract, people at the Heritage Centers couldn’t draw on any subsistence assistance except in emergencies. Apparently the Company didn’t think having the winter food supply threatened and crops and livestock ruined counted as an emergency. The veins in Pete’s temples throbbed.


Pete left Cynthia sleeping when he went to the office the next morning. They’d both forgotten how much energy being pregnant took, even with modern nutritional boosters. He crept out of the apartment, glancing at the grey sky overhead as he crossed the courtyard. The warm, heavy morning air suggested that he’d need his rain jacket before the day ended. The low sky matched his mood.


Once at the office, he worked steadily for an hour or so, confirming the timetables and sending any updates to the subcontractors involved in the project.


Someone knocked on the doorframe, then said, “Tap, tap, tappa tap.”


“I gave at the office.”


“Tappata tappata tap tap.”


“I like my current religion.”


“Tap tap taptaptaptap knock knock.”


Pete gave in and opened the door. “We don’t need any cleaning supplies and I paid Guido already.”


“Glad to see you, too,” Gerald said, holding up a container. The scent of hot egg casserole wafted out of the box like incense. “The password is food.”


“Password approved, access granted,” Pete stepped aside as Gerald and Martin came in. Martin had a thermal carry bottle and cups and a second box. “Is this a bribe?”


“No,” the white-haired man assured him. “It’s bait to lure you into a trap and then to force you to listen to Bettina Monsiérvo’s voice at a terribly early hour.”


Pete’s eyes widened and he glanced over at his computer displays, automatically checking to see if anything “unprofessional” were on the screens. “She’s coming here?” What disaster’s unfolding now? She never leaves the corporate office complex unless she has to, or is on her way back to the district headquarters. His heart rate started rising, and he reached over to log into the maintenance net to check the alerts and alarms.


“No, no, sorry to scare you before breakfast.” Gerald assured him, “She’s still in the office complex, will be for a few more days I suspect, unless she gets called back to headquarters. No, we recorded our meeting yesterday.”


“With her knowledge and permission,” Martin added quickly. “So there would be no confusion later on. Gerald being a slow engineer type and me being half-deaf as well as retired.”


Pete helped himself to a mini egg casserole and one of the maize sticks, perching on the corner of his worktable. My parents would cry if they knew I’m eating real chicken eggs cooked in cow butter. Sorry, it’s a hard fate, but that’s what living on the frontier will make you stoop to. He savored the taste of the rich, eggy, cheese-filled concoction, alternating with bites of the sweet, crisp, maize-ear shaped maize-bread. Animal rights be damned, the Lord wouldn’t have made these taste so good if we weren’t supposed to eat them. He noticed Martin and Gerald didn’t waste any time devouring their share. Pete finished and disposed of the boxes while the others washed their hands. “So, bribe accepted and stomach settled, what happened yesterday?”


Prof. Starhemberg drew himself up and assumed a most officious pose. “It is the considered opinion of the Company that any infrastructure that might impose on the comfort of, and negatively impact the non-physical amenities of, the improved settlers requires additional study. A full re-engineering of the city terminal of the bridge would not be amiss, so as to minimize the footprint on the opposite bank,” he quoted.


Gerald had turned faintly pink during the recitation. Pete translated silently: anything that might upset the sub-sett is bad. You need to rework this end of the bridge so you can make the other end smaller. Huh? “This end, the city gate end, of the bridge has to be redesigned in order to change the opposite end?”


“Yes. She found engineering drawings for the tapered span at the Qui-tau Gorge on Randallia. She wants the Donau Novi span to look like that one. That we don’t have access or funds for the anti-grav components is irrelevant,” Gerald growled. “Hell, we don’t even have the power to run that sort of anti-grav installation. It needs its own dedicated fusion generator.”


Martin, ensconced in Pete’s chair, rotated a little from side to side. “Granted, I am not an engineer, merely a historian, but even I can tell that a bridge that is fat in the middle and skinny on the ends won’t last long on an unchanneled river. And traffic will be a stone bi—, ahem, beast to manage.”


“And she wants the access on the east bank to be,” Gerald made air quotes, “composed of permeable, low-environmental-effect native materials that will blend harmoniously into the preserved landscape.” Gerald sipped a little of his drink. “OK, to be fair, that’s not Bettina’s idea, but from the district supervisor. She agrees, though.”


Pete pinched the bridge of his nose. “Gravel or bark?”


“Gravel. The good news is they have some leftover from the dam going in upstream, so I won’t have to budget for more than transport.”


“Wha—? Dam upstream?” Shit, is that what Arturo was talking about?


Gerald turned on his pocket data box and called up the image, passing it to Pete. He studied the miniature holo. That was supposed to be a weir. This is a constant-flow hydro dam on one of the channels where it splits at Donaupas—that’s going to make navigation a challenge until they finish.


Gerald explained, “They’ve already started the upstream flow diversion. I hope they calculated for debris rafts.”


Pete grimaced and returned the box. “So, what was the rest of the meeting yesterday, the bit you taped?”


“Here.” Martin handed Pete a data drive stick. Pete plugged it in, turned on the sound broadcasters, and leaned back.


Bettina’s voice sounded harsher than usual. Pete stopped the play for a moment. “Is she ill?”


The others made noncommittal gestures. “There’s a rumor that the district administration meeting two days ago turned into a literal screaming match between Administratrix Monsiérvo, District Director Pu-Erh, and Sub-director for Settler Improvement Graustein over the problems in the sub-setts here and up at Donaupas and Basileus. Apparently our lot are nothing like the mess they’ve got at Basileus,” Martin said.


Pete turned the recording back on. “I am concerned about the security of my construction staff,” he heard Gerald saying. “There have been multiple assaults and incidents of abuse on people trying to repair the housing and other structures.”


A loud sigh gusted over Gerald’s words. Bettina replied, “Mr. White, if you paid more attention to the opinions of the people in the housing section, your workers would have fewer misunderstandings. The subsistence settlers are frustrated with the slow pace of repairs and recovery. Of course they will express their sentiments, what do you expect?” Her patronizing tone set Pete’s teeth on edge.


“Ms. Monsiérvo, the pace of repairs would increase if materials quit being ‘appropriated’ or repurposed. I know that only a few individuals are misusing the construction supplies, but those few are delaying work. Is there any possibility of increasing security in the work areas during the overnight period?” Pete thought Gerald sounded remarkably patient. He’s the most diplomatic of all the engineers here.


“No, because the company does not care to upset the improved settlers by implying that they are not trustworthy. I’ve already had to discuss this with Ann Montoya and I do not care to repeat myself again.” Pete heard sounds of an incoming file alert pinging, and someone muffling a cough. “Which brings up a question, Mr. White. Why does the end of the bridge cover these settlement blocks?”


Pete paused the recording. “Which ones?”


“N four and five, M four. M four has not been built because of the revised flood information,” Gerald supplied.


Pete nodded and restarted the recording. “Because M four, or what would have been M four, is now designated as floodplain and so is no longer suitable for residential or residential-support construction, and the N blocks are no longer habitable. The last fire left them structurally unsound, and given the shifting housing needs of the improved settlers, using this area for the access to the bridge seems the most efficient use of the space. Better housing, farther from the river and closer to amenities, is under construction, as you know, Ma’am.”


“And who said they were uninhabitable?”


“I did, along with Frank Taliaferro and Mr. Young. The new usage includes green space,” Gerald added, as if to pacify a pending outburst.


It didn’t work very well, judging by the changing pitch in Ms. Monsiérvo’s voice. “That is for Company specialists to decide, not mere engineers, even structural engineers. Those blocks include prime amenities and access to recreational areas, and can’t be flattened just because someone thinks they look bad.” She took a deep breath and her voice dropped a little. “I still fail to see why the bridge has to be there instead of up on the north side of the city, or well south, away from the housing areas.”


Prof. Starhemberg’s voice rolled into the discussion. “Because the wetlands on the east bank, south of the city, are of critical habitat and water quality consideration, as the founding charter for the city says. And a northern location would require cutting the wall and routing traffic through the administrative sector. The charter again specified that any bridge or causeway north of the city needed to be at least four kilometers north, which now means building a high road as well as the bridge.”


Gerald leaned over and slapped palms with the professor. “Having an urban history expert helps.”


“I bet it did,” Pete said under his breath. Bettina didn’t respect engineers, but she practically worshipped academics. I don’t understand people, Pete thought for the thousandth time at least. I like water. Water is predictable. People are not.


“You can stop the playback,” Gerald said.


“No,” Martin leaned forward. “Skip ahead to forty minutes instead. You need to hear the last bit.”


Pete did as suggested. “And the fence has to come down,” Bettina’s voice demanded. “It is demeaning and an insult to the improved settlers, as well as an eye-sore.”


“I need to confer with Ann Montoya before I have the men remove it,” Gerald began.


“No you do not,” Bettina snapped. Pete could hear her teeth biting off the words. “There is no difference between any class of settlers unless one is imposed by the preconceptions of outsiders.” Pete saw the pages in the corporate settlement guide in his mind’s eye as she recited, “Improved settlers, also called subsistence settlers, are members of previously discriminated against or culturally deprived residential groups, and while they receive additional support and intermediate assistance from company settlement specialists and uplift workers, they are in no way different from any other residents of any Colonial Plantation Limited world. Although they may receive initial supplemental benefits, improved settlers differ in no other way from others and must be treated with the same respect for their human dignity as members of any other group.”


She stopped quoting as she continued, “Under no circumstance is anyone, even the municipal public safety department, to harass or oppress their cultural standards on the improved settlers unless a regulation is being broken or human life is in immediate danger.”


“Oppress their cultural standards?” That’s supposed to be “impress” like you impress a pattern into metal, isn’t it? Strange. And considering how the company is treating the Mennonites and other farmers north of here, that’s rather damning. Pete caught the edge of that thought and reached over, turning off the replay. “Wait, so we’re not supposed to protect ourselves from, ah, let’s call them problematic individuals or groups?”


“I asked that, more tactfully,” Martin said. “If the two or three problem people are identified after a proper investigation by Company rule enforcers and residential condition investigators, then they should certainly be removed and either counseled or reassigned to more congenial locations. And since we have no Company rule enforcers, because they are all needed at Basileus and ColLandPlat, among other places, we are not to interfere with matters not of our concern, either as citizens or otherwise.”


He paused, crossed his legs and wrapped his hands around one knee. “You know, I’ve dealt with bureaucrats and toadies in academia, the Union navy, and with ColPlat, and most of the time, with the right words and nudges, you can get around things. But Ms. Monsiérvo is a true Company believer. I’m convinced that she can’t imagine anything happening outside the Company manuals and policies. If the Company says the improved settlers only burn their homes as a way to protest mistreatment, then that’s the truth.” He rocked forward a little, then back. “It’s fascinating to watch, in a pathological sort of way, and from a distance.”


“So the fence comes down. But I’m consulting with Ann anyway,” Gerald frowned, hands jammed into his pockets. “Ms. Monsiérvo will be leaving again tomorrow. There’s a major administrative meeting up at that northwest coastal resort, near Niu Haarlem, and she and Raymond Jones have to go. She did not sound pleased. Oh, she says to be patient. We’ve been moved back up the list for incoming goods, so we should at least be able to get the critical equipment and some rovers back up, along with replacing the food and textile synthesizers for the sub-sett.”


Martin uncrossed his legs and stood up, then stretched. “Sorry. The metal bits get stiff if I don’t move every so often.”


Metal bits? Pete removed the data stick and returned it to the professor. “I see why you wanted moral support and a witness, Gerald.”


“I have a feeling I’m going to need more once the rain finishes. Assuming it even starts.”


Martin turned, looking out the window. “Indeed. Because when certain elements sense weakness, they take advantage of it, be that weakness physical, moral, or financial.”
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A week later, Pete shivered despite himself as he watched sparks raining down from an improvised bonfire in the sub-sett as it exploded out of control. Dark shadows of people surged this way and that before the visual signal terminated. “Lost another one,” Uhuru Lonkori snarled. He’d have to find a way to replace the ruined camera somehow. Behind him he heard thumps and the sound of cabinet doors slamming open.


“Right. Enough’s enough,” Ann Montoya stated. Pete turned and saw her in full riot armor, backed by Arturo and an unfamiliar figure, also in armor. “Administratrix Monsiérvo is unavailable for consultation, so I’m assuming incident command. I need water to the resupply points outside the sub-sett, but nothing inside the sub-sett until I report things are under control.”


“Sir?” Uhuru turned to Pete.


“What Captain Montoya said, Mr. Lonkori,” he ordered. “I take it you are going to establish a blocking point here?” Pete called up the map projection and zoomed it onto the road from the sub-sett into the main residential area, where the fence had once run.


“And people up here as well.” She indicated the top of the half-built wall section to the south. “Art’s got some surprises, as does the Sergeant Major.”


“So much for a quiet retirement,” the third figure sighed. He lifted his helmet visor, and Pete recognized Martin Starhemberg. “I hate urban warfare almost as much as I hate fighting outside the hull.”


Pete caught himself gaping at the professor. “What’s the matter, son, never seen a Marine before?” Martin snapped before dropping his visor again.


“No sir, that is, yes sir.” Pete fell back into his cadet days.


“Don’t call me sir. I work for a living.”


Ann and Arturo exchanged weary grins. “Track us and release the water behind us, Mr. Babenburg,” Ann ordered.


By the time the public safety responders got into position, the riots had spread well into the city, almost to the site of the new house of worship. Pete and Uhuru and their staff worked like fiends, trying to anticipate which junctions and points would need pressure boosts as the firefighters and riot-breaking water jets came into action. Teresa, one of the usual night-shift workers, kept them updated with situation reports. “Looting mostly, sir. A few assaults, but most people have fled ahead or barred their gates and are driving off attempts to climb or break down the gates.”


Given the situation, Pete wasn’t surprised when people started taking matters into their own hands. He was surprised, however, to see how much damage flowerpots could do when dropped from ten meters above the street. “Sir, we have a situation,” Uhuru reported, voice trembling a little. “Teresa, give me video unit eight seven, please.”


Flashes of energy weapons sparkled in the dark street. Wait, Ann’s people are two squares over. What’s going on? A concerted attack seemed underway against one apartment block gate, and after some seconds a bright flash washed out the image. “Shift water there.” He found Ann’s communications code. “Captain Montoya, Babenburg.”


“Talk fast.”


“Men with energy weapons blew open the gate on Riverdell House.”


“Shit. We’re moving. Out.”


The figures surged into the now-open gate. Pete watched as other figures appeared in windows. First one, then another jumped out of the lower windows. One of the attackers reappeared at the gate, aimed, and the camera’s image turned black. “Damn,” Uhuru snapped.


“Not our problem,” Pete reminded him. “Water supply access is our problem.”


Two hours after midnight, municipal security pushed the last rioters back into the sub-sett and set up a cordon around the area to keep them there. Six hours later, Ann, Pete, Arturo, Don McAllen, Don’s partner Wolfgang Chan, Hamid bin Marwan, and Tom Kirkland gathered in a warehouse just inside the wall, near the remains of the sub-sett. An array of energy weapons, mostly small pistol-type things, lay in neat rows on the floor. “I’d love to know where these came from,” Arturo growled.


“So would I, since they all have Company stamps on them. But that’s not our problem right now,” Pete reminded him.


“No, dealing with the remains of the sub-sett is.” Don said. “We’ve got about three thousand people under guard right now. That’s three thousand too many.”


“Agreed.” Arturo met everyone’s eyes. “Fifty people died last night, several hundred were injured, and most of the sub-sett burned, as did a few bits of the city—and Riverdell House, well, the attackers have already paid for that.”


I can guess. Pete had grown up believing that nothing justified taking another human’s life. He’d since changed his mind. Given what they did to that woman and her daughter, I’m sorry they died so quickly. He never wanted to see people jumping off a roof to get away from other humans ever again.


“So. Most of the decent people have already gotten out, or been vouched for by their employers and congregants. They are in a separate area, to protect them from the nasties.” Arturo began. “The plan at the moment is to evacuate them, quietly, and get them out of the area to prevent reprisals.”


Tom Kirkland nodded. “That leaves twenty-six hundred or so problem children. We’re going to need to deal with them.”


