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Dedication

To Larry Niven,

For squeezing some huge ideas into tiny stories.
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Welcome to my stories. I write science fiction, a term which covers a broad range of fiction, including pure fantasy. Why don’t we call them all fantasy, with science fiction as a subfield of it? Some do, but bookstores prefer SF as the parent genre, mostly because of history and reader expectation. That’s where people look for their fix.

I mostly write ‘hard SF,’ stories aiming for scientific accuracy and a ‘sense of wonder.’ Genres tend to focus on a particular emotion or sensation—love for romance, angst for literary fiction, justice for Westerns and mysteries, and so on.

The hard SF ‘sense of wonder’ is formally defined as “that branch of fantastic literature which affirms the rational knowability of the universe, and has as its most particular reader experience the sense of conceptual breakthrough – of having understood the universe in a new and larger way.” (by Gregory Benford, as paraphrased by ESR in his “Why the deep norms of the SF genre matter” post).

I tend to think of this as answering new questions in interesting ways. It’s not limited to stories set in the future of our world. For example, as a kid I’d put a baby tooth under my pillow and find coins there in the morning. As a parent, I snuck quarters under my children’s pillows as I removed the teeth. Never thought about why I was doing it. It was a tradition.

Then I read Terry Pratchett’s Hogfather, which tackled the questions of “Why does the Tooth Fairy want those teeth?” and “Why do parents teach their children to believe in the Tooth Fairy?” The answers were both powerful and obviously true. I won’t spoil it. Read the book to your children, or show them the Hogfather movie (it’s a regular Christmas movie for my kids).

How do we find such questions? Some are easy—every new invention or scientific discovery will have downstream consequences. Tracing the rippling effects is where the interesting stories are found. You want to take ideas to their extremes.

For example, right now we’re experimenting with biotech, with engineered plants spreading their pollen about. There’s serious arguments over whether engineered viruses are loose in the wild. As nanotechnology develops the predicted self-replicating bots, it will spread in the same way.

So how can we have a control group for that experiment? A true vacuum is needed to prevent wind-blown spread. That means the control group must live on the Moon. Who’d be willing to live there to escape new technology? Religiously motivated groups such as the Amish. In such a tightly constrained society, young men would take the riskiest duties of working on the surface, such as prospecting for minerals.

What would happen when such a young man sees someone from the forbidden technological society in danger? To find out, turn the page.
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There was nothing but basalt at the bottom of this hole. I climbed back up carefully. Ripping my pressure suit on an outcropping would be a quick way to die. Prospecting alone means no one to help patch. 

Once I had my feet on something solid, I scratched “NO ORE” by the opening. This area was picked clean by my father’s generation. Hopefully, I can save the next generation some trouble. The lunar vacuum should leave the message visible to the next ten generations.

Not that I expect to contribute to those generations. The Elders sent me and Jeremiah out separately to stop the arguments over which of us Ruth should marry. When we get back, they’ll have decided. And I’ll likely be traded to another settlement, just a failure who wasn’t chosen by any girl in his own generation. My best hope is to find an iron meteorite, or ice, or something else we need to survive, and demonstrate I’m the better catch.

Or that I’m lucky. I’ll settle for lucky.

The next hole I could find was close to the outer edge of the crater rim. I looped my safety line around an outcropping. Looking around for safety hazards was the last step before going down the hole. Bright lights caught my eye.

It was the Modern town, miles away across the lunar regolith. It blazed with lights of every color, wasting energy in vain excess. The Old Order settlement I grew up in had only a few white lights, just enough for someone working on the surface to find his way home. I should hate them for their sinful display, but I couldn’t. I’d been camping on the surface for a week, surrounded by grey. The yellow and red and purple of the Moderns held my eye.

A descending spaceship was even more colorful. It fired jets of blue flame to brake to a landing. Flashing lights marked the nose of the ship.

Then all at once the ship’s rockets cut off, and the Modern town went dark. Not wholly dark, a few red lights remained on its perimeter. I looked for the ship. Was it going to crash?

Maybe not. The ship fired its rockets again. Brighter flames than before. No, it was closer. It had overshot the town and was coming toward me. Fast. Too fast.

I grabbed the line and jumped into the hole. I pressed my helmet against the rock.

A crunch sounded faintly through the stone. Then some sharper sounds. Debris landing closer? Some dust flew over the hole. I brushed my faceplate clear.

When I climbed out, I could see the wreck. It was just outside the crater rim, barely clear of Old Order territory. Bits of metal were scattered about. The nose of the ship was in one piece, but twisted and cracked. I said a prayer for the souls of the crew.

If I brought home an sled-load of that metal, the Elders would have a prayer service in my honor. Ruth might have a kind word for me, too. 

But did I dare bring any of it back? The wreck could be infested with nanobots, genetically engineered germs, and living software. All the things our ancestors came to the Moon to escape. If I brought back an infection, I could kill everyone in our settlement.

There’s ways to sterilize material . . . 

A figure crawled out of the shattered wreck. His legs trailed behind him. He made it a few body-lengths away before his arms gave out. Maybe he’d fainted.

The Modern town’s lights were still out. I didn’t think they’d be sending help. If anyone was going to assist the survivor, it would have to be me. I’d have to be careful not to get contaminated. 

I retied the line to hang down the side of the crater rim. Then I waited, watching the Modern town, hoping some vehicle would approach the wreck and take this cup from me. But nothing moved. Not even the survivor.

It’d have to be me. I was afraid, but there was no one else. I bolstered my courage by speculating on what I might get as a reward for saving him, and how the Elders would praise me for it. 

It was sinful vanity to imagine myself that way. Hopefully, God will consider carrying a stranger for thirty klicks an acceptable penance. I started sliding down the line, pushing off the crater wall to stay clear of any sharp stones.

The pilot had crawled clear of the wreckage before passing out. I didn’t have to step on anything contaminated to get to him. With luck, I wouldn’t get any Modern stain on my gear, and I could go home after this hike.

Go home as a hero. I wouldn’t mind that.

The stranger’s suit fit him snugly. I felt embarrassed, seeing his backside like that. The tight material showed his legs clearly enough for the broken bones to show.

They needed to be splinted before I moved him. I had a couple spools of alum-wire. Poking through the debris found a couple of skinny beams that would work.

Splinting the breaks woke him.

“Yaaah!”

Knowing our radios used the same frequency was a relief. Still, that was loud. “I’m treating your injuries. Display some fortitude.”

“Fuck that hurts.”

Probably true. Best thing I could do was finish quickly. “Okay, splints are on. We can move you.”

He rolled over. “Ow. Shit, my ship’s in worse shape than I am.” Also true.

“I need to make a travois to carry you. Will you be all right for a moment?”

“I guess so.” He fumbled at his chest.

There were long pieces I’d rejected for splints. I tried to find a matching pair as long as my patient.

“Oh, Jesus, yes. The pain meds just kicked in.”

“That’s no excuse for taking the Lord’s name in vain,” I said sternly. Then I bit my tongue. I’d sounded just like puffed up Brother Olaf.

The survivor rolled on to his side to look at me. “That suit—are you Amish?”

We Reformed Brethren have no quarrel with the Amish. They’re tolerable neighbors. Unlike Moderns who can’t tell us apart. 

“Yes.” And I’ve been told there’s no sense trying to explain the difference to them.

“Shit. Did I crash in the Reservation? The Rangers’ll have my hide.”

“No. You’re outside our lands. Barely.”

“Well. Thank you for coming out for me. What’s your name?”

“Thomas Schmidt,” I said. The travois was done. I don’t know if Brother Jonah would have cuffed me for making such an asymmetric monstrosity or been proud of me for making do with such materials. Maybe both.

“I’m very pleased to meet you, Thomas. I’m Roic. Um . . . what’s that?”

“A travois. I’ll tie you to it and drag you behind me. It’s an easier ride for you than being slung over my shoulder.”

“I’ll bet. You really know what you’re doing.”

“Accidents happen. We all have to be ready to do our part,” I said.

“Nice attitude. Most of my crowd just calls for Emergency Services, and they’re done.”

“Call for who?” I asked.

“Professional rescuers. Who should be here by now, actually.”

“There might be more emergencies. When your ship crashed, I saw the town’s lights go out.”

“Crap. I was on ground control for the approach. It zeroed, and I had to take over the wire. Figured it for a comms fault. If the whole system at Fort Conrad went down . . . yeah, they’d be too busy for me.”

So much for my brief hope of handing him off to someone else. It was time for me to strap Roic to the travois. “This will hurt.”

Roic accepted my manhandling stoically. Or he muted his radio. I wired his legs and shoulders to the frame. “Are you comfortable?” I asked.

“Can’t complain,” he said.

“How’s your oxygen?”

“Nanites are recycling. I’m ready to go.”

I shuddered at the thought of having sinful tech inside my suit and went back to work. I made a harness of more wire. A loop went around each shoulder. When I put it on the travois lifted up. Roic’s head was above my hips. “Comfy?”

“All good.”

I circled around the wreck and headed for town. Couldn’t see it from down here. I’d noted the craters between here and there from up on the wall. All I had to do was head south-west, go left around the first crater, and right around the second. Couldn’t miss it.

As long as the rest of the lights at Fort Conrad didn’t go out.

Maybe some light conversation would keep my mind more cheerful. “Roic, what cargo were you carrying?”

“Nothing. Which will keep my insurer happy. I was supposed to pick up a load of stoffelmurphs for one of the asteroid colonies. Conrad promised to goglotot them in time for me to gas and go.” He chattered on cheerfully about the charter to take them to the trans-Ceres ship at L-2.

When Roic slowed down I asked, “You do that kind of job a lot?”

“Sure. Not stoffels, but there’s always something somebody wants a rush delivery. So I get to loaf most days then work one day a week or so. Won’t make me rich, but I’m a man of simple tastes.”

I’d heard Moderns were rich but that staggered me. Half our settlement had dispensations to work the Sabbath just to keep us alive.

Roic continued, “So, Thomas, what had you out on the border?”

“Prospecting for iron deposits,” I said. “Officially.”

That made him curious. “And unofficially?”

Confession is good for the soul. So I told Roic about the love triangle. “. . . . So everyone’s getting fed up with us. The Elders sent us out to settle it one way or another.”

“That’s harsh, kid. Did you think about changing settlements yourself?”

“A handsome boy moving because the girls at home aren’t good enough for him gets a lot of notice. One like me moving because he wasn’t good enough for the girls . . . well, I’d be last pick again.”

“Sheesh.” Roic sounded amazed by Old Style customs. “Isn’t there any other girl but that Ruth?”

“They all married. It’s Ruth or wait five years for Martha Lehrer to be marriageable age.”

“Is Martha cute?”

“Hard to say,” I said. “Last time I saw her, she was making mud pies in the garden module.”

Roic laughed. “I tell you what, Thomas. When we get to town I’m introducing you to every single woman in Fort Conrad.”

I liked that plan. I’d rather go back home if I could drop him off without contamination. Meeting Modern girls sounded like a good back-up plan.

To keep the visions of Modern girls from taking over my thoughts I focused more on my walking. There were enough stones scattered about to hide some real hazards.

“Uh, Thomas?” Roic sounded nervous. He’d been quiet long enough I’d wondered if he’d fallen asleep. It’d be good for him by my trauma training.

“Yes?”

“I have a problem. A big problem.”

I stopped. The travois’ momentum slammed it into my kidney. I wiggled out of the harness and lowered him down.

“Ugh! Guh!” Roic’s voice turned into a burble. I’d done the worst possible thing. His helmet had a bowlful of water in it. Laying him down had sloshed it into his mouth and nose. I grabbed the travois. Tilting it onto its side got Roic’s face out of the water. He coughed and spluttered as he blew water out of his nose and lungs.