“Twenty-three hundred. Three hundred are going to the Company disciplinary section.”


Tom bowed a little at the correction. “Twenty-three hundred. I say we offer them a choice. Work or starve.”


“How so? You intend to toss them out to fend for themselves?” Pete wondered where they’d put them.


“Yes, in short.”


Hamid gestured his agreement. The metals master stated, “Either they earn their food and shelter like the rest of us, learn a skill, or provide labor, or they go fend for themselves on the other side of the river. Far on the other side.”


“They can start by clearing the remains of the N block of the sub-sett for the bridge,” Ann said. “I suspect that after a few days without food, the best will be willing to work.”


“And the trouble makers? Or the ones who can’t work?” Don asked.


Arturo, Tom, and Hamid wore similar grim expressions. “The truly incapable? There’s only a few and we’ll find things for them to do. The lazy ones starve or leave,” Pete said for them. “Times are going to get very hard this winter, and if they don’t want to be part of society, they can live outside of it. I suspect we’re going to lose more of our machines from overuse before things improve. Those who don’t want to participate in civilization don’t have to, but they might not like what they find out in the woods.”
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Hunger proved a powerful motivator, as did the first snowfall. All but a few hundred die-hards agreed to work in some capacity. Pete didn’t ask what became of the “problem children.” He had other things to worry about. Work had started on the bridge, and on the highroad from the hills to the city.


The first administrative meeting following the Riverdell Riot proved to be the last meeting. The district administrators denied that anything could possibly have happened and especially not on the scale Ann Montoya claimed. As a result, when Bettina Monsiérvo finally saw the tapes, and the damage and injury reports, she fled the room in tears. Raymond Jones, lips pressed so tight they turned white, stared at the pictures, hands clenched into fists. “You’ll pay,” he snarled. “You bastards goaded them into fighting and you’ll pay for enslaving them.”


“Really,” Pete said, Martin standing at his shoulder. Or, rather, looming, with Arturo looming on the other side, both in part armor. “How is this any different from working off an indenture penalty?”


“Because it’s wrong and immoral. You forced them to fight back, and now you’re torturing them with forced hard labor.”


“So how did they get Company weapons, weapons that are supposed to be restricted to the planetary defense troops?” Arturo asked.


Pete nodded, “Yes, how did they accomplish that? And how did we ‘goad’ them into burning down their own homes and food sources, pray tell.”


“I’ll get you, I swear, I’ll get you, whatever it takes,” Jones hissed, eyes wide, leaning forward, his face too close to Pete’s. “The Company will make you pay for massacring and torturing settlers.”


Preternaturally calm, Pete waved one hand. “Go. If you have nothing more to contribute you are free to go.”


Jones looked as if he wanted to try something stupid, but after darting glances at the two soldiers behind Pete Babenburg, he stormed out.


Pete flopped into a chair. “Good riddance. And it will be what, a week, before we have to deal with them, assuming they can get Company security to respond?”


“At least,” Martin agreed. “Closer to a month, I’d wager. I am sorry about Mayor Korso, though.”


“So am I. He was a decent guy. Misguided, I think, but decent.” He’d died after something failed following his third surgery.


Martin leaned on the end of the table. “So we are now in charge of Vindobona, for good or ill.”


“Did your name get official approval?” Pete hadn’t heard one way or another.


Martin shook his head and Arturo shrugged, saying, “Anything’s better than the last proposal, and it does suit the place and the situation. Gerald says ‘Fine, just don’t ask to engrave it or have it spelled out in fancy brickwork on the bridge or carved into the walls.’ He’s” Arturo paused, thinking. “What’s that old term, Sar Major?”


“Up to his ass in alligators, I believe is the ancient phrase, sir,” Martin replied. “Apparently alligators had a special fondness for the meat of civil engineers.”


Whatever an alligator was. Pete wondered for a moment, then decided that he’d just as soon not meet one.
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Two days later, Cynthia went into labor. And brilliant red and yellow auroras danced in the sky, like great fires from heaven.
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Basil and Bethany heard the warning crying out of the emergency radios, a terrifying wail. “Go disconnect the wind chargers and other outdoor things,” Basil ordered, pulling plugs out of the wall as she rushed across the hallway to throw the master circuit breaker for the farm building. She snatched up James’s carrier and ran out of the farm office and across the strip of yard to find David in the machine repair area. “David,” she screamed. “Unplug everything! Disconnect everything! We have ten minutes before another flare hits the atmosphere.”


“Shit!” He pulled things out of the power supplies while she ran over and turned off the master breaker for the building. She heard David as he called over his shoulder, “Get the house stuff and tell Tildie. I’ll try and warn Da.” He took of at a dead run, heading for the closest harvester.


Basil retraced her steps, dashing to the house to find Karina in the pantry. “Solar flare coming,” she gasped. “Five minutes. Unplug everything. Tell Tildie.”


“Get the house breaker and I’ll catch the others,” Karina ordered, charging off on her mission. Basil set James on the floor, clattered down into the first cellar, and switched the master breaker off, then began throwing the other breakers. She unplugged the water pump and freezer, then trotted upstairs again and started pulling the plugs on the washers. She made it to the kitchen as the first burst of static hissed on her emergency radio. “Crap.” She turned it off and removed the battery, then resumed unplugging everything in the kitchen. At least all the little things are already unplugged, she thought as she panted and twisted, trying to reach that one awkward plug in the corner. She got it, retrieved the (still sleeping) James and sat on the floor, trying to catch her breath. Oh great Lord, holy one, she prayed, Please, please may the men have gotten everything done, please, please Most High, I beg of you.


Karina returned with Kossina, Michael, and the other children. “Tildie heard the warning and had everything powered down, and threw the main breaker on the restaurant. Everything’s already unplugged at the guest house.”


“I sent Bethany to undo the wind charger and outdoor things, and David went to warn the men.” Basil took a deep breath, calming herself as best she could. “Thanks be that Kos insisted on building breakers.”


“And that we started unplugging everything we aren’t using.” Karina adjusted the gas flame on the stove, turning the heat down. “And that we don’t have any guests. The last one checked out this morning. Tildie was just putting everything away and locking the cabinets when she got the message.”


“Mom Karina, what’s going on?” Kossina demanded.


“More sky fires, Kossina.”


“Au-ro-rahs,” Ruth corrected, pronouncing the word slowly. “I learned about them on the video lesson last week.”


Karina rested her hand on Ruth’s head. “That’s right. And we need to be ready to help the men. Basil, please stay here and watch the children. I’ll go finish unplugging everything in the machine shed and double-check the office.” She sighed. “I think the time has come to remove the carpet.”


“Agreed. I’ll start moving things out of the room.” The three women had, after much wrangling, finally decided that they could no longer keep the carpet clean enough now that they had only one functioning robo-vac and no prospects for repairing or replacing the others. As much as Tildie and Basil liked the luxurious carpet, without sweepers they couldn’t keep dust and dirt out of the pile unless they covered the carpet with a protective cloth, something all three agreed was beyond foolish. And moving small furnishings would keep her and the children occupied.


Bethany found Basil just as Tildie appeared and the children finished moving the lightest things out of the way. Tildie clapped her hands together. “Good. I’m going to see if the men need anything. Basil, finish making supper please. Bethany, help her. And start getting the canning and drying equipment out please, Bethany.”


Basil fed James, then rested him on her shoulder and patted him until he burped. Itzak had fashioned a portable pen for the babies, and Basil and Bethany moved it into the kitchen, over by the pantry and well away from the sink and stove. They found things for the other children to work on or play with more-or-less quietly. “I’m glad Kos put the water tank in the roof,” Bethany said. “Otherwise we’d be hauling water into the house from the well house.”


“We still might, if we run the tank dry before it’s safe to use the battery pumps,” Basil observed.


Bethany’s face lost all its color. “The batteries! I didn’t unhook them. Did you?”


“No, but before you panic,” Basil did her best to sound calm, “Karina was going that way. Just undoing the main wires and throwing the breaker should have been enough.” Everyone in the family had watched every basic electrical program they could find, and read files, so they understood why as well as what to do. As she stirred the large pot of beans, Basil realized something. “I think I understand now.”


Bethany finished chopping the tomatoes and orange zucchini. “Understand what? Kossina, don’t tease Miriam. I heard Mom Baa telling you to stop twice already.”


“You can’t tell me what to do,” Kossina challenged, fists on hips, chin sticking out. “You’re not my mother.”


Basil grabbed a clean, long-handled spoon lying on the counter, spun Kossina around, and gave her three firm swats on the rear. “No, but she is your older sister and I warned you that the third time today you teased Miriam, you’d get swatted.” Before the surprised ten-year-old could do more than take a breath to start wailing, Basil gently but firmly pushed her into the corner. “Now stand there until Bethany or I say you can come out.”


Basil ignored the pathetic sniffs coming from the corner. Kossina’s brothers and sisters watched the scene, eyes wide, and then went back to playing. Ruth got a step-stool and helped Bethany stir the vegetables, while Basil measured out a blend of maize meal and quinley flour to use for flat-cakes. “Bethany, how much milk was in the can?”


“Almost two liters, Mom Baa.”


“Can I borrow your assistant for a minute? I need someone to get out spices for a custard, and to break some eggs.” Before Bethany could answer, Ruth hopped off her stool and came over to help. The older women smiled and kept working. “Michael, I need you too, please.” He set down the printout he was reading and came over.


“Oohh, look at the sky!” The children went to the window. Bethany looked and came back, shivering. Basil didn’t ask.


When Kos, David, Itzak, Saul, Carl, Tildie, and Karina finally staggered into the house under the light of bright blue and green auroras, Bethany and Basil and their proud helpers had hearty beans and roasted vegetables ready, along with several large platters of flatbread and a large custard, and more chopped, boiled eggs to go on the beans. Basil and Bethany had already served the children their suppers and had put the youngest ones to bed. If only we could find a way to run the farm off their energy, we’d never have to worry about the power grid ever again, Basil sighed as she sat down to feed a cranky James. The adults dug into the meal, saying little until the last flatbread vanished. One lone boiled egg remained, and a bit of bean juice. Basil mashed the egg into the juice and ate them while the others finished the custard. She’d had enough already, sampling the spices while it simmered.


“Truly the Lord is good and His mercy is to all generations,” Kos said at last, moving his chair back from the table. “We got the harvester out of the field, and the float too, before the magnetic storm hit. We’ve harvested all the wheat and half the quinley, so we’ll salvage what of the quinley we can by hand.” He shook his head. “But we’ve probably lost the harvester and the float, and one planter.”


Itzak, Kos’s brother, looked down at the table. “I’m sorry. I needed it on the charger to make certain the battery was still good.” He looked up, eyes bright with tears. “I’d left the alert radio in the shed so it wouldn’t get in the way as I worked, and Gomer couldn’t find me in time to give me the warnings. She tried. She got most of the house taken care of. I’m sorry, Kos.”


“It’s done, and if it truly is toasted, then we’ll keep it for parts,” his brother decided. “We’re going to have to make do from here on, I suspect. The grid may not come back up any time soon, and only the Lord knows who else suffered major losses.”


Everyone considered his words. “With that in mind, we’re not going to harvest the potatoes, yellowroot, or other root vegetables yet. First comes the quinley, then we bring the animals down, so we can protect them. Then we’ll start bringing in the roots and tubers. All of them, and building better fences around the house.”


What does he mean, protect the animals? The dardogs and other things won’t be affected by the auroras, will they? Basil burped James, then excused herself briefly to put him back in his cradle to sleep. When she returned, the discussion had already grown heated, and Tildie was chasing Kossina, Ruth, and Michael off to bed.


“You really think people will start trying to steal food?” Carl asked, incredulous. “The Company won’t allow it. They’ll get the synthesizers and transport floats up and running first thing, just like they did last summer.”


Itzak and Basil both shook their heads. “They will try,” her brother-in-law replied. “But if they didn’t get enough spares to replace the replacement parts they’ve already used, it’s going to be tricky. And we had four hours’ warning last time, and we’re at the end of the news chain. This time we got ten minutes. Let’s say the cities had half an hour’s notice. That’s not enough time to get in and disconnect everything, even if you cut power at the main transfer points.”


“And I’m not certain they could do that.” Basil added. “Cut power like that, I mean. From what I recall reading, that sometimes does more harm than good, and can trigger a cascade failure and shutdown in the larger grid.” She thought back to the bad old days. “I recall one major power failure while I was still on Deepak’s Planet, one that hit the subsistence districts. Trouble started almost the instant the lights went out, and we ended up having to fight off groups of troublemakers, each housing block for itself. Then idiots tried to harass the repair technicians who came in afterwards. Some sections went two days before peacekeepers came in with the techs and brought the food makers back on line, and it got nasty. In one case, infrastructure people slipped in under cover of terror gas.”


Kos knocked on the top of the table, getting their attention. “We are far enough away from the major cities that we should be spared rioting mobs,” he reminded the family. “But that also means that if someone, or a group of people, decides to be stupid, the Company security people likely can’t come protect us. And, may the Lord forefend, the Company might decide that they need our crops more than we do, in order to make up for what is not being synthesized in the cities. They have to supply the cities—the major population centers—first,” he cautioned. “What they can’t find to confiscate, we’ll still have to eat. Should it come to that, which I doubt it will.” But Kos’s tone didn’t match his confident words.


A few days later, Basil mused aloud, “I wonder how much longer the bio-gas will last.” She perched on a stool in the restaurant kitchen, resting after making her fifth or sixth trip to the house with yet another load of canned goods. Tildie had set to work as soon as it was safe to use the windcharger and batteries, preserving tomatoes and fruit, along with anything else that wouldn’t do well dried. Only the absolute surplus went into the freezers, just in case they lost power again.


“According to the pressure gauges, a few weeks if we keep using as much as we are. I suspect longer, since the fermentation and gas production will go on until the weather turns too cool for the microbes to do their thing and they go dormant.” She lifted a second rack of cans out of the big canner and set them aside. “How is the drying coming?”


“I’d guess halfway? I carried twenty vacuum packs of beans, peaches, and apples to the cellar, then shifted some boxes to the attic for us to go through later.” She, Bethany, and Tildie were having to do most of the work—Karina’s morning sickness hit her harder than usual, leaving her too drained to do more than supervise the children. But she’s improving, Basil reminded herself. “Oh, and a dozen packages of sorted herbs, and a dozen of blended.”


Tildie lowered a batch of cans into the canner, added a touch more water, and twisted this way and that, stretching. The women heard twelve “pings” from the cooling rack and smiled: all the cans had sealed. “The Lord surely blessed whoever developed modern canning materials,” Tildie declared. The clear containers resembled glass, but broke much less easily, didn’t make sharp shards if they did break, and the composite caps fit more tightly and held better seals. However, they’d still burn you terribly if you touched them with a bare hand straight out of the boiling bath or sterilizer oven.


“How is your spinning project going?” Tildie asked, tipping her head toward the little mini-spindle that hung from Basil’s belt. A thread of wool led into the bag behind the spindle.


“Better than I’d hoped. Trying to blend the inner hairs is pointless, because once you try and wash them? It curls into a mess. Shahma shrinks less than sheep wool, and I don’t know how to keep them from knotting after washing. But,” she opened her bag and let Tildie peer in at the handfuls of longer hairs. “The long, coarse hairs on top of the shahma’s back work well with the neck ruff hair of the sheep. The stuff isn’t soft, but it’s very strong and locks together. I suspect we can use it for heavy-duty things.” She spun a little as Tildie boxed up the cans. “I’ve already traded ten meters to Mrs. Krehbiel for two yards of linen, once she gets her loom reset.”


Tildie made a face. “I’m glad we don’t grow flax or make linen. Those ponds stank something terrible this summer.”


“Didn’t they? Oh, next year, Mrs. Krehbiel wants to borrow one of the girls, either Ruth or Kossina, when they prepare the flax. She has too many boys, and says they’re too heavy handed to hackle the stuff.”


“Hackle? Stay there. I’ll put this next batch in here as well.”


Basil nodded. “It’s like carding fleece or combing cotton or trilbak, apparently.”


Tildie stretched again and fanned with her hot-grip. “Speaking of sorting out, any word on the men?”