“Where’d that come from?” I asked when he quieted down.

“I think my recycler sprang a leak. It’s just been dribbling out. I’d been trying to ignore it but you hit a bump and sloshed it around over my face.”

The puddle covered Roic’s ear. The water looked murky. Must be leaking from the input side of the recycler. Ewwww. “Right. We’ll have to drain it.”

“How? I guess I can survive having my helmet off for a few seconds.” He sounded reluctant. 

I didn’t blame him. I’ve met men who took a breath of vacuum. They lived, but the scars are forever. “No. If we get ice on the threads we’ll never get your helmet back on.” I carried him to the shady side of a large boulder. “This will take a while.” I pulled the toolkit out of my thigh pocket. The hand drill already had my sharpest bit in it. I pressed it to Roic’s helmet at the lowest point. Which is to say I aimed it at his ear.

“Thomas, what the fuck are you doing?” The Modern had poor manners, but at least he’d stopped blaspheming.

“I’m making a hole to let the water out. Then we plug it and start walking again.”

Roic didn’t answer. Well, I’d hate to have a hole in my helmet too, but it beats drowning.

Whatever Moderns made their visors out of, it was tough. My arms ached by the time the drill bit broke through. The water had filled more of the helmet. Roic turned his head to keep his lips clear. 

Water squirted out under pressure, then stopped as ice clogged the hole. I traded the drill for my screwdriver and knocked the ice plug off.

“I’ve still got good pressure,” said Roic.

“As long as there’s some water or ice in the way you won’t lose air,” I answered. “I’m not going to get it all out. We can do this again if we need to.” Squirt. Freeze. Poke. Repeat.

“Lovely. So you’re going to seal it with ice?”

“Not just ice.” The puddle shrunk to a handful of liquid and an ice ring around the hole. I took a square of aluminum foil out of my pack. Stuffing it into the hole and squishing the outside flat made a decent seal. The rest of the water froze against it. “I think you’re good now.”

“Yeah,” agreed Roic. “This’ll be a story for the Pilot’s Club.”

I took a bag and scraped the ice crystals on the ground into it. I didn’t worry about how much regolith clung to them. We’d have to distill it anyway.

Roic asked, “Are you salvaging the water?”

“Of course. I wish I’d had time to make a hood to catch the evaporated crystals. We wasted a lot of water here.” My behind twinged in memory of another time I’d wasted water. My father drove that lesson home firmly.

“I think I have a new definition of penniless,” said Roic.

I didn’t know that word but didn’t ask him about it. We needed to get moving. The sun wouldn’t set for three more days, but I’d already finished my first oxygen bottle.

With the harness back on the travois in place, we set off. The first crater fell behind us. In a few more klicks, I expected to see Fort Conrad. But right now it was just slogging through the powder.

“Tell me a story?” I asked. I needed to stay alert. The flat plain was boring me to sleep.

“Sure, kid.” Roic spun a tale of rescuing some asteroid miners whose mass driver had ripped itself apart. The rescue took high-speed precision flying to arrive before they ran out of air. Then the appreciative miners threw him a party at Tycho City. Roic spent three times as long describing the party as the rescue. “. . . . and she’s still my girl in Tycho. Well, only girl now. We’re getting serious.”

“That’s sweet,” I said. He’d used a lot of words I didn’t know. They probably described sinful things.

“She’s likely worried about me. Whatever messed up Fort Conrad must be news all over the System by now.” Roic paused. “Your buddies must be worried about you, too.”

“No,” I said bitterly. “They’re not expecting me back soon. I’m prospecting in already mined rock. Likely Jeremiah will find something and run home to report it, and they’ll make him marry Ruth before get I home.”

Roic burst into laughter. “I’m sorry. I know it’s rough on you. I’m just not used to people having to get married.”

“We live the Old Style life.”

I stared ahead, marching past the crater. Too far ahead. There probably was a depression in the powder that would have warned me if I’d looked down.

My foot went into a small hole. It didn’t touch bottom before I fell over. The travois’ momentum slid it over my shoulder blades. The harness snapped as I fell. A sharp pain bit into my shin as my leg dragged against the edge of the hole.

I rolled onto my side to look at it. A finger-length tear in my suit hissed air. My skin froze under it. I slapped my left hand on the tear and dug into my thigh pocket with my right.

Roic pulled something off his belt, opened it, and dumped the contents on my leg. As I pulled a patch out of my pocket, the black powder slid between my hand and the rip. The hissing stopped. Then the pain stopped.

“Repair nanites,” said Roic. “Top of the line. Plus some medical ones. You’ll be fine.”

“They’re in my blood now?” I gasped.

“Yeah. They’re fixing the vacbite. You won’t even have a scar.”

I wrapped my arms over my helmet and burst into tears.

“Thomas? Hey, Thomas, what’s the matter?” When I didn’t answer, he grabbed me and lifted me up over him. “Are you hurt?”

I shook my head.

“Hey. It’ll be all right.” Roic pulled me onto his chest and hugged me. He squeezed me tight enough for me to feel it through my backpack. “It’ll get better.”

I started to get control of my breathing. “I’d hoped . . . I’d hoped . . .”

“Hoped what, Thomas?” Roic’s voice was gentle and patient. As if we had all the time in the world, not two and a half oxygen bottles.

“I’d hoped if I was very careful, didn’t let my suit get breached, I’d get you home without getting contaminated. And then I could go home.”

Roic squeezed again. “And I just contaminated you with nanites and ruined that. I’m sorry.”

“No, don’t be sorry,” I said. “It’s not like I could walk the rest of the way with a vac-bit leg. You did the right thing. It’s just . . . I’ll never see my parents again.”

Squeeze. “Yeah, that’s hard. But I promise you, you won’t be alone. You’ve got me. And all my friends. My insurance company will love you. Plus there’s some crazy miners who’d fucking adopt you if I asked them to.”

I leaned into the hug, still sniffling.

“Hey, you’re not the only Amish guy in town either. There’s one in Fort Conrad. He runs a bar named Publican’s.”

That got a chuckle out of me.

“Want me to introduce you to him before or after all those girls?”

I pulled myself together and thought a moment. “Before. But first I have to fix the harness.” That used up the last of my wire.

I kept the brisk pace but took a more winding route, veering to stay on solid rock when I could. The first sight of Fort Conrad’s lights lifted my heart. I walked a circle so Roic could see them, too.

Swapping air bottles in sight of an airlock annoyed me, but I’d be a right fool to pass out in arm’s reach of the town. It was my last bottle.

We could see activity around the town, but no one answered Roic’s radio calls. The airlock was the first to talk to him, and then only after we were inside. “Please identify transponderless person.”

“This is Thomas Schmidt.”

“No financial responsibility profile exists for Thomas Schmidt.”

Roic sounded irritated. “I accept total liability for Thomas Schmidt.”

“Recorded. Welcome to Fort Conrad.” The inner airlock door opened.

We walked into a dimly-lit corridor. Roic took off his helmet. After a moment, so did I.

“What does liability mean?” I asked.

“Mostly that I’m paying for your air. Just don’t kill anyone, okay?” he said.  I gasped. “That was a joke, sorry.”

The travois kept catching on things in the corridor. I untied Roic and carried him. He’d discussed several possible first stops. I insisted on going to a doctor first.

Roic assured me the town didn’t look this dim and gloomy normally. “But I don’t miss the animated advertisements.”

The natives we saw were too busy to talk to us. In the main hall, Roic spotted one he knew. “Waltius! Howdy!”

The skinny Modern checked his stride. “Roic? What happened to you?”

“Ship crashed when ground control went out.”

“Oh, yeah, I bet there was a lot of that.”

“Waltius—the fuck?” That phrase appeared to be a Modern term for demanding a complete explanation. 

“We were infected. Malware broke through the firewall and took down the infrastructure daemons.”

I didn’t think Moderns believed in demons. Maybe I was misunderstanding them. As Roic asked more questions, the conversion stopped making any sense to me at all. It finished with him declaring, “Damn Purps.”

After that, Roic extracted directions to the clinic. Waltius warned the clinic was as crippled as everything else. He went on his way.

We spotted the clinic by the line of people waiting to get in. “Fuck that,” said Roic. “My legs are broken. Go on in.”

A patient stood on one leg as the other spasmed. The doctor waved some gadget at the bad leg. “Please, can’t you just take out the implant?” whined the patient.

The doctor switched gadgets. “I can cut it out. But the fuser’s corrupted, and I’m out of heal nanites. So you might bleed to death. I’m trying to shut it down remotely.”

“Hi, Doc Shep!” interrupted Roic.

She looked at us. “Roic? Did you actually get hurt while sober?”

“First time for everything, doc.”

“What’s wrong with you?” the doctor demanded.

“Busted both legs,” said Roic.

I jumped in. “Simple fracture of the left femur. Compound fracture of right tibia and fibula.”

The doctor came over for a closer look. “Good job on the splints. Okay, you’re triaged. First in line, when I get all systems back. For now, put him on that bed.”

Once I had him settled, Roic said, “Thomas, take off your suit before you get heat stroke.”

I did feel cooler with it off. Standing there in my underwear embarrassed the heck out of me. My clothes were in the tent I’d left behind on the other side of the crater wall. I felt less embarrassed after looking over the Moderns. The doctor was the only one wearing much more than me.

She had on a white coat on with “Dr. Sheppard” written on it. Several more gadgets had failed on the spasming leg. “It’ll have to come out.”

“Told you so!” said the patient.

“Say that after you survive the procedure. Hey, boy, what’s your name?” That was to me.

Roic answered, “This is Thomas Schmidt, professional guardian angel.” I blushed.

“Good enough. Thomas, you need to give me a hand. Two hands. Rub this on them.” She tossed me a tube of goop. “I’m going to cut into this silly girl with too many implants and yank out the one on her femur. Then you need to squeeze the incision closed, while I wrap a tight bandage around her leg. Got it?”

I did, but had to ask, “Why don’t you stitch it closed?”

“Because I’m not a fucking historical reenactor!” snarled Dr. Sheppard. “The net’s down, so I can’t get training in stitches, and Fabby here—” gesturing at a beige box “—can’t get the patterns to make the needles. If I did have net access, I’d get the skin fuser working, so I wouldn’t need to sew on people!”

I’d retrieved my first aid kit during the rant. I pulled out a pre-threaded quarter circle needle and held it up to her.

She stared intently at it. “Can you use that?”

“Yes. Only done it once on a person, though,” I said.

“Are you a reenactor?”

“He’s Amish,” interjected Roic. “It’s current tech for them.”

“Okay,” said Dr. Sheppard. “Let’s see you use it again.” She picked up yet another gadget, which flashed blue light on the patient’s strapped-down thigh. “Thank God this still works.” It sounded more sincere than many prayers I’d heard in Services. The scalpel cut deep. The patient watched without complaining. The doctor’s other hand fiddled in the incision before coming out with a flat box. “Sew, boy!”

I started at the upper end of the cut. Didn’t try anything fancy; this was no time to worry about what the scar would look like. Dr. Sheppard assisted with some pressure to bring the edges together for me.

“That is so gross,” said the patient.

Dr. Sheppard shushed her. “Quiet, Jinni. Let the man work.”

Sixteen stitches and a knot. I had to fetch the scissors from my first aid kit. When I cut off the excess thread, the doctor had another gadget out.

“Solid join,” she muttered. “Minimal additional damage. Material inoffensive.” Dr. Sheppard straightened up. “Bandage it.”