Basil shook her head and wound the cord on the end of the spindle, then drew out another section of hair. “They should be halfway back. Kos and Micah thought that the drive would take longer, since they can only move as fast as the youngest lambs.”


“Ugh. I’m glad you like the beasts, Basil. They hate me.” She excused herself for a moment, leaving Basil to spin and watch the pots. Basil wanted to correct Tildie, but the other woman spoke pure truth: sheep, goat, shahma, cow, horse, donkey—they all acted up around Tildie. The goats Basil could understand. As they’d discovered, goats hated everyone.


The half dozen goats had been Kos’s idea, and had lasted two weeks before Kos, reluctantly, had agreed to swap them for some construction supplies. After a goat kicked Kossina so hard she had a concussion, dragged the laundry off the drying racks, and then ate a kilo of already trimmed and washed turnip tops, Karina had given her husband an ultimatum: get rid of the goats or his wives would go on strike. He’d blustered and argued, but two days later the goats left. They’d also swapped roosters with the Krehbiels for a few months, to keep the bloodlines fresh.


Tildie returned about the time the cans finished. She lifted them out and set them on the airing tray to cool. As soon as the “pings” rang through the kitchen, she loaded them into the box. “You know,” she said as Basil put away her spinning and got ready to carry the box to the house. “We should also store some things here, hidden in the corners. The guest house too. Just in case we have a fire, or desperation makes someone act foolishly.”


“I’ll suggest that to Karina and see what she thinks,” Basil said. Dividing the supplies made perfect sense to her, but she’d grown up tucking away bits of food and clothing in hidey-holes where her mother’s boyfriends and the domestic organizational monitor couldn’t find them and confiscate them.


“It makes sense, but not now,” the senior wife agreed, brushing hair out of her eyes. “We need to finish so we know exactly what we have, and then shift things. And check with the men.” She managed a tired smile. “Besides, we’ll need their help carrying everything uphill.”


“Good point.” Basil checked on Miriam and James. “Whew, young man, that’s quite a diaper.” She lifted him out of the pen and whisked him off to wash and change. When she returned, Karina had a paper calendar out. “I can see why some people love use-once diapers.”


“Especially the kind you could compost, although those disappeared from the shop five or six years ago, not long after Kossina finished potty training.” Karina looked at the calendar and pointed to a date. “This is today. At the moment, barring major difficulties or the discovery of more vegetables, we should have a lull here,” in four days. “We can do laundry then, if you have enough diapers to wait. And then take a full rest day.” They’d eased up on their work during the Sabbath, but the rabbi agreed that working during the daylight hours in the kitchens would be a forgivable breach, given the situation.


The evening of laundry day, after everyone finished bringing in the last load of clothes, linens, diapers, dishtowels, and other things, they just sat. They’d even had Miriam carrying things from the racks to the baskets and vice versa, and she fell asleep on the floor beside Basil’s chair. Karina had disconnected every appliance but the water heaters and washers from the batteries and wind charger, so they could use the washers for the heaviest things. Bethany, after some experimenting, discovered the best soap blend to use, and they’d gotten everything done without incident or overflow. Basil noticed Tildie smiling about something and chuckling quietly. “Share?”


“Just thinking about the attack of the suds. It’s funny, now.”


Basil smiled back. “Yes, it is. Now.” At the time Karina thought she’d killed the washer.


Karina opened one eye. “We need to learn how to wash without the washer. As in how to scrub things, and how to clean the light wools Mrs. Krehbiel and Mrs. Schmidt talked about weaving.”


Tildie rocked, as did Basil, both thinking. At last Bethany spoke up. “Mom Karina, maybe the easiest thing to do is wear something under the wool that can be washed more easily, and make bigger aprons. Like the women wore in that drama holo about ancient Earth. Without the jewels and murders,” she added with a grin.


“And we need to learn how to sew clothes of all kinds,” Tildie sighed. “If the worst happens, we are going to be so far down on the parts list, and prices will be so high for manufactured goods, that some things will wear out long before we can buy replacements. Like the men’s and boys’ work pants.” The other three women groaned.


A cloud settled over the room. Basil had not wanted to think about that, about what the last magnetic storm meant in the long term. She could handle a day, a week, even a month ahead. But what came after harvest and after the flocks returned? What if the cities had been knocked back again? Her mind shied away from the thought. Please Lord, may the cities have been better prepared this time, she prayed. Please may parts and supplies be on their way already, and new satellites to watch the sun and the weather.


Karina announced, “But not today, or tomorrow. Tomorrow we rest, and make milk pudding with bramble berries, and give thanks for what we’ve been able to do, and that no one’s been hurt or gotten food poisoning.” Triumph filled her voice as she added, “And that I pulled up the last squash plant, jumped up and down in it, and hurled it onto the compost mountain.”


“Yeah,” everyone still awake chorused. James waved his arm, blinked sleepily, and dozed off again.


Karina opened her other eye and stood up carefully. “Time for night prayers and bed.”


The men returned the morning after the next Sabbath. Kos hurried his brother, cousin, sons, and helpers, almost running the animals into the pens. “Basil, see to the animals,” he ordered. “Michael, Bethany, help her. Karina, get the children inside and out of sight. Tildie, bring every spare rifle and energy pack we have, and give one to Basil. We were followed and I don’t think they are missionaries.”


Basil froze, then recalled the incident in the meadow. No. Not my animals and family you don’t, she growled at the unseen strangers. “Bethany, get the horses and milk cows into the barn, lock the door, and stay in there. Michael, come with me.” The bull could take care of himself—and probably would. Even Basil gave him plenty of room. The oxen and beef steers would be out of sight out in the old fields, grazing the stubble. The chickens were on their own.


“I want to go with the men,” Michael protested.


“I need a man with me, and you are him,” she told him. “We’re going to put the sheep in with the shahmas.” If they were all in one pen, she could defend them more easily. And the shahma would fight if scared, unlike the sheep.


Tildie came past and handed her a rifle and two energy packs, then trotted off to the men waiting by the gate closest to the road. Please, Lord, may I not have to use this, please, Basil prayed as she got behind a solid pen panel, out of sight. “Michael, here’s what we’re going to do if we need to. If I raise my hand, then drop it, like so, I want you to . . .”


She saw motion on the road, and a group of people coming toward the gate. They looked ragged, and two or three were pulling or pushing small carts or wagons of some kind. The men in front stopped the others and they talked, or so Basil guessed, and the others scattered out, leaving five. Everyone carried a staff or rifle of some kind, and Basil went cold. The biggest man walked up to the gate and pushed on it.


“Mom Baa, what’s happening,” Michael whined from beside her. “I can’t s—”


She clamped her hand over his mouth. “Shut up,” she hissed. “Stay low, move slowly, and get ready to open the gate if I signal.”


The boys’ eyes went wide. She lifted her hand off his mouth and shoved him in the direction of the gate, then crouched by a gap in the pen’s side, watching, rifle ready but the safety still on.


Across the broad, empty farmyard, she watched as Kos shook his head, pointing down the road. The big stranger looked back and forth, and the men with him spread out, until all five faced the gate, blocking the lane from the road. Kos gestured again, pointing down the road. He must be telling them to go on. Wait, if those five are there, where did the others go? They couldn’t get into the barn or the equipment shed, those were locked, as was the storage building and grain house. If they ducked through the fence and are coming around behind . . . shitshitshit. She got to her feet and moved as fast as she could around the inside of the pen without disturbing the sheep and shahma, until she could see the open, orchard-side of the farmyard.


There, in the orchard, Basil spotted motion. People walking toward her, their eyes down as they looked for fruit and found none. They had hard faces and lean, and Basil shivered. They reminded her of the men who tried to drive the sheep off the cliff. As they came closer she counted five more men and three women. “Damn it,” she heard one of the men call. “The greedy bastards stripped everything.”


“We’ll make them give us what we need, since they won’t share,” one of the women called back. Her voice, high and thin, grated on Basil’s nerves. “One family doesn’t need much, even if they are misers.”


Basil heard something on the other side of the farmyard, and Kos, David, and Itzak yelling. She stood just enough to call out, “Stop where you are.”


Instead two of the men came closer. “I said stop,” she repeated.


“Come on,” the first man yelled. “It’s just a woman and some fluff-balls.” He drew what looked like a knife. One of the women raised her stick like a club and they rushed toward the pen.


Basil sighted and fired, dropping the first man. “I said stop,” she cried, sighting on the next target. The intruders began running away, all but two, the woman with the club and a dead-faced man with stringy hair. “Stop!” They came at her.


Basil fired twice. The woman fell but the man jerked, Basil flinched, and she only wounded him. He screamed and began crawling, dragging his leg as if it could not bear weight. David and Itzak ran past the side of the pen, chasing the intruders. David stopped beside the wounded man and Basil turned away so she wouldn’t see anything. “What’s he doing, Mom Baa?” Michael whispered.


“Don’t look,” she ordered. “We need to check on your father and then let Bethany know if she can come out of the barn.” Not yet, Michael. You shouldn’t have to see that yet.


“But I’m a man,” he protested, squirming out of her grip and half-climbing the side of the pen. “You said I’m a man, and I want to see what the other men are doing!”


“Let him look, Susannah,” Kos ordered, walking up to her, rifle in his hands. “May the Lord have mercy on us all, but I think he’s going to have to learn sooner than later.”


Basil bit her tongue. Now wasn’t the time or the place to argue. “Yes, Kos. Is it safe for Bethany to come out of the barn?”


“Not yet. You stay here, in case any of them get past us. We’re going to chase them back to the road and on their way, if we can.”


Basil sent Michael to watch the gate while she kept an eye on the back of the farmyard, by the orchard. After a quarter hour or so Micah returned. “You can let Bethany out,” he told her. “They’ve gone on, and they won’t be bothering anyone in this area.” He hawked and spat. “Oh, and don’t worry about the Krehbiels. We warned them as we came past, and they are farther from the road.” The Krehbiels had also left their woodlot untrimmed between their farm and the road, and now Basil thought she understood why.


She told Bethany to come out, sat down on a bench by the equipment shed, and shook, her hands over her face, crying silently. I’m sorry, I didn’t want to kill you. Why didn’t your stop? You could have stopped. I asked you to stop.


That night, after the bodies had been taken care of, Kos slumped in his chair at the supper table. “Tomorrow. We’re going to meet tomorrow, all of us, Itzak and Gomer, Saul, everyone. And the Krehbiels if they want to come.”
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Basil and Tildie cooked and minded the children while Karina got things ready for their guests. Mr. Paul Krehbiel, a big, quiet man, arrived and sat carefully on the bench by the dining table, as if afraid of breaking the furniture.


“Thank you, Mrs. Peilov,” he said when Karina presented him with hot choco-coffee. “I am most grateful for your hospitality this day.”


Saul and Itzak arrived, bringing Gomer. She looked so pregnant that Basil wondered how she could walk, and Tildie and Karina took her in charge, helping her into the biggest chair and finding some cushions so she could lean back without overbalancing.


As the women set out food and more drinks, and fussed over Gomer, Kos asked Paul, “How are things?”


Paul’s morose expression reminded Basil of a round-faced shahma. “Better than some but not too good. Not only are we short of equipment, but I learned this morning that we’re back almost on the bottom of the district’s medicine distribution list. Agatha needs her diabetes pills, and we only have three months supply left. I managed to trade for an extra month just before the last sky fires, but the fabricators are down and the cities have priority.” He sighed. “And of course we have only what the wind charger will power. But the big draft horse colt is doing well, and that rooster I borrowed from you seems to be putting new life in some of the hens.”


Kos made a little finger-wag at his wives, as if warning them not to get any ideas. Basil bit her tongue and she noticed Karina carefully looking away from the men, trying not to laugh. Tildie shook her finger right back at Kos. Paul Krehbiel missed the byplay, busy with a piece of seedcake. Oh my, and he didn’t even think, did he? Basil concentrated on spinning, keeping her hands busy and her mind out of the barnyard.


Kos nodded. “How is harvest coming?”


“The Lord was good, Kossiusco, we were able to finish the small grains before the sky fires. The apples and pears are coming along, and we had a swarm yesterday, so there’s a new beehive should you need to borrow one in the spring.”


Basil filed the information away in her memory. They needed the bees for the fruit and some vegetables, as well as the alfalfa hybrid fodder grass in the meadow. The men talked crops for a few minutes before Kos broached the reason he’d asked Mr. Krehbiel and the others to come.


“I am very, very concerned about what happened over the past year and a quarter. The solar flares and magnetic storms caused real problems, problems Colonial Plantation Limited can’t seem to cope with. And we, all of us in the outlying districts, are the least of their concern, for the moment. But once word spreads that the farmers have food, shelter, and supplies, I worry what the response will be.”


Krehbiel nodded slowly. “I fear as well. Always in the past, when times grew hard, my people, the Mennonites, suffered because the government wanted our crops and land, or our bodies for military service and conscripted labor. You know that we are pacifists, for the Lord commands that we turn the other cheek and seek the ways of peace.”


Kos nodded in turn. “I know. I don’t understand, not entirely, but I know very well what happens when trouble hits and the government or the mobs start looking for scapegoats.” Basil shivered. She hadn’t known anything about the history of Jewish people before Kos met her, and now she knew more than she’d ever imagined. Pogroms and false stories, accusations about the Jews taking over the space program so they could do something vaguely evil. Not that the monsters ever could decide what it was we Jews supposedly planned to do, precisely, once we took over the universe. Eat any alien that might be kosher? She snorted behind her hand. It had taken the rabbinical council three generations to decide that yes, shahma were legal to eat—how long to decide if an alien were edible? Pseudo-boars were also, in theory, kashut, not that anyone ate them since they looked too much like pigs.


“I do not believe that we are going to be left alone much longer, either by the Company or by people who want what we have. Yesterday a group tried to rob the farm, and we drove them off using force.” Kos said, skipping over just how much force.


“Ah. Someone stripped the branches hanging over the road, and inside the fences as far as they could reach, but they didn’t come to the farm.” Krehbiel sounded relieved. “If they had, I’m not certain what we’d have done. It depends on what they offered and asked.”


“If they’d offered to work for a meal, then we’d have helped them. They demanded food and clothing, and attacked David, Carl, and I when we refused unless they earned their bread.”


Basil felt queasy again, then cold, as she thought about the man dragging his leg, the woman falling to the ground dead. They called us greedy, and grasping, and misers for not giving them what they demanded. If they’d offered an exchange besides “not hurting you,” or had asked for a single meal so they could be on their way, we’d have helped them. We’ve done it before. But could they afford to now, if they could no longer get any supplies from outside the district?


“Agreed. The Lord calls us to help the widowed, orphans, and those who cannot help themselves, but not to support the able loafers.” Krehbiel looked at the men and women gathered in the big dining room. “What do you have in mind Kossiusco Peilov?”


Kos stood up, pulled a roll of printouts from the bag beside his chair, and spread them on the table as Karina and Bethany darted to move the dishes and cups out of the way. “This is a map of the Peilov family farms, our rental ground, the restaurant and guest houses, and so on. Here’s your farm, and here are the Kuypers,” he pointed to the northern edge of the map. “They’re trying to get their quinley in, otherwise they’d be here. The Donatello River is just off the edge here.” Basil’s mind boggled a little as she realized just how much land Kos and his brothers and cousins had claimed.


“I’ve been taking with the crew of one of the stone fabricators. We met them as we were driving the flocks back from the hills. Their machine is still functional and will be coming this way in a few days, on the way to the new city. I offered a trade: build a wall and blocks here, around the restaurant and one of the guesthouses, up on Crown Point Hill, in exchange for some things we have. We can fill in the rest inside the walls as time permits.”


“But Kos,” Karina protested, “We’ll lose the window wall and no one will want to stay with us if we wall the hill off.”


“No one is staying with us next season anyway, Mom Karina,” Bethany said, her voice wobbling a little. “The last guest cancelled yesterday because of ‘difficulties’ of some kind.”


David and Saul both looked serious as they studied the larger map. David tapped the city on the bigger river. “Mom Karina, we can always take the wall down if the need passes, and advertise as a reenactment site, like that new city on the Donau Novi with the stone walls and ‘quaint’ fake ancient Earth buildings inside. The one without a name.”