The cloth and tape felt strange to my fingertips. They went on skin just like the ones I was used to. When I finished, I looked up to see the doctor watching me.

“You have more of those?”

“Yes, ma’am.” I pulled three more out of my kit. She stretched out her hand. I dropped one into her palm.

She turned and dropped it into a slot on the beige box, still in the paper wrapper. “Fabby, give me twenty of those.”

I jumped in the air when the box said, “Analyzing.” The girl I’d stitched up laughed at me. “Resources adequate,” continued the box. “Production commencing.”

Dr. Sheppard said, “Thomas, you’re hired. Some people’s implants are breaking down. I’m going to take ‘em out, you close. Remember to clean your hands before every patient.”

“Do I get a finder’s fee?” asked Roic.

“Yes. I’ll use anesthetic when I fix your bones.”

“Gosh, thanks.” Roic wore a smirk.

The doctor started checking the people waiting in the corridor. Only a third were operated on. She told the rest to come back when the ‘malware’ had been cleared out of town. Those in danger from their damaged implants got cut. I spent hours sewing on arms, necks, ribs, scalps, anywhere some Modern tech could squeeze a box of electronics into.

Three hours into it, I felt I’d gotten good at sewing. I wanted to apologize to my first patient for doing such a sloppy job. But Dr. Sheppard had sent her home so I kept working.

Three hours after that, I was being sloppy again. When I muttered “Jehoshaphat!” while working around an elbow, the doctor told her patient, “You’ll wait. Come back in the morning.” She then chased off the ones still waiting in the hall.

I finished bandaging the wound and found Dr. Sheppard staring at me. “When did you last eat?” she asked.

“Um . . . twelve hours? Maybe more.” I’d suppressed hunger pangs when I noticed them. Too much work to do.

“Right. I’ll get you a real meal. First, a shower and some clean clothes.” She pointed at a booth in the corner.

“I don’t have any clothes,” I said. And my underwear was probably too blood-stained to ever clean.

“Leave that to Fabby.”

The shower washed away fatigue with the sweat and blood. I started to wonder what she’d meant by “you’re hired.” I couldn’t go home. I’d need a place in Modern society. I didn’t want to batten on Roic’s gratitude. A man should pull his weight.

A towel popped over the top of the booth. A bright blue shirt and pair of pants followed. All softer than any I’d had before.

When I emerged, a plate of food was waiting. Roic had gotten a sandwich. He put it down while I said grace. I took one bite. Delicious. I had to stop myself from stuffing food in my mouth with both hands.

Dr. Sheppard took a couple of bites then laid down her fork. “I never thought much of the Amish Reservation,” she said. “Seemed like silly paranoia. Put some people in a vacuum bottle so if some malicious virus or nanite wipes out the human race there’d still be survivors.”

I shrugged. The Elders talked more of escaping sinful temptations than dangers. I couldn’t think of a polite way to say that. Besides, my mouth was full.

“You’ve shown me there’s more than that to it. You’re the control group for the experiment the human race is running on itself. Preserving self-reliance, knowledge, tools we’re losing. You’ve got a better work ethic than any Modern I’ve ever met.”

“It’s nothing special,” I mumbled around a bit of sausage. “Hard work is for the glory of God. We need to work to survive.”

“That is special nowadays,” said the doctor.

We heard a voice from the corridor. “Attention. The malware has been eliminated. Emergency Services is now restoring Level One Infrastructure.”

“That’s a relief,” she said.

“Agreed,” said Roic.

I asked, “If things are fixed, you won’t need me anymore?”

Dr. Sheppard laughed. “After today, I could probably justify paying you to sit around in case of another system crash. But I’ve got some better ideas.”

Roic put his second sandwich down. “No locking him into contracts, doc. We don’t even know how much my insurance company is going to pay him. He could retire.”

I spat a mouthful onto my plate. “Retire!?”

Roic spoke in a soothing tone. “That probably means something different to Amish and Moderns. I just meant you have a lot of choices and shouldn’t pick quickly.”

I pulled myself back down to my seat. “Okay.”

“So let me give you a choice to think about,” said Dr. Sheppard. “Work half-time for me as a medical tech. The rest of your time you can study to be a doctor.”

“I’m not smart enough to be a doctor!”

“I think you are. I know you can work hard enough to be one, which matters more than brains. You don’t flinch at blood, and you care about your patients. It’s a good start.”

“Um,” I said.

“Or you could go into Emergency Services or something. The classes would be the same for the first few years.”

Planning for years. My plans had ended when we reached the airlock. “I’ll think about it.”

“You do that. Anyway, I’m paying you for today.”

“With what?”

They tried to explain money to me. Roic’s “Stuff you can barter for anything” sort of worked. Dr. Sheppard decided to put me to bed.

Three months later, I understood money, had an apartment of my own, and decided what to spend some of my extra money on. I’d met a couple of the Reservation Rangers when they interviewed me. Seems there’s more runaways than the Elders ever said. Some committed suicide when they couldn’t adjust to Modern life.

A good job, good grades, and a girlfriend convinced them I’d adjusted. So when I asked them for a favor, they helped out. 

We made a ceremony of it. Roic and Dr. Sheppard even came out. It had to be done during lunar night to minimize losses.

The easiest place to cross the Reservation boundary was a gap in the crater wall on the north side. The Rangers negotiated with the Elders to make sure they’d be willing to receive it. Now a dozen Amish—they had me saying it—waited on the Reservation side of the gap.

The Rangers unloaded my present from their cargo hopper. The sterile wrappings came off, revealing a cylinder of ice taller than me and twice as wide. Pulling the wrappings out from under it started a slow roll to the Amish.

Thirty tons of ice hadn’t cost me that much. Having it double distilled to eliminate any microorganisms or nanites, then moved in certified sterile containers . . . it used up most of the insurance money.