“Still no name?” Krehbiel asked. “You’ve got to be joking.”


Saul grinned. “No, Mr. Krehbiel. The last three names got rejected, or so the regional newsfeed said. There’s a running joke that the Company is going to call it Heretown or something.”


Micah muttered, “That sounds like the Company.”


Nods and chuckles of agreement surrounded the table. “So, what I want to propose is this, Paul. Once the walls are up, and we build enough shelter inside the walls, you and your family and some stock can stay with us if need arises. You and your family won’t have to fight or do anything to hurt other people, but you will need to help care for the livestock and other things while you’re with us.”


Krehbiel looked from the plan to the Peilov family filling the room. “Why?” He sounded suspicious.


“Because we’ll have room and I don’t want something bad to happen to you and yours if we can help it,” Kos started. “And I don’t want someone using you or your family as hostages. And you are a friend, have been since our families settled this area.”


A tense silence settled on the room as the men looked at each other. “And I want his wife’s apple cake recipe, and if this is what it takes to get it, it’ll be cheap,” Tildie hissed under her breath. “And I won’t have to give her my seedcake recipe.”


A deep guffaw of laughter burst from the usually somber Paul Krehbiel. “My good woman, I am not certain anyone save the good Lord himself could get that from her, and then she’d make Him sign an agreement of secrecy.” He stood and extended his hand to Kos. “I accept your offer, for my family. We can hide behind the woodlot only so long, should what I deeply pray does not come to pass, does.”


“May the Lord hear your prayers, all our prayers, and answer them,” Kos replied shaking firmly.


It was Bethany who asked the question, but only after Mr. Krehbiel left. “Da, what did you bargain for to get the walls?”


“We provide materials and some labor, of course, and feed the workmen while they are here.” He put one hand on his eldest daughter’s shoulder. “And two of the men expressed interest in staying, or coming back once they see what the situation is at the new city. I warned them they’d have to work and earn a place if they did that, because we won’t have room for people who can’t pull their load.”


Basil noticed Tildie giving their husband an odd, shadowed look out of the side of her eyes, as if she suspected something more, but she held her peace.


“One thing we are going to have to change around,” Kos said after squeezing Bethany’s shoulder and letting go. “If the boys and I are working with the builders, someone else will have to take care of the shahma and sheep and milch cows.” He looked straight at Basil.


“Baa will be perfect! James is big enough to ride in a back sack, and Baa’s a veterinary tech, so she can doctor them if need be,” Tildie gushed. “And she can spin and do other things while the flocks are quiet.”


“Oh no,” Basil said, trying to look sincere and innocent, “I think Tildie would be far, far better at minding the flocks. She runs faster than I do, and is stronger. I can stay closer to the barn and any sick or pregnant animals, and work with Mrs. Krehbiel and the others on their weaving and sewing projects. And once James learns to walk, he’d just spook the sheep and worry the shahmas.”


Tildie’s growing look of horror made it very hard for Basil to keep a straight face. Especially as Kos smoothed his chest length winter beard and nodded slowly. “Those arguments have merit Baa.” Tildie looked torn between tears and terror before Kos relented and pulled her into a tight embrace. “No, my love, I will not inflict the sheep on you, unless they are ready for stewing or roasting. We’d find you up a tree and the sheep trying to climb it while the cows and shahma shouted encouragement to the sheep.”


Basil giggled at the mental picture. “I was just teasing, Tildie, I promise. And you are right about my being able to spin and comb the fleeces and other things while the animals rest at midday.” But I don’t want to think about what wet weather will be like, or lambing out in the mud in spring.


Tildie’s suspicions about the rest of Kos’s promise to the stone makers proved unfounded. At least, once Bethany saw Oscar DiNatalia, she took whatever agreements had been made out of her father’s hands. Basil and Karina smothered sighs of gratitude when Tildie finally told her daughter to talk about something besides Oscar and his dark eyes, and strong hands, and warm voice, and how hard he worked.


The young man did work very hard. His task was grading and doing the final hand sort of the raw materials for the great stone fabricator. The men decided to sacrifice a smaller hill nearby, and the enormous machine rolled over to the hillock in the morning, grinding the rock, and pulling it into the enormous crushing and mixing chamber. Oscar watched the stones, testing any new layer or intrusion to make certain it would not damage the mixture or the machine. Once enough had been “ingested,” the behemoth crawled to the construction site and began making stone blocks, stacking them ten meters high and sealing them together. The other men marked out the route of the walls, leveled the necessary area, moved pipes and wiring, or supervised the machine and its output. Basil, out with the animals in the far pasture, where the sound and commotion wouldn’t bother them as much, marveled every evening at the work done in the day.


In three weeks, just before the snow started, the men finished shaping the gate for the wall. And Oscar asked Kos for permission to formally court Bethany. Over the next two weeks, the machine produced more, smaller stone blocks to use to build inside the walls. Then the men left, driving the great machine to the new city. Oscar promised to remain in contact and assured Kos that he would return once he knew his family would approve of his new career. Bethany began working on gathering things to start her own household, and Basil began counting the days until lambing season. Just before the solstice, the men moved most of the family’s supplies into the walled enclosure, along with half of the Krehbiel family’s food and farm implements. “Stone doesn’t burn,” Paul had reminded everyone. “The Kuypers were, well, the Lord had His hand on them, to bring rain when He did.”


“Indeed, Mr. Krehbiel,” David agreed. “One barn fire is one too many.”
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Three and a half years had passed since the last major aurora, the red one that lasted for half a day and almost all the night. Pete, walking back from a neighborhood water meeting, looked around the city square and marveled. I’m surprised we’re here at all, let alone surviving this well. The Lord granted us a miracle. The walls of the new worship center stood almost half finished, started by the great stone-making machine and now being finished by human hands and simpler devices. A fountain bubbled in the square, and, as Pete watched, three small children dipped their hands into it, splashing around and enjoying the cool water. Their mothers caught them and, after mild fussing, led them off to do other things.


Enjoy the peace while you can, he thought at them, then continued on his way. He caught a whiff of manure and frowned. A young woman with a small catch cart hurried past him on her way to sweep up what one of the farm wagons had left behind. They recycled the manure on the farms, and the workers got credit for every kilo they turned in. The city saved other things too, and Pete wrinkled his nose. OK, Arturo was right, but ugh, I don’t want to admit it.


Arturo Montoya had announced one afternoon at the city council meeting, “We’ll need saltpeter.” At Pete’s strange look, he’d explained, “You know, potassium nitrate. At some point the energy packs and other rifle and handgun parts will wear out, and we still need to defend ourselves.” With the Company’s energies totally focused on keeping order in the few remaining big cities and spaceports, the city—now half-seriously called Vindobona—governed itself and the surrounding twenty kilometers of farmland and forest. “And charcoal and sulfur, but those are easy compared to saltpeter.”


“OK, where do you buy it?” Andrea Okofor asked, making a note. “And how much will it cost?”


Arturo shook his head as Pete and Gerald tried to recall. “You make it, unless you have a place where the heat in the soil causes it to develop and you can mine it. I’ve been talking to Alex Danilov and Fritz Gunter, and they have two bricked-up cellars we can use to ‘ripen’ human and animal waste into saltpeter. Charcoal we’ve got in abundance, and sulfur’s found in a couple places, like that area near the fire fountain that used to be at the edge of the Triangle Range.”


The light dawned and Gerald said, “You’re going to need a powder mill as well, won’t you? It had better be way outside the city limits, young man.”


“Would I mix dangerous chemicals in my basement?” Arturo sat up straight, an affronted expression on his face. “I am shocked—shocked, good sir—that you would even suspect that I might once have gotten into mischief with a chemical synthesizer as a young man.” Then he grinned, flashing white teeth, “And it’s Ann you should worry about. She’s also found a source of flint if, God forbid, we reach that point. Brass and lead we have, and we can recycle those as we use them.”


Only on the frontier would you find people discussing power rifles and flintlock muskets in the same breath, Pete thought yet again, nodding to a woman who tipped her hat at him. Of course, if someone had told him five years ago that Bettina Monsiérvo and the Company would have deserted the city, that he’d be the acting mayor, and that horses and oxen had replaced rovers for the moment, he’d have called the medical center to see if a neuro-perception specialist could come by and talk to the individual. No even back to solar power or internal combustion engines, but straight to animal power. Because we don’t have a way to refine the oil into fuel and don’t have the machinery to make the parts anymore, not since the auto lathe died last year. And no one can make integrated or nanowired circuits, and that surprise hailstorm terminated enough solar panels that we can’t charge the rovers.


The precision machines failed first, and without replacement parts available, people adapted them to other uses or cannibalized the failed devices to keep still-functioning things running. Hamid bin Marwan had become an expert at converting the dead or dying equipment into new devices, and he kept detailed records of what worked and what didn’t. They’d run out of welding gas two years ago, and had reverted to pounding semi-molten metals together. Despite rumor to the contrary, no one had started bottling and shipping the natural gas to use for welding yet. Pete admired Hamid’s skill, and hoped he’d take on more students. If anything happened to him, they’d lose a critical resource.


Pete walked into his section of the former company administrative building. After Tom Kirkland’s observation that it wouldn’t need many changes or additions to become a damn good defensive position, since the big windows faced inside, onto a garden, Arturo and Sergeant Professor Martin Starhemberg had wasted no time matching truth to appearance. They’d used labor from the former subsistence settlers, most of who realized that hard work beat starvation. “Yes, Colonial Plantation Limited has an obligation to feed, house, and clothe you. We don’t, unless you provide some service in return. The world’s different now,” Pete had told them at an unruly meeting. They’d protested mightily, but the former subsistence settlers knew what waited away from the city. Ann and Arturo had been especially blunt when they described the dire conditions at the biggest urban areas. If even half the rumors about ColLandPlat were true, working for the administrators of Vindobona or at the farms was a thousand times better than chancing their lives on what they’d find in the remains of the big cities. Most of the remaining sub-sett residents stayed. Some of them learned, and learned well enough that they became stonemasons, carpenters, and master builders, with skills much in demand. A half dozen of these masters and their families now lived at Starland, building a walled shelter there.


No, call it a fortress, because that’s what it is. Walled cities and small fortresses had sprung up over the past three years as order broke down, rippling out in waves from the mega cities. Disease had rippled out as well, but the plagues had missed Vindobona thus far, in large part because of the city’s clean water.


Pete nodded to a few of the building staff as he went first to his office. Cynthia had insisted that it be comfortable to the eye, and so pale blue with darker blue trim formed the basic idea. He’d kept Bettina’s holo art, and now a few local pieces joined the collection. A sunset painting showing the city from the western hills especially appealed to him, as did a printed photograph of the same scene in winter. It shared the same feeling as the long-lost painting of hunters in winter that he recalled from his art and cultural history class years ago.


He’d just gotten comfortable and picked up the latest progress report from the new library, when someone tapped on the door. “Come in.”


Ann Montoya, now grey-haired from stress but still energetic, bounded in. “Got news, boss, and a rumor.” She shut the door behind her.


“Have a seat. Good news or bad news?”


“If by good you mean we’ve finally answered that question about what else can go wrong, then good. Otherwise probably bad, but I’m not sure yet.”


Pete settled back in the chair, bracing mentally as well as physically. “OK, what hit?”


“We’re on our own. That Company supply shipment everyone’s been counting on? Didn’t come. No word why, no answers on the sub-light systems, nothing on the must-respond emergency system. Zip, zilch, nil.” Ann looked down, and when she looked back up at him, she had tears in her eyes. “I,” she swallowed hard. “I think it’s time to give up waiting for someone to save us.”


Pete got up, walked around his desk, and rested his hand on her shoulder, as much familiarity as he could allow. “Ann, I suspect deep down a lot of us thought this day might come. That’s why we’ve been retrieving every bit of information we can salvage, and adapting to lower and lower tech as things break.”


“I know boss, but it’s one thing to know it here,” she tapped her head. “And another thing to accept it here.” She tapped her heart.


“Agreed.” Cynthia had cried for several days when she finally acknowledged that she’d never see or speak to their other children again. Pete had channeled his grief into planning and digging up part of the inner fort’s garden so Cynthia could plant local flowers. But they had Pete Junior, and whoever Cynthia now carried. Pete hoped for a girl, but he prayed for healthy.


He went back to his seat. “So, assuming that we are on our own, what security position does that put us in?”


Ann straightened up. She’d taken over administration of the security teams, letting Arturo and Martin handle the grunt work—literally training infantry soldiers, or “grunts,” as the ancient term called them. They’d recruited and trained a core of decent soldiers and peacekeepers, with a larger group of volunteer helpers and watchers.


She began, “OK, we are pretty safe from anyone coming from the south, mostly because there’s just not that many people down there, and they are all farmers, herders, small towns. Except for Starland and those folks who fortified the spa in the hills—um, Heilbrown I think it is—anyone who wants to come here has a long road to march, in the literal sense.”


“And the folks on the east side of the Dividing Range have their own problems, if any of the rumors are true.” Pete had heard rumors that ranged from terrible to horrifying.


Ann nodded. “And may the good Lord grant that none of them are, and that the settlers and indentured workers are living in peace and harmony and prospering.”


“Amen.” Pete agreed. “So that leaves the west and north, since the women at the sisters’ farm are no threat to anyone except plant-eating pests. I don’t think we have much to worry from the western side, though. Kossiusco Peilov may be nuts but he’s not crazy.”


“He’s nuts, well defended, and sneaky. I want him on our side, boss. You know that he’s been asked to start looking after the north side of the Donatello River as well?”


“I’d heard.” Pete doubted that a settlement comprised only of Interstellar Reformed Jews and Mennonites would work anywhere else, but for now seemed to be thriving. Of course, having how many children to work and to make available for marriages can’t hurt, can it? Not that I’d dare ask Cynthia what she thought about my marrying a second woman. She shoots too well, and she’d look too good in black at my funeral. “An agreement of friendship with Peilov would be beneficial.”


Ann rolled her head and neck, loosening tight shoulders. “Sorry. Spent too long copying that biography of Rommel last night. But we finished copying both Clausewitz and the book about crop rotation and plant protein.” She shrugged up and down. “Yes, we need to keep Peilov friendly. It’s the north I’m worried about, Donaupas, Basileus, and beyond.”


“The cities, in other words. You know about the refugee group that passed through two weeks ago, while you were scouting to the west?”


“While I was being humiliated by a horse, you mean.” But she smiled. “Yes. That is, I heard a group had come through. They kept going?”


“Yes, down south of the central hills. Apparently one of them had family down that way, and all of them were either farmers or knew a minor craft or trade. One of the men had designed the carts they pushed, very clever things using old rover wheels but wooden boxes. Sturdy but light, and they rolled easily and quietly.”


“No such thing as a stealth farm wagon,” Ann sighed. “Thanks for the ban on wooden axels and wooden mounts within the city before eight in the morning, by the way.”


“You’re welcome. The refugees said that they’d come from between ColLandPlat and, ah, the garden city, what was it, grrr,” he searched his memory. “Rosevill, the one by the lake. Apparently the cities have collapsed now that the last of the farmers have fled or been starved out.”


Ann got up and paced, thinking aloud. “So that means the rumors were true, the ones about the Company confiscating people’s crops for the urban dwellers.”


“And even enslaving the farmers, or trying to. I’m told it was not successful and not to ask for details.” The woman’s haunted, half-dead eyes had told Pete more than he wanted to know. “Now I’m really glad to be in a rural backwater, even if it is a long trip to ColLandPlat and the fashion shops.”


“Quoting your wife, are you?” Ann sat back down. “So, assuming we are not attacked by anyone from outside the atmosphere—because if we are, we’re toast—will the cities turn in or out? Will they cannibalize themselves, reach the bottom, and start rebuilding, or will people abandon them and try to take over those of us who were blessed enough to have the strange combination of resources we needed to survive?” Her tone told Pete what her answer was.


She continued, “As of this morning, according to the messenger system, there’s fighting going on around Donaupas and the river-run dam, and over the larger dam upstream. Not sure what’s going to happen there, but we should have word in a day or two if the couriers get here.” They’d set up a series of riding relays for news and small, valuable supplies. The farmers like the news and possibility of medicines reaching them, and the city kept ahead of some goings on. And riders could travel when the heliograph and messenger birds couldn’t.


“Well, that could be interesting, since the river’s rising.” After the cool spring, the thaw had begun slowly, then cut loose, or so the reports had it. “Which reminds me, I need to talk to Alex and Fritz about their flood evacuation plans.” He stopped, “Oh, what was the rumor?”


Ann’s eyes went cold. “That Raymond Young managed to get himself made head of a bunch of the sub-sett survivors from up north and west, and is claiming that, since he represents the Company, everyone must follow his dictates ‘for the duration of the emergency’ or whatever the old wording used to be.” She added, “and he still hates you.”


“Thanks.” I think. Pete considered the rumor and discarded it. Young had never struck Pete as the surviving type.


Pete’s chance to talk to Alex and Fritz came the next day at a water board meeting. Well, more of an “everyone along the right-of-way talk about general matters” board meeting. Alex Danilov, now officially head of the farmers and others living in the community on the west side of the city, had brought Fritz Gunter, the vet tech who escaped with his wife from the sub-sett after the first riot. Fritz served as unofficial liaison between those born to the Heritage community and the newcomers. Gerald and Don were there, and Uhuru Lonkori, along with Tom Kirkland, since he dealt with the run of the river.


“I’ll cut to the chase,” Pete began. “The spring rise is on the way. Observers west of Donaupas say the river’s already out of the banks and carrying a good load of debris. The Donatello’s also up, enough so that it washed out the bridge between Peilov’s place and Donatello Bend.”


“She’s late,” Tom observed. “Late means mean—lots of debris, some good logs.” The shipwright loved salvaging the “free” timber from the river, and had given his apprentices enough scares in the process to cure them of almost any sin you could think of.


Don McAllan shifted in his seat. “I’ve got the backflow valves ready to close once it starts rising here, but I’m concerned about that new weir someone built, the one on a line with the ridge.”


Pete and Gerald compared notes. “Not one of us,” Pete said. “How big is it?”


“It extends ten meters from the edge of the floodplain into the river, is made of stone and wood, and will be the base of a gristmill,” Alex informed everyone. “What’s the problem?”


Don doodled a quick sketch on the scrap pad. “This: if enough debris piles up on it, it will start a backflow into the old riverbed, turning the ridge and high road into islands. And if it gives way, the mass will rip out Gerald’s bridge downstream and flood the city.”


Gerald wagged one hand back and forth. “It might not. I’ve got a trick up my sleeve. You’ll see it once the forms come down, which should be in two days, Lord willing.”


Pete trusted Gerald’s judgment, and opted to continue to the next topic. “OK, so the problems we face are the usual spring overflow, plus debris, plus the weir backing up water into the old valley,” he read off. “From the depth reports I read in the last bird message, we need to start emptying the cellars in the low parts of town, and Tom, you need to pull stuff up as well.” Grumpy faces met his announcement. “At least we’ll still have clean drinking water.”


“Will we? Can’t the stuff get into the holding basins as the groundwater level rises and contaminate them?” Don asked.


“No. They are triple lined, and we’re going to put extra watchers on the pipes, checking quality and adjusting inflow if needed.”


Uhuru waved his hand. “Back up there, chief. You mentioned messenger birds?”


“Messenger birds. It seems those obnoxious, messy, disgusting avian rats have a use. They are not just ‘pigeons,’ but homing pigeons. When the heliograph system is up and running, we can use that, but for gray weather or short distances, and things we’d just as soon not have every Don, Kos, and Martin reading, the birds work pretty damn well, as long as you’re not trying to deliver Arturo’s new manual of arms.”


Uhuru spread his hands twenty centimeters apart and raised one eyebrow. Tom shook his head and spread his own hands shoulder width, then winked. “It was shorter until the professor-sergeant-sir corrected and improved it.”


“So, my sewers are safe,” Don read off, “we have some time to get ready for high water, we may have water where water used to be but isn’t right now, and the usual places will flood. And it’s a good time to clean the cellars. Anything else?”


Pete took a deep breath. Damn, I wish Ann, Arturo, or the mad professor were here. “Yes. There’s fighting going on at Donaupas, and at the high bridge upstream. Art’s gone to get more information, and Martin Starhemberg is getting the city protection people organized, while his wife, Helga, who must be a saint, is talking to Alex’s people about stockpiling food here, in this building, and other places in case they need to move in with us.”


“We can get the livestock up into the hills if we need to, but it’s easier if our families are safe,” Alex explained.


Fritz nodded, brown eyes grim. “And we’re going to keep one example of all our most complicated or valuable tools here, in the walls, in the library, so if, God forbid, the center burns down, we have models to work from.”


“You’re making a knowledge ark,” Tom Kirkland exclaimed. “Brilliant!”


Uhuru nodded, his face more animated then Pete had seen in years. “That’s a fantastic idea. We’re safe, neutral, can defend ourselves, are out of the way, and have room to store materials as well as texts and ideas. Once things settle down, if the Company hasn’t come back yet, we’ll have the knowledge of how to keep going and rebuild what’s missing.”


“Great thinking, Pete!”


“Well done. That’s going to make things easier.”


“Excellent work.”


Pete felt his face flushing a little. “Um, thank you. We, that is Cynthia, Sheila White, Father Jan Mou, and I thought starting with the old place of worship would be a good depository, and we can expand as the need arises.” It was Mou, Arturo’s and Cynthia’s idea, but this isn’t the time to be correcting people. I need all the credit I can get.


“Anything else we need to discuss?” Gerald asked once everyone settled down.


“What to do if we are attacked.” Pete’s words hushed the meeting. “The city’s easy enough to defend. The bridge and the Heritage Center will be a challenge, depending on the size of the attacking force, how organized they are, and how much notice we get.”


“The bridge keepers will take care of my bridge,” Gerald smiled, leaning back in his chair, arms folded, radiating an air of confidence that made Pete jealous. “It is a very traditional design, with some traditional defensive features built in.”


Alex and Fritz looked less confident. “We will not fight. It is against our beliefs. We will flee, and we will help those in need, but we cannot take up arms.”


I hope you never need to, Alex, but I pray we can find a way to keep you safe and out of the way.


Fritz gave Pete a weak grin. “The plan is to move all the mules and some of those strange shahma throwbacks to the front gate. That should be enough to encourage anyone to leave us alone.”


Those familiar with the animals in question chuckled. “I admit,” Don said, “I’d never believed in a fighting shahma until I met, what are you calling him?”


“Cuddles. My daughter named him Cuddles.” Fritz sighed, the deep, heartfelt sigh of a father dreading the future. “I fear for my sanity by the time she turns ten.”


Someone muttered, “Wait until she turns sixteen,” and some looks of commiseration turned Fritz’s direction.


“On that note, there’s no other business that I have,” Pete said. “I apologize for calling you all in this morning, but I wanted to get the news and rumors out of the way, in case we get really busy before the usual monthly meeting.”


“I needed to come in and look at sheds and pens,” Alex said.


“And I claim salvage on any timber in the river,” Tom announced, slapping his hand onto the table.


“So long as you don’t mess with bodies or try and hook a h’wale or other giant sea monster, I’m fine.” Gerald said.


“Ditto,” Don agreed. “Fish upstream of the sewage outfall and I wish you well.”
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Arturo came back the next morning, as soon as the city gate opened. “Fucking hell, Donaupas is a mess and we’re going to have an even bigger one coming our way if those fools actually manage what they’re trying.”


Pete and Cynthia looked at Ann and Arturo. “Pause and reset to the first datafile, please,” Cynthia said, shuffling files on the lap-screen until she found a map. “You got to Donaupas,” she prompted.


“We did, and noticed that everyone else was going the other way, mostly due south, fleeing from the river and into the rough forest. And carrying anything they could pack or haul. Forewarned, Thao Nguen and I left the horses with Ann and snuck as close as we could to the old scenic overlook. Someone put a guard there, but he’d found something really interesting to drink by the time we reached him.” Art frowned. “Unprofessional and stupid, but useful for us.


“I’d say, based on what I’ve read about the old ways of capturing a city, the attackers had broken in and were sacking Donaupas. Buildings burning, people running, people hauling wagons piled with stuff out the north gate, totally unorganized looting. And other things.”


Arturo gave Cynthia a look that made Pete want to go kill something. Cynthia blanched and almost dropped the lap screen. “Other things?”


“The old laws of war, very old, before the Petroleum Age, allowed the winners of a siege a day’s free run in the captured city if they took it by storm. Free looting, no person or property was considered protected.”


Cynthia gasped, “Dear God, we’ve sunk so low?”


Ann shook her head. “No, they did. We won’t. Because we won’t let them get siege machines up close to the walls. Thank the Lord for a moat on two sides.”


“Woah, wait,” Pete protested. “Siege machines? Like the big robodiggers and energy blasters?” There’s nothing that can stop those. Our municipal generator’s not enough to power a shield of any kind, even if we slaved all the smaller generators together and found a way to project the shield.


“Not anything modern, thanks be,” Art corrected. “They have a really, really primitive but effective trebuchet and an arrow-thrower—uh, ballista the Sar Major calls them. Use rocks for ammo, machine’s made of leather or rubber, wood, metal, all right out of my first history of warfare book back at the academy. Which may be where they got the ideas from, because I do mean right out of the textbook. Give me some time and I can probably find the exact illustration and file code.”


Ann spoke up again, “Which is why we need to get everyone’s old books and manuals and store them in a central location. We’re going to lose so much that we need to know. No more keeping copies in people’s houses.”


We’re doing both, Pete thought at her, but kept quiet. “So, Donaupas is looted and probably being abandoned. Anything else up that way?”


“Oh yeah,” Ann snorted. “That higher dam upstream? Someone’s attacked it. With rockets of some kind, judging by the pock marks and cracks.”


Pete’s blood went cold. “Cracks?” Rockets? No one’s supposed to have rockets; that’s a violation of Comp—. Damn damn damn.


“Bunch of small ones, up at the top of the dam, like someone tried to blow a hole in it for giggles and failed.”


“Was any water coming out of the long tubes in the front of the dam?” That would relieve pressure in a controlled fashion.


Ann and Arturo both shrugged. “Not that we saw. Just the normal side flow that’s been there for two years or so.”


The spillways and penstocks are closed. The top’s been cracked and there’s high water coming. If it gives way . . . God save Donaupas because no one else can.


“So bad guys are sacking the next largest city upstream, and the dam’s liable to give way. Either way we have our hands full,” Arturo concluded. Under the table, Pete took Cynthia’s hand and they both nodded.





[image: Surges of War]


Well, Peter Babenburg thought, two weeks later, studying the water system’s master plan for the umpteenth time, we’ve finally got enough labor. I just wish to hell it hadn’t happened like this. Dear Lord, how I wish it hadn’t happened like this. The last of the refugees from around Donaupas and the villages downstream had trickled in that morning with nothing more than the clothes on their backs. They looked behind them with almost every step, as if afraid the very hounds of hell were on their tracks. No, just two-footed hellhounds, Peter sighed, rubbing tired eyes.


A meaty hand gripped his shoulder. “Easy there, Peter,” Arturo Montoya said. “Worry about the water and organizing supplies for the city. Let Ann, Martin, and I worry about defending the farms and everything else.”


Peter rubbed his eyes again, then ran his hand through thinning brown hair. “I am. Worried that is. We need a miracle.”


The former space marine colonel grinned, white teeth shining against dark tanned skin. “We’ve had one already, Pete. We got five years to get ready. Now it’s our turn to show our gratitude by doing the next bit ourselves, as best we can.”


He’s got a point, Pete told himself. Water and tunnels are your thing. Fighting is his. And Martin’s. And if you don’t get some sleep, you’ll nap through the next meeting and find yourself officially elected mayor or something equally horrible. “OK, I surrender. You keep the bad guys out and I’ll keep the clean water in.”


“Deal. Because I’ve seen what happens when you try to shoot. No offense but I’d be safer standing right in front of you than anywhere else.”


“Uh huh.” Pete straightened up and folded his arms. “And who was it that didn’t believe me when I said don’t drink from that spring, hmm? And how long did it take you to recover?” But that potassium nitrate in the water will help make your saltpeter a lot more powerful.


The angry growl answered his question. Pete slapped Arturo on the shoulder and left.


That evening after supper, he looked at Cynthia, her attention distracted by a sound from Pete Junior’s room. For this I will fight. And fight hard. And maybe, just maybe, if God blesses us, the river will fight as well.


The next morning Pete went over the plans one more time. The rabble, well no, he reminded himself, not rabble. The army of thugs and conscripts Raymond Young had formed around Basileus moved slowly and were easy to keep track of. Which may have been Raymond’s point, as Pete and Art thought about things. Prof-Sergeant Starhemburg chewed on his pipe and wondered if anyone read books anymore. “Of course we can find him, sir. This way the fear will get here first. They’ve sacked the strongest, best-located city on the Donau Novi. Even their walls couldn’t save them, nor being in the middle of the river. So of course Vindobona will be easy pickings.” Starhemburg shifted his pipe. “That no one thought to guard the high point overlooking Donaupas so the bad guys could lob everything in from above, and no one had thought to guard the water gates, are, of course, superfluous details that need not be considered.”


“That and the traitor who opened the gate from inside,” Pete added. The refugees had sworn that someone had helped Young’s people come in, and Ann and Arturo had believed them.


“An ancient and dishonorable tradition,” the NCO affirmed.


Arturo raised his hands. “Enough. We can write the after-action-report after we survive the action.” That generated some chuckles. “We have at most four days before the first parts of the army get here, according to the last courier report. Tomorrow we’ll stop sending out couriers, because I don’t want to give them hostages or warnings of what we’ve got.”


“Agreed. And we need to get all the battle horses inside the walls, while the last Heritage people finish driving their livestock into the hills.” Pete had been aghast at how many animals now crowded into the city, while even more streamed west-southwest, up into the broken lands and hidden pockets of the hills. “Most of their people and valuables are already here.” There’d been enough empty housing to accommodate them, if they doubled up. The farmers brought food for at least two weeks with them, and the security people had stockpiled fodder. Sanitation could get to be a problem, notably the disposal of animal waste, but it could always be dumped into the storm-water outflows if need be, provided the flooding didn’t cause a backup. Yet another reason not to drink from any river, Pete mused.


“If they stray off the high road, they’re going to make slow progress,” Martin observed. “The mud is ankle deep at least already, so those siege machines will bog. And bog badly.”


“So will their carts and any wagons or rovers. And they can’t all camp on the high road, can they?” Pete didn’t think so.


“Nope. They’ll fight over the right to. And they’ll loot the heritage farms terribly, especially the gardens and any poultry or those lagom things, the rabbit-guinea pig chimera.”


“They don’t taste like chicken,” Arturo observed.


“Not even chicken tastes like chicken anymore,” Pete winked. “Not after those fryers got into the pepper patch. Pre-seasoned!”


The men discussed troop distributions and plans for a while when a heavy hand pounded on the door. “Yes?”


Antonia Okofor poked her head in. “Bird message, sir. That dam upstream started leaking from the top. The watcher’s going to join the refugees in the hills.”


“Good on him,” Pete said. “Well, gentlemen, how good is Raymond Young at amphibious warfare?”


Both Arturo and Martin bared their teeth, and Arturo said, “Not as good as he’ll need to be.”
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Nine feet high and rising, the ancient song said. What Tye Kuyper described easily matched that, and more. He shivered and panted, soaked to the skin and exhausted. “It’s a breakin’ sor. Breakin’ bad. Real bad. Chunks of rock in the river just up the bend,” he pointed that way, the same way as the approaching force. “Anyone caught out’s gonna be gone.” He wheezed a little, “An trouble from east, refugees from the sisters’ farm comin’ here too. Wilem’s with them, trying to get ‘em to hurry so don’t get caught.”


“Good job” Martin Starhemburg said. “Very well done. You’re dismissed.”


The teenaged boy bloomed at the praise, drew his shoulders back and nodded crisply, turned, and strode out of the room. Martin leaned back against the edge of the table. “Those gals’ timing always sucks.”


“Don’t it, though, Sarge?” Thao Nguen observed. “Get here just in time for the Fires, then have to go it alone after their sponsor dumps ‘em, lost half last year’s crop, and now this.”