The Elders didn’t trust us to sterilize it. Nor should they. Most of the waiting Amish came around the cylinder to push it along. They’d take it to the solar power plant. The focused mirrors would superheat the steam to hundreds of degrees. That they’d trust to be sterile.

Two Amish stayed behind as the ice cylinder rolled off. A flash of light from the Rangers revealed the identification stripes on chest of their pressure suits—orange over purple and purple over orange.

I grasped my girlfriend’s hand. “Jinni, they’re here!” We bounced up to the boundary line. I waved both my arms over my head. My parents waved back. Jinni waved at them. My father waved. My mother mimed blowing a kiss. Jinni blew one back.

They turned and walked away.

“Why weren’t you allowed to talk?” asked Jinni.

“The Elders forbade it,” I said. “They’re afraid of bad ideas.”

She sighed. “Too bad. I’d like to really meet them. I want to show them my scar.”

“For Heaven’s sake, why?” I blurted. “It’s bad enough you won’t let Sheppard remove it.” I was still embarrassed by the clumsy job I’d done on her leg.

“I’m keeping it because it’s body art with a story. And I want to show it to them, so they know you’ve always taken care of me.”

“All right.” I took her hand as we turned to go home.
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Sir Yves rode up to the village headman’s house. I glanced back to make sure we were still a dignified parade behind him. The groom kept a tight hold on the warhorse’s lead. Good. I’d hate to see it kick a child.

Manfred and I flanked Sir Yves as he made his speech to the village elders. The whole village cheered as they gathered into the well-yard to hear. This beast scared them, whatever it was.

Pelanon looked as prosperous as a peasant village could. Clean houses, clothes without patches. The risk of living at the kingdom’s border with the Wild Lands had paid off for them until now.

The headman lamented the hundreds of cattle they’d lost. A hunter who’d seen the monster was brought forward to describe it. I listened carefully. Reading bestiaries had helped me pass some long winters. “Five times the height of a man and able to swallow a steer in three bites,” alas, did not let me narrow down what kind of monster we faced.

“How did you escape, my good man?” asked Sir Yves.

“Didn’t look like good eating, your lordship.”

I believed him. He looked made of gristle spit out on the plate.

When Sir Yves laughed the villagers did too. I noticed my knight again didn’t correct them for calling him a lord.

I looked back at the groom. He’d placed the pack horses on each side of the warhorse to keep the villagers away. In answer to his anxious look I said, “Good work, Hal.”

He smiled. “Thank ye, squire.”

I turned back to the conversation. We would be feasted, and spend the night in the headman’s house. His children were scurried out the door clutching their dolls. I jumped down to take the bridle of his palfrey as Sir Yves dismounted.

They served us beef, of course. We’d seen several healthy herds riding in. The locals’ chatter revealed they’d been about to cull the herds for market until the monster did it for them.

The headman signaled the end of the feast with a toast. “Good people, I give you Sir Yves, our savior.”

“Hear! Hear!” shouted the villagers.

I filled Sir Yves’ mug after he drank. He stood. “I give you the cattle-eater’s head, mounted over your gate!”

They cheered for that even louder.

I laid out my knight’s blanket on the cleanest straw pile. Manfred slept on the one by the door. The man-at-arms amazed me with his gift for sleeping instantly. He claimed it came from too many night watches.

I stepped out of the house. “Sir, your bed is ready.”

“Thank you, Ward. I’ll be in soon.” Sir Yves turned back to his warhorse. “Tomorrow, Boulder, you shall have a charge worthy of a true destrier.” He kept currying the animal’s back. Boulder hardly needed it. He’d made the journey with no burden and the least of harnesses. But Sir Yves brushed him regardless.

I vow I will wed no woman unless I can give her as much love as Yves has for that horse.

In the morning we dressed for battle. I placed each piece of armor on Sir Yves, tying thongs and fastening buckles. When each went in place he stretched his arms and twisted his body, making sure all lay correct. I knew he meant no doubt in me. Sir Yves had fought man and monster enough times to learn the value of doing things properly.

The gristly hunter—Ed, he answered to—watched as we prepared. He might have slept in all but his bow.

I placed the helm on Sir Yves last. He bent his knees almost to a squat, then jumped in the air. The rattle and jingle of steel against steel turned all the villagers’ heads. Stretches and bends were next. I watched carefully. No skin showed except around his eyes. Where the plate gapped mail lay underneath.

Manfred tossed aside an apple core. “It lays well, sir.”

Hal led over Boulder. He’d put the full harness on the warhorse. We helped our master mount up. Then he said some inspiring words to the villagers while I donned my armor. It’s the best I can afford, which is to say not much. But it puts steel between beasts and the places they like most to bite.

When Manfred and I mounted up Sir Yves waved for the gate to open. The village lads pulled it to as we trotted out. It was merely wood stakes roped together. Boulder could have gone through it without slowing. 

Ed led us through the patchy woods. I liked the climate here. Back home a cow walked all day to find enough grass to eat its fill. Here one could eat for a week standing still. The hunter pointed out some bits left from the monster’s depredations. The beast was too lazy to eat a leg or head fallen from its maw.

I’d wondered at the herds remaining on the wilderness side of the fields. Then I realized people would want the beast to eat its fill before reaching their houses.

When we passed the last of the cattle Ed began moving from tree to tree, pausing to listen before crossing meadows. We followed patiently.

With the hoof beats and armor jingle and Sir Yves’ lance trailing a pennant twenty feet above the ground I felt sure Ed would not be noticed first. But if my knight was content with his guidance I’d say nothing.

Whatever the thing was, it was truly tall. I spotted broken branches. I held two spare lances for Sir Yves. I used one to reach a stub where a branch had snapped clean off. It was almost thirty feet up.

Ed led us toward the East. The trees were more battered here. He held up a hand. We halted our horses. The sound of breaking wood came clearly through the trees. Then some thumps.

“Splendid work, my man,” said Sir Yves. “Be off now. You don’t want to be between us.”