“If it weren’t for bad luck, Mr. Nguen, some of us would have no luck at all.”


“They’re Gerald’s problem,” Pete decided.


“What?” Martin looked incredulous. “Gerald doesn’t have any soldiers, just the bridge staff.”


“And the sisters have to cross the bridge to get to us. If they can and he can still keep the bad guys out, then great. If not, I’m sorry, but we can’t go out and get them, women or no.”


Five years ago he would never have said that. Five years ago he would have been petrified by the very suggestion that someone might attack Vindobona. Now he just wanted it over, and for the river to cooperate. That’s the problem with rivers, no matter where you go, Pete thought looking over the maps and diagrams once more. They do what they want when they want, and if you happen to be in the way, or inconvenienced, well tough. You’d better flee or float. “I’m going up on the wall to see for myself.”


Martin didn’t try to stop him, just saying, “Stay low and look cheap, sir.”


Thao went with him. Pete climbed the interior stairs of the western gate, on the highroad to the Heritage Center. He nodded to the guards and they let him pass. He went up a half level, stepping out onto what was supposed to have been a place for sunset viewing and star watching. Instead he saw a wide sweep of brown-and-gray flecked with debris, all rushing past where a blue-white river had once run. The northern and eastern banks, lower than the city side, already caught debris as the swollen stream expanded out of the flood plain. Pete turned and looked west and south, noticing how wet the area between the river and the high road already looked. Young’s men would have a horrible mess if they tried to cross the fields, and they couldn’t all fit on the high road. We’re dry, with food and water, fuel, and walls. They have a rising river, artillery, and desperation. I think we’re even, maybe.


The “army” approached before dawn the next day, during the dark twilight, as yet another rain shower dribbled to a stop. Arturo called Pete up to the gate to watch. “They’d look pathetic if I didn’t know what they’ve already done,” Pete told his head of defense.


“They would. Never underestimate desperation, boss. Never, ever—think what Cynthia could do if cornered.”


The mass moved slowly, and Pete imagined he could hear the sounds of thousands of boots sliding down into the mud and sucking out again. At least Young had thought to put the siege machines on the highroad, so they could move and would be in position to hit the gate and surrounding wall. But his men labored through the muck. A few had climbed up onto the high road and Pete thought he could see shapes moving toward the Heritage Center wall. “Surprise waiting there. Not just attack shahma, either.”


“Nope. And they can’t mine under the walls, if they’ve even thought about trying. The groundwater’s so high it will flood their tunnels and trenches. If we could, I’d say just wait them out. But we can’t.”


No, we can’t, not really. And I suspect someone is already trying to come in through the outflow sewers. Pete growled a little as he watched the grey-and-brown mass of men—and some animals—oozing across the sodden fields.


Pete hoped they were men. He’d been surprised to discover that he didn’t like the prospect of killing women, even if they were part of the force attacking his city. Arturo’s suggestion that Raymond Young might use any surviving female captives from Donaupas as shields and hostages made him first queasy, then furious. I knew he was slimy, but I had no idea he’d turn out to be a monster. And where did he learn military tactics, or is he listening to former professionals, like I am? Or was he just lucky, and the people upstream just foolish?


As the mass of men, oxen, and horses advanced on the city, a series of flashes to the west caught Pete and Arturo’s eyes. A knowing smile appeared on Arturo’s face, and he studied the Heritage Center gate with his digital binoculars. “I can’t see much yet, between the distance and the dim light, but the little surprise seems to have worked. I wonder if they’ll find the other ones, or if they’ll give up for now?”


“I don’t know, sir,” Martin Starhemburg said from the shadows on Arturo’s other side, spooking Pete. “But I suspect we’ll have a messenger at the gate in a few minutes, unless something truly strange is going on back up the highroad.”


As he peered into the grey, Pete saw some sort of commotion: people moving out of the way of something, then getting back into loose formation. A few of the animals spooked, and one of the throwing machines lurched out of line. Pete held his breath, hoping it would plunge off the road, but someone or something stopped it while still on the pavement. “Damn.” The source of the disturbance seemed to be a rover. Yes, now he could see it better, a rover with a lot of modifications: what looked like armor plate on the sides, an energy rifle or two mounted on the roof, people riding on the rear in a framework of metal, and no front lights.


“Stealth or saving the batteries, Sar Major?” Arturo inquired.


“Batteries. Wonder how they charge it,” Martin replied, watching the people around the rover and farther up the road. “Who’s watching the sewers?”


“Lonnie’s Rats. Loknori’s people know the system, and the subbies know dirty tricks. They make a good team, a long as they stay downwind,” Arturo said, as much for Pete’s benefit, Pete suspected, as to answer Martin’s question.


As the soldiers watched the road, Pete turned and walked north, along the wall. A surge of motion out in the field struck Pete as odd, and he stopped to peer that direction. What the? How’d they . . . OK, I’ll give him points for anticipation. I wonder how many animals he’s killed, though. Someone had mounted a stone thrower onto a flatboat or sledge of some kind, and oxen and men dragged it over the boggy ground.


Pete saw that Tom Kirkland had come up on the wall as well. Tom shook his head and spat as he watched the figures laboring to drag the monstrosity within range. “Well, that should be fun to watch.”


“Fun?”


“Sure. Just a touch smarter than mounting a ballista on a boat. What’s going to happen when they fire from that soft, uneven surface? Nothing good, since actions generate reactions—rock goes forward, and thrower goes backwards, or down, or both.”


The man beside them sniffed. “That could be a hell of a muddy splash.”


“Yes indeed.”


Pete continued along the wall, trying not to hurry, trying to act as if he and Arturo had everything under control. What Pete really wanted was to see the river’s level. He needed daylight, but the twilight refused to brighten under the thick clouds. He’d reached the northern curve of the wall, by the administrative fort, before he saw what he needed to see.


The Donau Novi had begun overrunning the docks. Upstream, it lapped into the water meadows and fields on the city side of the stream. Cold knowledge made the hydro-engineer shiver. He and Don had run the calculations twice each yesterday and reached the same conclusion: once the dam went, which he’d suspected would happen during the night, the flood surge would reach the highroad, two kilometers at least from the normal riverbank. And come a meter up the walls, possibly more but not too much more. Would Gerald’s bridge hold? It might, if that stupid little breakwater upstream diverted enough flow.


He went back to the top of the western gate. “I think that’s a, what was the term, not catapult, back there,” he heard Arturo saying.


Martin replied, “Trebuchet, sir, and the one on the flatboat is a ballista. I’d be more worried about the trebuchet. It can get things over the wall,” adding under his breath, “if it doesn’t come apart after the first few shots.”


The “armored” rover approached the gate and stopped. One of the doors opened and a figure in a tailored, remarkably clean, light-colored coverall stepped out. Pete and Arturo both blinked at the sight of Raymond Young, looking like he’d arrived for a high-profile administrative meeting instead of a siege. He folded his arms and tapped the ground with his foot, as if expecting something. Pete shrugged. Young could go first.


Finally Young grew impatient, or decided that the watchers could not read his mind. “Open the gate,” he called up to them.


“Why?” Pete called back.


“Because I’ve brought Company security people, the settlers you dispossessed, plus refugees. Under the Company charter for this municipality, you are required to provide subsistence-level shelter and consumables to those forced out of their own residences.” His voice carried well and he sounded bored, as if going through the usual formalities of a meeting or annual conference.


Don joined Pete and Arturo up on the top of the gate. “What’s he want?” Don asked. “And Gerald says he votes in favor of whatever Pete wants.”


Gerald for mayor. All in favor? “He wants in, him and his friends.”


“A question, Mr. Young,” Arturo called down. “What happened at Donaupas?”


Raymond seemed taken aback, or so Pete guessed from his step backward. Does he not know, or are we not supposed to know? “What do you mean? Did they have some sort of trouble?”


“Some sort, yes.” Arturo gave Pete a look. Pete shook his head a little. Arturo called down, “Oh, and apparently the dam upstream was built by a low bidder. There’s some question of its integrity.”


“Ah, much like anything else touched by an engineer, then,” Raymond called back with a sneer. “Enough. Let me in.”


“Sorry, Mr. Young. You and your friends will need to go around. We don’t have supplies for us and for you.”


Young smiled, a long, lazy, nasty smile, as if he’d wanted to be told no. “Oh good. That’s what the fools at Donaupas said too. I suspect you’ll like my toys even less than they did.”


Pete took a deep breath, about to call down and warn them about what might be coming. Then he stopped. No. He and his followers made their choice, and if they reap the consequences, it’s their problem. That was, assuming they didn’t breach the walls, or sneak in the back, or come up through the sewers, or . . . He probably shouldn’t have listened to all of Arturo, Martin, and the other soldiers’ talks about siege warfare.


“Get under cover, boss,” Arturo didn’t quite order as Raymond Young’s vehicle wove back through the crowd on the highroad. “And be glad they didn’t shoot at us with that roof mounted gun.”


People shooting energy rifles at the walls didn’t bother Pete. Part of the matrix holding the basic stone material together absorbed and diffused energy blasts. After the Jarlorm War, that had become standard in all colonial walled structures, and the clash with the Gormies had just reinforced it. As long as Young had not found or devised a high-powered energy cannon, the walls could take what he dished out. However, the ballista and trebuchet could cause damage, depending on the loads and what they intended to do with them. Pete stopped at the administrative fortress long enough to make certain that Cynthia, baby Sabrina and Pete Jr., Sheila White, and the others were still under cover in one of the half cellars. Then he trotted across the city to Gerald’s bridge.


Panting, Pete climbed up to the top of the wall on that side. In the distance, he could see the women of the sisters’ farm colony hurrying as fast as they could. Gerald’s people waited by the bridge on the city end, and a few sharpshooters lurked behind false rocks atop the eastern wall. The area around the road on the eastern shore already swam with grey-brown water, making the highroad the only route. It looked as if a few men on horses raced to intercept the women, with minimal success, so far. Pete wondered how Raymond’s men had crossed the river, then turned his worries to more important things. He looked around and found Gerald listening to someone on the radio. Oh, yeah, need to turn mine on. He dug the earpiece out of his belt pouch and turned the receiver on. After a moment of hissing and popping, he heard a faint voice. Pete adjusted the volume to a more comfortable level, just in time to hear a dull “boom” from the west.


“They found the second surprise at the farm. Alex was right, that stuff’s dangerous,” Thao said.


Damn, there go any windows they didn’t remove.


“What stuff?” Gerald asked, eyes on the bridge and the water levels.


“Something from soya beans. When they’re a little damp and you try to store them, the gas is intoxicating and asphyxiating. And explosive.”


“Oops.” Gerald leaned forward, eyes on the women. “Crap. Trouble behind and the water’s surging.” Pete leaned as well and saw how the surface seemed to be jumping. “We’d better hope that damn mill weir does more than cause a debris jam.”


The sound of yelling began in the west. Pete wanted to go look, but fighting was Arturo and Martin’s job. He was supposed to lead, as unlikely as that sounded. So he stayed on the wall and watched the three-dozen or so women, some on foot, some in overloaded wagons or on animal back, racing to the city, with the river and Young’s outriders both after them. Come on, please Lord, please, he begged.


Behind him he heard a swish THUD. He turned in time to see bits of something falling back to earth on the western side of the city. “The trebuchet works,” someone said in his ear. “Damage report.”


“Went through the storehouse roof, two blocks inside the wall. Looks like a stone block for ammo,” a new voice replied.


Thanks be, not fireblobs then.


“Concentrate fire at the crew and at the frame,” Martin ordered. “Keep them from reloading easily.”


After another long pause he heard a thud and an odd squelching sound, barely audible over the river noises and yelling. “Scratch one ballista,” Arturo reported.


“Come on, come on,” Gerald prayed under his breath. “Faster, faster.” The women seemed so close, but now that they’d gotten to the paved road, the men behind could move faster too. Pete bit his lip. He’d been ordered not to tell the men when to fire—he didn’t know sniping from stardust, as Prof Sar-Major Martin had let him know. Shoot, shoot! What are you waiting for? They’re in range, come on, shoot, for the love of Heaven shoot! He grabbed the edge of the stone in front of him, trying to will the women across and the men to fire on the raiders.


One of the women, the slowest runner, stumbled, and Young’s men whooped, their triumph, audible over the sound of the river and Pete’s own heartbeats. A burst of light shot out, hitting the woman, before a spatter of shots began darting out from the towers of the bridge and the top of the wall. The other women continued on, leaving their dead sister behind. The first horse set foot on the bridge, and the rider slowed but kept coming. Pete heard the gate open below him, and the women surged ahead. Those on foot picked up speed as best they could, and the soldiers fired close behind them. The instant the last form crossed the central arch of the bridge, Gerald called, “Pull back! Pull back! Activating pass through in five.” Several men clambered down from the far tower and ran pell-mell toward the city, and the men on the wall began firing, covering the maneuver. Two of Young’s men returned fire—their shots splashed against the wall, and Pete ducked.


“Four.” Pete sensed a rumble through his feet, and heard a new, growling tone in the river sounds.


“River’s in, the river’s in!” Arturo called.


“Three” Gerald reported, calm.


A thud from below and, “East gate shut and locked. All present or accounted for.”


“Two.”


The rushing roar drowned out everything else and Pete thought he felt the very city shake as the floodwaters hit the lower wall.


“One.”


The central bridge deck slid up and back as the guardrails became guide rails and hydraulic pistons pulled the span in toward the city. Through the gap Pete saw the odd shape of the pier, with an upstream prow like a boat.


“Wait, the piers deflect water.”


Gerald smiled. “And debris. And without the center span, there’s more vertical space if anything needs to come through. And it keeps unfriends out. We found a shipment of well casings and used those and that heavy crude for the fluid for the pistons.” His smile weakened a little as he looked down. “I believe we are seeing a point one percent probability flood.”


Pete looked as well and felt his eyes bulging. A thousand-year flood indeed, he gulped. The water came a meter up the outside of the wall. The other side of the river stretched as far as he could see, at least to the trees three kilometers away.


He crossed back through town, alert for backflow through the sewers, and for other things. Nothing seemed to be getting through the guards and gates, and he reminded himself to repeat the warning to the people not to flush, but to use containers for the time being, at least until the river dropped a little. He found a curious crowd gathering to inspect the trebuchet damage. Pete skirted the group and went up the wall once more. I’m certainly getting my exercise today!


He looked over the top of the wall and felt his jaw drop and his mouth go dry. “Holy shit.” The Donau Novi lapped a meter up the side of the highroad, and as the sun broke through the clouds, he caught a glimpse of a shimmer to the west and south, at the foot of the little ridge. “Glasses?”


“Here, boss.” Arturo loaned him his, and Pete zoomed onto the farthest setting. A white tongue raced across the pastures, coming to the farthest fields of the Heritage Center. “The Lord still works miracles.”


“That He does.”


Pete lowered the glasses and looked at the carnage on the highroad. Dead people and animals lay here and there, and the remains of the trebuchet hung precariously off the edge of the road. “Are you sending out a follow-up force?”


“Not for a while. Most of the rabble tried to flee once we began shooting. A few shot back, but we had more disciplined fire. And then the river arrived and brought panic with it. They began fighting each other for space on the highroad, and we took care of the survivors.” Arturo turned his back on the scene. “I don’t want to hear screams like that again. In space, you don’t hear the screams.”


“If the Lord wills, and word gets around, we won’t have to do this again.” Dear Most High, may we never have to do this again, nor our children.



[image: * * *]



Of the fifty women from the Sisters’ farm, forty had made it into the city. Some had been too old to flee and had taken their chances on staying behind. The body of the woman who’d gotten the mercy shot washed away, never to be found.


“We don’t have any valuables but our books and liturgical items,” their leader, Sister Maria Sabrina, said. “Mother Kiara took most of the books and crop with her when she went to start a new House south of Starland, leaving us with enough to get through the winter before we relocated.”


“You are welcome to stay here,” Father Mou said. “Especially if any of you have nursing or elder care skills.”


Sister Maria pointed to the sisters in the wagon. “They do, and many of us can sew fabric as well as sow crops, and do other things. Sister Martin is a carpenter, and two are vet technicians.”


“You are welcome,” Pete agreed. “I’m Pete Babenburg, the acting head of Vindobona.”


Sr. Maria looked around, as if searching for someone. “Who built the bridge? The company told us there’d never be a bridge, because of environmental preservation, but rumor reached a few months ago that someone had been working on one, and we took a chance once your messenger told us about Donaupas and Basileus.”


“Gerald White, over there, did,” Fr. Jan Mou pointed to the engineer.


“Truly, he is a saint among men!”


Well, his wife might disagree, but I’m not going to argue right now, Pete thought. And I’m not going to tell him, either. It’ll just go to his head.
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The last of the floodwaters receded three weeks later, but the stench lingered in places until the first frost. An initial survey revealed that the Heritage Center survived, aside from what the looters had gotten to or that had been mined. The complex sat just high enough that the water missed it. Although sand had ruined the fields closet to the river, the flood left lots of timber, and even some stone, for salvage, as if in exchange. Of Raymond Young’s army, little trace remained.


“Have you found Young?” Pete had inquired two days after the battle.


Arturo and Ann exchanged a private look. Art planted his forearms on the table and leaned forward. “Some of the refugees and the tunnel rats did. We’ve confirmed the body’s identity.”


“He died in the battle? Huh.”


The expression in Ann’s eyes made the hair on Pete’s neck stand up, and he leaned away despite the width of the table between them. “We confirmed the identity of the body. I wouldn’t worry about it, sir.” Her tone suggested that Pete really, truly did not want to know the story.


“Very well.” He glanced down at his files and changed the topic. “Gerald says the bridge footings on the far side of the river are intact, but the roadbed beyond’s going to need some work.”
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“What became of the ballista?” Cynthia asked a few weeks later at a general council meeting.


Martin didn’t look up from his notes. “As Tom warned, physics got it.”


Helga Starhemburg sighed a little at her husband’s terseness. “A ballista is a giant crossbow, so when they fired the first rock forward, the reverse thrust dug the stabilizing bar into the soft ground and the thing flipped over. Ruined it and smashed two men, or so I heard.”


Martin sighed in turn. “Dear, by now everyone should know what a ballista does.”


“This is not a class and no, they do not, dear,” Helga replied. Cynthia and Pete smiled at each other and held hands under the table.
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Kos Peilov decided to visit the city in late winter. Karina announced that she intended to stay “in the warm” with the youngest children, and Carl had just married Vanessa Kuyper, so he agreed to remain on the farm and watch the animals. Tildie and Basil packed their warmest things and went east with Kos, riding in a ski-equipped wagon. They’d decided to bring along several bales of fleece and sacks of nuts to use as trade goods. Kos also had copies of a few books they’d printed out and made duplicates of. “The city government’s paying well for books, especially practical or religious ones, or so the rumor tree has it,” Kos had informed them.


The trip passed quickly. Basil had not gotten to see much of the world between Kos Peilov’s lands and ColLandPlat, and she stared around at the hills and the grey, ice-edged river. Snow covered much of the ground. Despite the excitement the past spring, the weather had stayed mild until a month after the winter solstice, when winter arrived with harsh ferocity, as if to make up for being late. “Good season in the ground,” Kos observed. “Not too many bugs can winter over, either.”


Basil just rested and enjoyed the four-day trip. Sleep while you can. We’ll be lambing before much longer, and then no sleep for me, Carl, or the shepherds. The horses clopped along, pulling the wagon-sleigh up one final hill. Kos stopped the horses and pointed with his stock whip. Basil exclaimed, “That’s Vindobona?”


Beside her, Tildie laughed. “Goodness, it looks like something from one of the children’s story holos!” And it did, with walls, and watch towers, and snow all around. Basil saw smoke rising into the afternoon air from a cluster of buildings, perhaps a small village, between them and the city. Feathers of cloud draped the pale blue sky, and a faint shadow extended ahead of them. “An hour at best and we’ll be there,” Tildie said, sounding happy.


Kos took the hint and clucked the big horses back into motion. Paul Krehbiel’s mare and gelding snorted and plodded on. Kos had borrowed them to show in the city. They needed to start looking for other bloodlines to breed into the Peilov-Donatello Bend horses, which was another reason Kos had brought Basil, so she could look at all sorts of animals for later spring purchase or stud rental. She burrowed back under her blanket and watched the new-to-her world go by.


They entered the city just before the sun touched the top of the hills to the west. The walls cut the wind, and the bustle and sound of voices and hooves filled Basil’s ears. I had no idea . . . I though it was a little bigger than the main village at Donatello Bend, or Crownpoint. This is a real city! There were shops with glass windows, and lots of people, and even what looked like fountains, now turned off and drained for the winter. Basil caught herself staring and shook a little, then had to laugh.


Tildie gave her a funny look, and Basil told the older wife, “I was thinking that this is a big city.”


The other woman smiled a little sadly. “Well, it is now. If the stories about ColLandPlat, New Benin, Delhi II, and the others are true.”


The sledge creaked to a halt as the road opened into a market square. That is, Basil assumed it was a market, since people had tables set up around the edges and were haggling over things. She saw a glimpse of a corral at the opposite end of the area. A man in a dark blue coat came up to the wagon. “Greetings! Are you here to sell?”


“Yes, or trade. And to look at livestock. We have nuts and shahma fleeces, and undyed shahma yarn.”


“Have you sold here before, sir?”


Kos shook his head, and the man pointed to a dark-blue portable building at the edge of the market. “You’ll need to get the rules and a sales tag from the market manager. Food is sold over by the fountain, and fleeces, yarn, and cloth are over here. You can get a map at the manager’s office.”


Kos gave the booth and the man both suspicious looks. “And if I don’t care to register?”


“You can still sell, but if someone asks you to leave, you have to, and you won’t be protected from theft as well. There’s no fee, but we, the city, likes to know who’s supposed to be here in the market and who’s scouting to cause mischief.”


That sounds reasonable, more reasonable than anything the Company ever did, Basil thought.


Kos considered, then handed Basil the reins. “Stay here.” He got down from the wagon and walked stiffly over to the manager’s box. He returned a very few minutes later, before Basil had time to do more than glance around this end of the market square. “That wasn’t so bad.” He sounded grudgingly pleased. “Basil, I’m going to go look at the animals. You and Tildie sell from the wagon, over there,” he pointed to a gap between two stalls, “and I’ll be back shortly. I’ll also find the overnight place for visitors.”


The women shrugged, and Basil clicked her tongue, cuing the horses into motion. Once they parked, Tildie lowered the back of the wagon and began spreading out their wares, while Basil unhitched the horses and led them to a watering trough. She let them drink a little, then took them back to the wagon and fed them some of the grain they’d brought. Several buyers stood at the end of the wagon-sleigh by the time Basil returned, and Tildie seemed to be holding her own. Basil, unoccupied for the moment, pulled her spindle and wool bag out from the box in the wagon and began working as she watched the people coming and going.


They seemed, if not prosperous, certainly not starving. She watched several individuals with miniature dung carts collecting the leavings of the animals passing through the market square. Even those in the plainest and most patched winter coveralls appeared clean and healthy. Well, we don’t have any major diseases yet, and this city is better off than some of the others. I wonder if the stories about the engineers kicking the company administrators out is true? And if the battle was as hard fought as that traveling merchant said. I wonder what it looks like after a battle? Lord, please may I never know. What the Book of Judges described didn’t sound all that pleasant, and the bits she’d seen in holos, or heard about from the reconquest of Deepak’s World, scared her. Lord, please may I never have to shoot people ever again, please. She still had nightmares of the man trying to crawl through the orchard.


She shook herself out of her woolgathering to find two plainly-dressed women, one in a very simple brown dress and cap, and one in a black dress with a bit of white trim at the collar and on her hat, and an elderly-looking man, watching her with avid interest. “Your pardon, gentle lady,” the man began. “But are you making thread?”


“Yes, sir. I’m using a drop spindle.” The attention made her a little uncomfortable, but the people seemed harmless.


“Could you, please, if you don’t mind, do it slower so I can see how it works, please?” one of the women asked. Her timidity, and very plain dress, intrigued Basil. Are you his junior wife? Or a daughter?


“I think I can, but if you go too slow, the thread won’t spin well.” Basil drew a large handful of wool from her sack and raised her hands to chest height, then began feeding the wool into the twist from there. It felt awkward, and as soon as the drop weight reached her knees, she stopped and had to wind the thread on the carrier. It seemed tight and even, so Basil repeated the process as the women peered intently at her hands and at the weighted drop spindle.


“Why do you do it like that?” The second, less-starkly dressed woman asked. “Does it work better than using a machine?”


“Not really. A spinning machine makes tighter thread faster, and is much better for linen and cotton, but I’m on the go most of the day, and this lets me work while I’m doing other things like watching the children.”


Tildie’s voice interrupted. “Baa, there’s a man here asking about dying the yarn. Save me.”


“Excuse me,” and the trio nodded and let her go take care of business. They walked away deep in conversation about something, and Basil wondered if they intended to try spinning for themselves. “Yes, sir,” she asked the man Tildie pointed to.


“I noticed all your yarn and fleeces are undyed. Do you have any for sale that have colors?”


“No, sir. We’re working on it, but until we can get consistent color in an entire batch, and something more than dark brown, we’re not going to sell anything but the plain wool.” She hesitated, thinking for a moment before adding, “We do have a good dark blue, but the mordant makes the cloth smell very strongly for several days after we finish dying the batch.” She caught Tildie giving her a raised-eyebrow look and winked back. What do you want me to say? That it stinks so much we have to leave everything outside for a week, at least, to air before we can even think about bringing the yarn or fabric back into the building, even the barn? After the second try, the Peilov women and the Krehbiels had agreed that it was work best done in summer, outdoors, by people with allergies or head colds!


“Ah, pity. I have a tailor shop, and we’ve had requests for bright red. We have fabric enough for a while, but I’m trying to plan ahead.”


“I’ll keep my eyes and ears open, sir, and see what we can devise,” Basil assured him. He bought four skeins of yarn and left, satisfied.


By the time Kos finally returned from looking at livestock, his wives had sold all the yarn and nuts, and over half the bundles of fleeces. “Any trouble?” He asked, giving Tildie a peck on the cheek.


She rolled her eyes, although Basil wasn’t sure if it was at her husband or the problem customer. “One woman threatened to have us thrown out of the city for selling dangerous, indigenous products without Company permission. Apparently paperhull nuts are not edible and will kill you on contact.”


“Are they, Baa?” Kos asked with a wink.


She sniffed and busied herself winding yarn. She’d almost filled the carrier and needed to tie off and switch out.


“Anyway, several people bustled her off, and one apologized. Apparently she’s not exactly in her right mind. She’s one of a group that thinks the company will return any day now, and that everyone needs to keep living as if the Company were still here, or we’ll all get punished for not filling out forms and for breaking the rules.”


Kos stroked the end of his beard and looked thoughtful. “Interesting,” he said quietly, after a glance around for potential customers. “I overheard someone proclaiming that the Holy One sent the auroras as a punishment for some sin.” He, Tildie, and Basil all shrugged. Disasters bring the nuts out of the woodpile, Basil thought. Half the prophets warned about disasters looming because of disobedience, and the other half explained that the disaster happened because people didn’t listen to the first group.


“Since the market is closing for the day, I’ll hitch the horses and we’ll go to the lodging house. I found some potential animals, Basil, but nothing worth buying right at this instant.”


The lodging met Tildie’s standards for cleanliness, although she didn’t think the food was as good as what she made. “Of course not, dear,” Kos assured her. “No one can cook as well as you do.” Tildie’s eyes narrowed but her husband kept his serious and sincere look. For her part, Basil was wondering where the cook found fresh herbs this late in the year. When the young man serving them came back to remove the dishes, she asked.


“The Mennonites at the Heritage Center built hothouses for the city. They tap the extra heat from the municipal building. The mayor’s wife, Mrs. Babenburg, and the chief engineer’s son came up with the idea.”


It must be nice to live where the fusion generators still work, and you can heat entire buildings and have electric lights and machines, Basil sighed. But for how much longer would such luxuries last?
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“How much longer will we have fusion power for everything?” Pete wondered aloud.


Don turned off his mini-computer and walked over to where Pete leaned against the wall, watching the generator do its thing through the heavy glass viewing port. “A generation, probably. Twenty five, thirty years? We’ll lose the relays, wiring, light bulbs, and other machines first. You know that we’re down to one rover?”


“Yes. Cynthia says we should have a funeral when it finally breaks down for good.” He’d never admit it, but he wondered if it wasn’t such a bad idea, having a formal ceremony to mark the final, full return to animal power.


“Wolfgang would be happy to write the eulogy.” Don’s partner occasionally wrote poems that made a teenager’s odes to dead trees sound positively upbeat and cheerful. “That Teutonic darkness showing or something like that.”


It’s probably more a delayed reaction to having to write chipper ad copy for the Company for so many years, Pete thought to himself.


Marie Montoya, Art and Ann’s adopted daughter, caught the two men as they got back to the administrative “palace,” as some people had tagged the official complex. “Sir, not to bother you, but Terry says that one Kossiusco Peilov from Crownpoint is staying at the lodge near the central market. Terry registered Peilov to sell wool and nuts at the market this afternoon, and asked around, since he knew you’d been wanting to get in contact with him.” Her words flowed out like a stream in spring spate, and Don turned away to hide a grin. Marie still couldn’t believe that Arturo, Ann, and the others wouldn’t toss her back out into the wilds, and tried a little too hard at times. This was one of those times.


“Thank you, Marie. Well done. Let me have a few minutes and I’ll send a message to Mr. Peilov to see if he wants to meet and talk about matters.”


“Yes, sir, and Terry says he thinks Peilov and his family are Jewish.”


That Pete already knew, but he just nodded. “Thank you. Good to know.” I’d better ask Fr. Mou about what that means.


Pete Babenburg’s note made Basil Peilov frown. “Is he with the Company?” she asked after she, Tildie, and Kos had retired to their rooms.


“No, he’s the head of Vindobona’s city government and runs the water system here. He’s an engineer of some kind,” Kos assured her. “That trader that came through just before the weather turned told David, Itzak, and I about him. He’s trustworthy.” He petted her hand. “I think all three of us will meet with them tomorrow, after Tildie finishes her shopping and we look at some more horses. I don’t want draft horses for us, but something more all-around.”


Basil nodded emphatically as she brushed out her hair. “Oh mercy no. Those eat so much! They’re great for some things, but you can’t ride them, or use them for pack animals, and I don’t think anyone shorter than I am could harness and groom them.”


“Not without needing a ladder,” Kos chuckled. “And there’s some shahmas I’d like you to check. They look woolier than ours, if that makes sense.”


She smiled. “Maybe they’re just cleaned and brushed for show.” She’d had no idea how much dirt and sticks a sheep or shahma could carry around until the first time she’d helped with shearing. Ugh! Too bad it’s against Torah to sell unwashed fleeces by the pound. They’d have made their fortune and then some.


Kos took her hand again and drew her closer. “Speaking of cleaned and brushed, you look very nice this evening.”


She smiled in turn and embraced him. Tildie didn’t want Kos’s attentions, since she didn’t care to get pregnant this month, and had all but shoved Basil into Kos’s arms when Basil had asked if the older woman minded having a room to herself. Basil began unbuttoning her husband’s vest and he got the hint.


The next morning Tildie went marketing. Karina had sent them with a long list, about half of which Tildie, Kos, and Basil had decided against on the way to the city. Now, Tildie set out with the remaining list, loaded for bear. Kos and Basil inspected general workhorses and shahma, along with some sheep that Basil liked, until their owner explained, “And of course you’ll keep them in a covered pen or barn. And you need to use nothing but electric clippers on them.” He’d pushed the thick, soft fleece apart and shown the animals’ wrinkly, loose skin. “Hand clippers just tear them up.”