Ed vanished into the trees.

Sir Yves lowered his lance. Boulder walked faster, feeling his master’s eagerness. I followed, ready to hand over a new lance after he placed the first one. I glanced back at Manfred. He was looking about, taking care nothing would come up behind while Sir Yves focused on his prey.

Two trees stood close enough for their branches to weave together. I saw them surge toward us, part, then snap back to their places. The monster stood before us. Ed had not exaggerated.

It reared up, taller than I had feared. The dagger-toothed mouth opened. A cow would fit in there if it went head-first. It stood on two mighty legs. Bits of sun sneaking through the leaves gleamed on its scales. It lacked only wings to be a dragon.

“Roll, Boulder!” The warhorse needed no spurs to charge. Sir Yves canted his lance up to aim at the monster’s throat.

I pulled a lance from its rest, ready to hand over, as I watched them fly across the ground.

The monster ducked its head and roared. Boulder arrowed at it, dirt and roots flying from his hooves. Sir Yves lowered his lance, aiming for the shoulder.

Then it hopped to the side, more nimbly than I imagined something that size could move. Sir Yves followed, the lance entered the monster’s side. Before he could drive it in a great three-clawed foot kicked out. Knight and horse catapulted through the air. 

Boulder landed hard. The horse voiced its pain, a deeper scream than ever I’d heard on a battlefield. The scream ended as the monster’s jaws closed on Boulder’s neck.

I spurred my mount, dropping the lance. If I could grab Yves while it ate . . . it looked up at me and roared.

My mount reared, flinging me into a tree. I hit hard. Landing on the ground felt soft after the tree. Almost I screamed. That I didn’t was likely more shock than fortitude.

My horse galloped away but the monster’s legs were longer. The whole hindquarters fit in the gaping mouth. The beast rose to its full height to swallow. The front and legs fell to the ground as the jaws closed.

I saw Manfred turn his courser about and gallop off.

The rest of my mount went down its gullet in two bites. It disdained the legs. The monster stepped over to Boulder’s remnant. Small forelimbs—small on this monster being a man’s length—unfolded. It scooped up the carcass and walked back into the woods. Poor Yves, I thought. He’ll mourn Boulder forever.

I pulled myself up the tree trunk. A few minutes of standing let me walk again. Sir Yves was easy to find. His armor gleamed where the sun’s rays rested on it. He wasn’t in mourning. The monster had hit hard enough to cave in his breastplate. His face stared intently at nothing. He died not knowing he’d failed.

My knife made short work of some saplings. I dragged Yves’ body toward the village. Soon I was so exhausted I didn’t notice Ed until he started pulling on the frame with me.

Manfred waited by the first cattle herd. Like Ed he said nothing. The three of us placed Yves’ body on the back of the courser.

As the shock wore off I grew angry. Angry at the monster. Angry at Sir Yves for dying with the work undone. Angry at myself for not finding a way to prevent his death. I couldn’t undo that. But I could kill the monster. Somehow.

One of the village boys kept lookout from a platform over their gate. The headman came out to meet us. No cheers this time. The villagers were shocked and silent.

We laid the body on a table left outside from the feast. We bowed our heads as the priest said a blessing. The crowd pressed in for a closer look.

I heard muttering. “Don’t stand a chance now.” “We’re doomed.” “Best flee while we can.” “My cousin has a farm near Rockhill, he might take us in.”

I pushed my way through the gawkers and stepped up on the bench. “Good people! With his last breath, Sir Yves charged me to defeat the monster. I cannot do so alone, but with your help we can kill it together. He wounded it. I saw the lance tear flesh. I saw red blood pour down the beast’s side, red as any wolf’s blood. We can kill it.”

They all listened. Some with hope, some with disbelief. Manfred’s face held contempt.

“What one spear can wound, many spears can kill. I’ve taught soldiers of His Majesty’s army how to wield the long pike. The men of this village, carrying pikes, can face the beast and destroy it. I can teach you. You can kill it.”

The young men loved the idea. The older ones were divided. Arguments broke out, fighting versus fleeing versus waiting for another knight-errant to save them. The headman silenced them. “The council will decide. Everyone else, back to work.”

The headman led us into the meeting hall. I wished I’d learned his name. Manfred followed after.

A chubby landowner seized the floor. “Simon, we must flee. That thing will eat our herds then us!”

“Flee to where?” said another. “There’s no land standing empty that will hold our cattle. We’d have to sell all we have. I’m too old to learn a new trade.”

“Enough!” Headman Simon banged a tankard on the table. “We’ve all heard this from you before. Squire Ward has something new for us. Explain your plan, sir, if you please.”

I stepped into the circle. “It is simple. I was a file-closer in the Second Pikes. I trained soft city boys to be hard soldiers. Your crafters can make the pikes—long spears, three times a man’s length. A week or two to practice with them and we can tear the monster apart.”

“What was a squire doing in the army?” asked one.

I chuckled as if I didn’t mind the question. “I’m a third son of a fifth son. My blood’s high but no money was left for me. So I took His Majesty’s shilling. Sir Yves wanted a squire who’d slept in tents, not manors. So he chose me.”

The carpenter and smith whispered to each other. The smith stood and asked, “How do we make those pikes?”

I explained what was needed. Heartwood from a straight tree, a sharp iron point, and a spike on the end to hold it still when braced on the ground.

“How many?”

“Thirty at least. Double that if you can.” They didn’t like that. “We can train with bare wood. Starting tomorrow.”

When no one else had a question Manfred stepped into the silence. “Good men, I’ll take my leave now. I’m bringing Sir Yves’ body to be buried at his brother’s manor.”

“I’ll help you with that,” I said.

Hal brought up the palfrey. She shifted uneasily as we heaved the corpse on and tied it in place.

“You don’t have to do this yet,” I said. “You have a lot you can teach them.”

Manfred mounted his courser. “I don’t think I’d change their fate.”