Basil suspected it had more to do with incompetent shearers, but she couldn’t imagine buying animals that needed to be kept indoors all their lives. Maybe rent one of the rams and cross breed, she thought, but not a flock of the purebred beasts, unless they’re not really as fragile as the man thinks. Kos agreed, and told the man that they’d have to think about it, but that they might buy a ram from him. The shahma looked much better than the ones they had at Crownpoint, and Kos bought two males and five females, to collect at a half-way point later in spring. The man grazed his flocks on city land in the western end of the hills, so it wouldn’t be a hard trip, and Kos could find him easily. They recorded the transaction with the beast market master, so they could have a neutral judge if something went wrong later on.


They met Tildie an hour after noon. Tired but triumphant, she announced, “I found everything but one, and that one I have instructions on how to make ourselves. The turner had sold out of his last pair of knitting needles, but he has instructions and I bought a set. He also has plans for a spinning wheel, and a list of materials, along with plans for a big loom.”


Kos nodded. “And you got the leather?”


“Some. They didn’t have the top quality, but what I found will serve.”


“Good. Let’s go meet with this Babenburg fellow and see what he wants,” Kos announced, taking Tildie’s arm and leading the way. Basil followed, watching people and shops both. Her first impression hadn’t been quite correct, she decided. There was more to buy, but not that much more than on Peilov’s lands and Donatello Bend. The shops did sell more tech-made goods and heavy things like cooking pots and big clay things. Basil lusted after the metal-toothed brushes she saw in one window, to use as carding combs, and decided to ask Kos if she could get a few after they finished meeting with Babenburg. I wonder what he wants? Unless it is news and information about the roads and crops—that would make sense.


The administrative building gave her the shivers, sparking too many memories of dealing with Company personnel and their threats. At the summer solstice, just after the last computer link with ColLandPlat failed completely, she, Kos, Karina, and Tildie had built a bonfire and had burned Basil’s indenture papers. She’d been scared at first, then had danced with wild joy, drunk on the idea of freedom from the Company. It was her own personal Passover and Purim rolled into one. The administrative building brought back her fear of the Company, even though she knew Colonial Plantation LTD no longer had any say in who managed Vindobona. A man in a dark blue coat waved them through a gate and pointed to a doorway. “Through there, Mr. Peilov, and a young lady in blue will show you to the meeting room.”


Tildie whispered something to her husband, and their guide showed them the restrooms first, so they could freshen up. “I wonder if they have electric laundry machines,” Basil mused as she washed her hands.


“Probably, but for how much longer?” Tildie asked, echoing Basil’s earlier thoughts.


The rejoined Kos and their guide. The young woman led the trio to a set of pale-colored double doors, knocked, and opened one side. “Mr. Babenburg,” she explained. Basil followed Kos and Tildie into a large room with a big table in the middle. The pale blue walls and white trim contrasted with the dark wood, and Basil stopped to admire the painting of the hills west of the city. She’d never seen a real painting before. She turned around when she heard, “Good afternoon. I’m Pete Babenburg, the mayor of Vindobona.”


“Kos Peilov,” Kos said, shaking the extended hand. “My wife Matilda and my wife Susannah.” Basil nodded when her name was called.


“I’m Cynthia Babenburg, Pete’s wife,” a middle-aged woman replied.


“My better half,” Pete said with a smile. Basil felt better about things. “The broad gentleman lurking in the corner is Arturo Montoya. He and his wife Ann are in charge of security. Gerald White over there,” and Basil noted the drably-dressed, greying man with a bandaged hand, “is in charge of municipal utilities with Don McInich, who is currently up to his elbows in a technical difficulty.” Pete pointed to another woman, with very dark eyes and skin. “Andrea Okofor, our personnel specialist. You’ve met Terry, who handles commerce and the non-criminal courts.”


“My wife sends her regrets,” Gerald White told Tildie. “She’s trying to bring order to the school plan without grossly offending anyone or throwing any other committee members into the river.”


Cynthia smiled, laughing a little. “Why not? It might get some sense into them.”


“That’s the problem,” Gerald explained with a nod to Kos. “Apprenticeships are too sensible. They want computer courses and holo teachers. And no more learning animal husbandry.”


Basil and Kos laughed a little. “Sorry,” he explained. “Family joke.”


“Please, sit if you would like,” Pete invited. Kos, Basil, and Tildie did, and Cynthia and Ann settled next to the other women. “I’ll try to be brief, Mr. Peilov. You are the closest thing to a government west of the hills. We—that is, the city—is the closest thing to a functioning government east of them. I’d like to stay friendly and to work out some kind of mutual recognition and possible mutual assistance agreement, if possible. Not now,” Pete assured Kos, “but over the next year or so.”


Art Montoya and his wife nodded their agreement. “We’ve withstood an army of rabble, but now that people from the edge of the hills and the other side of the river are looking to the city for leadership and assistance, we thought we’d better get on good terms with our neighbors.”


Kos tipped his head to the side, considering the men’s words. “I am all for being friendly, and for keeping trade and exchange open between my family’s properties and Donatello Bend area, and here. But beyond that I’m not inclined to rush into anything. We don’t need much from you at the moment.”


Pete nodded. He wasn’t surprised, although he was a little disappointed. “If you have enough surplus goods to be able to trade, then I don’t think you’d be eager to rush into anything. But as things stabilize, assuming they do, it would be good to have some communication channels and connections in place, should you need us or we need you.”


“Our tech advantage won’t last forever,” Gerald said. “Not all of it,” he corrected after Pete glared at him.


“But you, and we,” Art added, pointing to Pete, “have established pockets of stability. If we can connect those pockets and reinforce each other, should more trouble come, God forbid, then a lot of people will be better off. And the stronger we are, the less likely other people are to act stupidly.”


“That I can agree with,” Kos said. “We’ve fought off raiders twice already. I assume that means the cities are as bad as rumor had it.”


“If you mean the cities have collapsed completely and in some cases the survivors are fighting each other for the scraps, yes. One of our goals is to expand settlement out, like you have, and like is going on south of here at Starheart. That way we can start filling in the gaps, so it’s harder to sneak an army of any kind, rabble or otherwise, into the area.” Art rubbed his nose.


Ann added, “We’re not worrying about extraterrestrial attacks any more. The Gormies can’t find us, and without space traffic and transmissions, we’re a lot less tempting to anyone else. And there’s not a hell of a lot we could do to fight them off, when it comes down to it. It’s the local hostiles we need to worry about.”


Pete noticed Kos’s younger wife biting her lip. Bad memories?


She spoke. “Are . . . are you going to settle the areas with indentured workers?”


“Oh hell no,” Cynthia snapped. “Pardon my language, but no more indentures. Apprenticeships yes, and mutual obligation contracts, but no more damned indentures. Half of them weren’t any better than slave labor. And no more sub-setts, either.” She declared, “We can’t afford it, and it’s not fair to anyone. Everyone has a skill or a way to help, and if you want to improve yourself, then more power to you—and the city won’t stand in your way. Unless you want to do it by liberating your neighbor’s property, that is.”


Kos gave Pete a sympathetic look. “I hope your wife doesn’t meet my senior wife,” he half-whispered. “They’d take over the planet.”


“Or kill each other,” Matilda Peilov muttered under her breath. Susannah Peilov tried to cover a smile with one hand and failed.


An hour later, after a light meal of vegetables, eggs, and other non-meat things, the Peilovs departed. Pete leaned back in his chair. “I never want to play cribbage against him,” he stated.


“And I won’t let my wife play him. They’d end up owning the entire city.” Gerald rolled his shoulders and neck. “He keeps his cards close.”


“Don’t blame him.” Art folded his arms and sat back, rotating the chair left and right. “He’s pretty well set and he doesn’t know us well enough to trust us yet. And vice versa. We’ll make good allies, but if I were him, I wouldn’t want to go any farther than that for now.”


“And I want to learn more about Matilda’s cooking. She and the others divided the entire place up. Karina, the senior wife, does general administration of the household, Matilda handles food, and Susannah looks after the animals and makes thread and cloth and so on.” Cynthia shook her head. “I’m not sure it would work for everyone, but they manage. Oh, and Susannah’s a former indenture, from Deepak’s Planet. She’s a veterinary technician and agro-engineer as well as everything else.”


Pete felt his eyes bulging and Art whistled. “Damn. No wonder Kos was so interested in the livestock.”


“And in the water supply,” Cynthia added. “They fortified a year and a bit ago, after the first attack. Half of his people won’t fight. They’re Mennonites.” Art and Ann groaned, but quietly. Pete didn’t blink, just nodded.


“So we have an unofficial agreement with the leader of the next largest community for mutual recognition and free trade,” Pete announced. “I’ll call that a win.”


Gerald smiled, showing all his teeth. “You realize you’ve become a diplomat, don’t you?”


The door opened and Prof. Starhemberg limped in. He looked around. “Aw, fug. Did I miss them?”


“Yes, but we negotiated a treaty of mutual recognition without any great difficulties,” Pete repeated.


Martin sat in one of the now-empty chairs. “Drat. I wanted to be where I could see history, not just teach it.”


Art growled, “We’ve been living through quite enough history as it is, thank you, Sar Major.”


“Funny, that’s what Helga said this morning,” Martin replied, undeterred. “That woman has no sense of adventure.”


Pete studied the men and women in the room. Three former Space Marines, one of them an academic as well, and probably touched in the head. One civil engineer with delusions of managerial skill, one civil engineer who has taken on the Sisters as a project, and one woman who still loves me despite everything. What a strange way to start a government.


“Speaking of women with sense,” Art leaned forward. “Have the Sisters settled in?”


Gerald nodded. “Wolfgang could tell you more, since he’s been working with Fr. Mou to help them organize everything, but yes. They are helping with the new church, maintenance and hospitality and such, as well as nursing and looking after orphans and foundlings. A few stormed off and set up a craftwork shop to support themselves, and two have gotten married, but some widows joined the group. They are a bit like the old Catholic nuns, except they don’t have a pope to pledge obedience to. They really fill a niche as far as social work, with a lot more common sense than the old Company people had.”


Cynthia and Ann both grew sober. “Now is not the time to discuss it, but we need to be thinking about children and families. We barely have enough people to keep things running as it is,” Ann sighed.


Cynthia wagged her finger. “And multiple wives is not the answer, Peter Thomas Babenburg!”


Pete tried to look innocent. Martin saved him. “You know, in some cultures, situational polygamy did help boost populations as well as providing basic social stability until the short-term crisis passed,” he began, sounding as if he were about to lecture. “Polyandry also has some advantages, although not necessarily in this situation, given the social constraints at play and the basic limitations of human reproduction.” He paused to inhale and Ann interrupted him.


“Oh no you don’t,” she growled, Cynthia nodding in firm agreement. “No lectures, and we’ll tell Helga if you start advocating for second and third wives.”


Pete, Art, and Gerald all eased away from the women. You started it, Martin, you deal with it. Female of the species and all that. I’m not a genius, but even I know when to run.


Martin had his hands up and a befuddled look on his face when the other men abandoned him to his fate. “Ladies, I assure you that I have no intention of recommending polygamy as public policy,” they heard as the door closed silently behind them.


Gerald nudged Art. “I though Marines never abandoned their own.”


“We also try to avoid lost causes, especially self-inflicted ones,” Art reminded him.
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Four years later, as the spring rise receded, Pete watched Art and Ann as they finished packing. “I admire your determination, but I question your sanity.”


Ann wiped a little sweat and nodded. “If it weren’t for the youngsters, I’d question our sanity as well. But they need a few mature role models.”


“So why are you taking Art along?” Pete ducked as Art tossed a wadded-up cleaning rag at his head.


Pete knew the answer, as did Ann. Women needed men with them and not just for company and pleasure. The years since the Great Fires, as some people had started calling the aurora outbursts, had shown the truth of that. In a world where survival depended more and more on human and animal muscle, men had an advantage. Especially a man with a good wife, as Pete well knew.


“You know that Peilov’s daughter and her family are settling near the fort?”


“Are they? I’d heard they weren’t going to stay in town, but I didn’t know where they wanted to go.” Pete admired their ambition. He wondered if the connections between Peilovna, as people has started calling the western settlement, and Vindobona would be getting even closer, since they had so many children of similar ages. He certainly wasn’t going to push anything, but he wouldn’t stand in the way, even if Kos Peilov was a little strange. Well, he’s strange in ways that are useful and even beneficial, and he’s not shoving his ideas at anyone. Which is better than some. Fr. Mou had gone a little odd over the past year, taking up the idea that overdependence on technology could endanger the state of one’s soul and writing an ever-lengthening theological treatise about the auroras. He’d also gone into honorable retirement, cared for by the Sisters, and could be safely ignored.


“So, I notice you waited until the buildings were finished before you made you move official,” Pete half-asked Arturo.


Now grey haired, Art nodded. “I’m lazy. And old. Let the youngsters do the hard stuff—that’s what they’re for. And that boy Don and Wolfgang sponsored, Martin? He’s got an eye for fortifications and military geography. We decided to let him give it a shot, and he’s bloomed. I want to encourage that sort of talent.”


“Good point.” I don’t want you ten days north of here, Art. I want you in town, helping me. But things changed, and Art had a point. They needed to be letting the next generation learn to lead and live.


Art pulled Pete aside as two young men in blue carried several crates past them. “Has Gerald sorted out the tannery proposal?”


Pete studied the floor for a moment. “Yes, but I had to intervene. Don wanted it upstream of the bridge. You know, he’s a hell of an electricity guy, but he’s clueless when it comes to sanitation. Gerald lost his cool and I finally shouted both of them down. The tanneries, dye works, cleaning, anything with noxious chemicals will be past that little island downstream of the city walls.” The island had appeared when the river shifted a little following the Battle Flood, as everyone called it. “Tom’s son, the fishing master, is kinda peeved, but I don’t think water quality will be a problem for the fish for quite a while.”


“Yeah, I mean, everyone knows what fish do in water already.”


Pete winced at the old joke. You know, I bet Noah got tired of hearing that, back on Old Earth.


“But it will be a problem at some point,” Art reminded Pete. He jumped topics. “We’ll rebuild and return to the stars.”


“Yes, we will. Not our generation, but we’ll return.”


Pete left the Montoyas to their packing. He smiled as several children waved, and he waved back. Their parents nodded, and one tipped his hat to Pete. He’d never wanted to be a leader, but since when had the Lord ever granted every wish? They had walls and water—clean water—and with that and a wise wife and good children, a man could do almost anything.


That night, he read a letter from Fritz Gunter. He and Marie had settled at Starland, after a brief stop at Heilbrown. They had three and two-thirds children, and Fritz wanted to know if they could name the pending arrival Cynthia, if it proved to be a girl. If not, it would be either Alex or Martin.


“Dear, do you mind having another namesake?” He asked his wife.


“No, as long as we don’t have to go to the baptism,” she replied. “Whose?”


“Fritz and Maria. They’re now down at Starland and she’s due with number four.” Cynthia shivered and Pete picked up her hand from the arm of her chair and squeezed it. Sabrina’s birth had almost killed her mother, and they’d agreed: no more children. But Pete junior and Sabrina both appeared healthy and hearty, thanks be.


“I don’t see how Basil Peilov does it,” Cynthia complained. “Manages the animals and four children at the same time without getting them mixed up.”


“She probably has from time to time, but just won’t admit it. And,” he hated to mention it, “she is a bit younger than we are.” I’d thought she was in her thirties when we met, she’s so mature. I didn’t realize that she’s only in her mid twenties. Dear Lord, she scraped and clawed her way out of the slums so hard, I wonder what she could have done if she’d been given a real chance by a real family?


He and Cynthia thought about things for several quiet minutes. “So, what are you getting Art and Ann as a going-away present?” she inquired at last.


“I thought a pack mule might be useful. Although I understand Helga Starhemberg’s threatened to send her husband along in a crate without holes, so maybe a small wagon?”


“That woman is a saint to put up with him,” she sighed. “There must be more to him than I realize.”


Or she’s just as mad as he is, in her own way. Not that Pete would ever say it aloud. He did not care to find himself on the wrong side of the “ladies auxiliary,” as he’d come to think of the leading women of the city.


Instead he said, “No doubt, dear.” It was safer that way.
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A short story set available at
almatcboykin.wordpress.com/fleder-murphy
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A list of Alma’s non-series works (including the Alexi’s Tale stories)
can be found at
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To keep up with Alma’s latest releases, visit her blog at
almatcboykin.wordpress.com
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