“Sir Yves wanted to protect these people. You can help protect them.”

He took the palfrey’s lead. “Yves was a winner. That’s why I took his shilling.”

“Stay, and win again.”

Manfred leaned down toward my face. “You’re no winner. You’re every noble-blooded commander who led his men to slaughter because his honor wouldn’t let him sound retreat.” He twitched his reins. His horse began to trot. The palfrey followed on the lead.

I took a drink from the well as I waited for the council to finish arguing. A tall lad, good pike material, came up to me.

“What were you talking to the horseman about?” he asked.

“I charged him with a message for my mother.”

Simon came out then. “Squire Ward. You shall have your pikes. And your men. May God have mercy on us all.”

My recruiting speech made two promises: the joy they’d take in spilling the monster’s blood, and the brotherhood they’d feel forever with those they fought beside. I’d convinced the village’s prettiest girls to sit a bit to my side where the undecided could see them. Once a few young men stepped forward the rest followed. Some older men volunteered as well.

Half the volunteers couldn’t train yet. They were the pike-makers. I assured them they’d be able to catch up. The other half were put to bed in the meeting hall.

I woke before dawn, used the privy, and ate some cold beef I’d saved from last night. Then I walked into the meeting hall and began kicking ankles. “On your feet! Get started! Form two lines for the privies!” One tried to swing at me. I knocked him onto another who hadn’t risen yet.

At the privy they learned proper spacing in line and standing at attention.

I led them to the village’s wall after. They flinched back as I drew my sword. Two swings cut the ropes holding the thin logs together. I yanked one log from the wall and tossed it at the lad in front. “We don’t have pikes yet so you’ll train with these. Come forward in turn to receive yours.”

Once we all held our sticks at the same angle we could march for real. The cattle gazed as we went by. “Never break formation! Put your foot in that cow patty! And the man behind you puts his foot in the same place! When the formation passes there should be one footprint in that cow patty!”

Turning and facing movements confused them. When one knocked his flanker in the head with his stick they found ways to make each other do better.

“Breakfast? Why would you want to eat before working up an appetite?” God bless Petty-Captain Eblen for teaching me an answer for anything a recruit might say.

I marched them back in for lunch. A couple couldn’t cut it. Some boys from other villages had come to join in. My formation grew.

The afternoon was more of the same. I let them have a heavy supper and sent them to the meeting hall. Complaints soon turned to snores.

Ed reported another pair of cattle lost. I took him aside. “Can you track the beast?”

“Track? Its footprint is as big as I am,” said Ed.

“I want you to find its lair. That’s where we’ll attack it. Find it, and guide us to it.”

“Dangerous work. I have a family to feed.”

Sir Yves entrusted me with his purse because he hated bargaining over fodder and rooms. I took a gold crown from it. “Give your wife this.”

“Aye, sir, that’ll feed them well and long.”

By the time the pikes were ready the boys looked good on the march. I hadn’t taught them the maneuvers they’d need on a battlefield or a parade, just enough to win one fight. Two boys, Jerob and Bert, did well enough I gave them turns at calling the march.

Issuing the pikes became a ceremony. In single file they tossed their sticks onto a pile and received their weapon from my hands. The craftsmen followed them. Their sloppy walk contrasted sharply with the crisp march of my trainees. The older men tried to imitate the others. I smiled.

In the morning Jerob led the youngsters in practicing the basics while I introduced their uncles and older brothers to the same moves. I hid a smile at the precision the youngsters had when they wanted to impress someone. The new group hated being shown up. They worked hard and learned fast.

Three days and another monster raid later I set them marching together. Now we practiced attacks. The town wall became more battered as pikes thrust into it.

Once I felt they were ready to face the beast I took them on a long winding march through the pastures. By dusk half of the men were lost. I would have been if my hired boys hadn’t been popping out from behind trees to keep me on course.

As we entered a shady meadow one boy gave me the ready signal. I answered him in kind. We marched straight ahead. 

Lights flickered in the trees. An inhuman bellow split the air. A dark shape emerged, trailing sparks, and charged us.

I commanded, “Lower pikes! Brace pikes!” As one my men dropped their pikes from vertical to pointing at eye level. Then they planted the butt spikes in the dirt and stomped hard to hold them there.

The screeching came closer. The shape reached the pikes. Four men fell as the impact shook the pikes from their grasp. The second rank held firm.

“Charge pikes and attack!” At my command the rear ranks lifted their weapons and thrust at the attacker. Front rankers who didn’t have something on their pikes joined in.

Jerob stabbed deep, then stepped back. “It’s a bleeding kine!”

Two of them, actually. Young black bulls roped together. Burning branches were tied to their tails. Well clear of the pikes stood the herd boys I’d hired to guide them into our formation.

“We’re feasting tonight, boys!” I shouted. “Fall out to gather firewood.”

My men were laughing and slapping each other on the back. The more serious ones looked at the dead bulls’ wounds. One braced pike had entered the chest and come out through the bull’s haunch. Thrusts by the rear-rankers went in two or three hands.

I paid off the herd-boys and sent them home. Tonight would be for the fighters.

The first fire was far too big for cooking. Jerob sent some wood gatherers aside to make a pair of smaller fires so we could eat. As more wood arrived he had them build a second bonfire on the other side of the dead bulls. 

When the roughest butchering was done Bert took a few men to work the pikes out of the bodies. Seeing men get important things done without orders made me a happy commander.

Once everyone’s belly was full of beef I gathered them round for a talk. “You’re ready to kill a monster,” I said to cheers. “In a few days we’ll do it. The beast eats every few days. The next time it takes some cattle we’ll wait to the next day. Then Ed will lead us to its lair.”

The hunter nodded. He’d arrived in time for the feast.

“God willing it will be asleep with a full craw. We’ll just see it doesn’t wake up. I expect it will be awake. Then we’ll kill it the hard way.”
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